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Prologue

	Peace is a fragile thing. A long war drives a people. It works its way into the minds and souls of a nation, giving them something to live for, and something to die for. When the fighting ends, the prospect of what comes after—the rebuilding and the healing—can be terrifying. The horrors of war are too often more comfortable and familiar than the challenges of peace.

	What had come to be known as the Perpetual War had scoured the lands of the Northern Alliance and Tressor for as long as any could remember. Dark figures, the D’Karon, had risen to positions of power within the Alliance Army. Through this influence they had stoked the war like a furnace, burning away generations of the best men and women of both nations and weakening the world as a whole. It was only through the efforts of the divinely anointed warriors known as the Chosen that the D’Karon were finally defeated, but in many ways it was then that the greatest challenge began.

	After more than a century of fighting, peace was tenuous. Heroes once called upon to vanquish evil were now tasked with holding together the ragged edges of their world until the healing could begin. Too much blood had been shed and too many lives lost to allow war to return. But in a dark place long forgotten, a spark stands ready to ignite the war anew.

	#

	Somewhere deep in the arid wastes of the southern shore of Tressor, a woman lay sleeping. Hers was a deep, dreamless slumber, a slumber unbroken for years. The woman was frail and forgotten, a motionless bundle of ragged cloth and withered flesh. If undisturbed, she might never have awoken, sleeping blissfully until the end of time without troubling the world or its people. But this was not to be.

	Piece by piece her body flickered to life, like soggy bits of firewood sluggishly taking to flame. Her lungs took the initiative, deciding that shallow breaths were simply not sufficient. And so she breathed deep, quickly releasing it as a painful cough. Next her eyes grew weary of the darkness and slid open, feeding her mind images that it was not quite ready to comprehend. Her fingers twitched, her cracked lips parted, her dry tongue smacked, and slowly a word formed in her mind. It took several minutes of effort before it worked its way to her lips.

	“Thirsty,” she croaked in a voice from the wrong side of a grave, startling a nest of mice that had made a home in her hair.

	She slowly scraped together enough of her wits to sit up, stiff joints crackling with every motion. The light was dim, filtering in from the mouth of a low-roofed cave. She swept her eyes around until she found beside her a small cup caked with sand and dust. Beside it was a cork-topped wine bottle. It took three poorly guided grasps before she was able to close her bony hand about the bottle’s neck, and four tries to manage the complex maneuver of pulling its cork free, but persistence earned her a long swig of vinegary swill.

	One need dealt with, her body quickly alerted her of another.

	“Hungry,” she stated, her voice a shade closer to human now.

	Again she scanned her surroundings. There were empty bags chewed through by rodents and the bones of a dozen assorted animals that had been picked clean and bleached white. Nothing even resembling a meal had been in the cave for years. For a moment she contemplated climbing to her feet and seeking out some provisions, but having only just managed to work out how to use both arms at the same time, she felt the task of walking was one that would be easier to tackle on a full stomach.

	She picked through the mound of bones nearest her. Though it was an uphill struggle to determine the proper sequence of opening and closing her fingers that was necessary to grasp them, oddly she found identifying them to be utterly effortless.

	“Skull of a jackal. Where is the jaw? Here. Good, good. One of its legs too. Don’t need the toes. A few rat spines, yes. Ah, perfect, a serpent skeleton. Intact, save the head. That will do nicely.”

	Like a child with a new set of building blocks, she merrily began to fit the bits of carcass together. Under her breath she uttered arcane words, conjuring black tendrils that fused the bones to one another. After a few minutes she had assembled a creature that could only have been born of madness.

	The jackal skull sat atop the long, narrow spine of a snake. Ribs, femurs, and claws linked together into a set of six spidery legs that connected to the curving spine a third of the way down its length. The rest of the serpent’s spine formed a curled tail. She dangled the horrid concoction by the spine, eying it critically.

	“A motley bit of odds and ends, but it will have to do… Now, live.”

	Inside the hollow skull, darkness began to swirl and coil. The edge of the tail twitched, and the mismatched legs quivered. Two points of violet light sparked to life in the jackal’s eye sockets. She lowered it to the ground and watched it shudder, quake, and finally hoist itself to its feet, twisting its oversize head toward her and sweeping its tail in expectation.

	“Good. Now listen closely, Motley. You will fetch me food. Meat. Something large, lots of blood, lots of skin, lots of bone. Bring it quickly and I’ll be sure to give you the bits I don’t need.”

	The abomination pranced in place for a moment, radiating delight at the chance to serve, then rattled off toward the mouth of the cave. When it was out of sight, the woman ran her fingers through her scraggly white hair, combing away any other creatures that might have taken up residence.

	“Now then… to work. I suspect there’s much to be done.”

	She looked beside her and found a tall ivory staff. It was intricately carved with runes and sigils, and the top was set with a deep violet gem. She pulled the head of the staff to her lap and worked a simple spell. Inside the gem a muddy red glow pulsed, and she felt her thoughts grow sharper, if not more orderly. Yes… her name. She was Turiel. Her task. She was to prepare the second keyhole. Her masters… why had they not woken her? And why did something feel lost, something missing? She reached out, seeking guidance, but there was no answer.

	“Something has happened… I’ve slept too long… Need answers… Something must be done…”

	 


Chapter 1

	Six months after the city of Verril was freed and the Perpetual War had failed to live up to its name, life was progressing as usual in an icy little town called Frosnell. A thoroughly unremarkable city, it contained little more than a few cobbled streets crisscrossing a city center dominated by a thriving marketplace and a sturdily built inn called Merrimead’s Hearth. Though a part of the frost-bound Northern Alliance, Frosnell was far enough south to enjoy a growing season that could support more than just the hardy cabbages and potatoes of the more northerly farms. The market bustled with farmers selling their wares. With the end of the war, the slowly opening borders to the south allowed traders’ wagons to appear. They were a welcome sight to locals, none of whom had yet been born when the fruits of the southern pastures had last rolled through town. On a normal day these wagons, heaped as they were with exotic goods, would be the talk of the town. Today they were the last things on the minds of the townsfolk. Far more interesting was the ornate carriage drawn by four gleaming white horses that was approaching the town from the north.

	If there had been any doubt that the majestic carriage belonged to someone of great importance and influence, the escort of no less than six heavily armored men would have set it to rest. The largest of the escorts—a beast of a man who by rights ought to count as two—had taken a place of honor beside the carriage’s door. Children and curious onlookers gathered around the carriage as it reached Merrimead’s, but the guards kept them at a safe distance. When all was calm, the hulking guard opened the door, and out stepped a young woman layered in furs and dripping with jewels. She was the new queen and empress of the Northern Alliance, a woman named Caya. From the moment she showed her face, it was all her escorts could do to keep the locals at bay, a task made considerably more difficult by the social proclivities of the new queen.

	“Hello! Yes, hello! Is this your child? Such a fine, strong boy. I’m certain we’ll have a place for him at the palace some day!” Caya called, singling out villagers to greet. She turned to her largest guard. “Really, Tus. Need you keep them so far back? What good is it to be queen if I can’t interact with my public?”

	Tus didn’t reply. He was far too busy squeezing the grip of his weapon and staring down a man who he had decided was less than trustworthy. This opinion was based primarily on proximity. Anyone near enough to fire an arrow at the queen was someone he would prefer to see move along. It was his great fortune, then, that something even more noteworthy had appeared, steadily drawing the attention of the crowd.

	One by one eyes turned to the sky as a dark form drifted out of the bright clouds of midday. It was a dragon. The beast was massive, its body easily the size of an elephant and its wings wide enough to cast a shadow on half the market. Some of the townspeople reacted with fear, but more roared with excitement and wonder. This far from the mountains, there was only one dragon who would venture so near the city. Soon her crimson and gold scales were visible. The magnificent creature carried two passengers on her back, each dressed in fine, thick cloaks and huddled against the wind.

	Caya grinned as the form wheeled closer to the ground. It set down just outside the city. The queen set off toward the beast without a word to her guards, but in the few months they had been guarding her, they had come to know the queen better than to expect her to give them warning of her intentions. The best they could manage was to keep up with her. Tus caught up in two easy strides, then stepped in front to serve as a plow through the thickening crowd clustered about the dragon. The creature seemed to have much the same attitude of strangers as Tus, and a hard gaze from a mighty creature served as remarkably effective crowd control. Therefore, though quite curious about the dragon and its passengers, no one in the town was bold enough to approach it too closely. The queen, on the other hand, had no such concerns. Tus elbowed his way through the ring of spectators, and the queen slipped gracefully through the wake in time to greet the first of the passengers with open arms. She was a young woman, her hair deep red and her gaze warm and compassionate.

	“Myranda!” Caya said happily, wrapping her friend and ally in a firm embrace. “Don’t you know it is poor manners to upstage your queen?”

	“Always a pleasure, Your Majesty,” Myranda said when the hug was through, stepping back to offer a respectful curtsy.

	“Oh enough with that ‘Your Majesty’ nonsense. If you’re being accurate, it is ‘Your Royal and Imperial Majesty,’ but if you start calling me that, I’ll start calling you ‘Your Highness.’ And Deacon, my boy. How has the regal life been treating you?” She clasped his hand in a vigorous shake. “I’ll wager you’ve barely got time to scribble in that book of yours.”

	“Hello, Caya,” answered a young, studious man. He was somewhat disheveled from the flight, and he didn’t seem quite as at ease in his finery as Myranda. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t been able to record matters as thoroughly as I’d like.”

	“I doubt anyone could record matters as thoroughly as you’d like. But where are my manners? I mustn’t forget your steed! Welcome, Myn! Let us give you a scratch!”

	The dragon lowered her head until her chin rested firmly on the ground, offering up her brow for one-half of the customary reward for a job well done. Caya gave the creature a good firm rub over the eyes and a pat on the head for good measure. When she stopped, Myn’s beautiful golden eyes slid open with an accusing look, wordlessly suggesting that a few more rubs might be in order. Myranda happily supplied them as the queen turned toward the inn.

	“I must compliment you on your punctuality. I trust your journey was pleasant enough,” Caya said, stepping briskly through the parted crowd.

	Townspeople, still more intrigued by the arrival of the dragon than their monarch, attempted to close in again, trapping Myranda in the process. They quickly changed their minds when Myn released a satisfied sigh from Myranda’s vigorous affections. One tends to treat the breath of a creature with great respect when there is a better than average chance it could burn one to a crisp. When Myranda was through, Myn raised her head. The motion was more than enough to finally convince those lingering around them to view the spectacle from a safer distance. Myranda took advantage of the dispersing crowd to catch up with Caya, who had continued speaking as though there was no doubt her guests had remained beside her.

	“The trip was glorious, Caya. You really ought to let Myn give you a ride,” Myranda said.

	“Ah ha, no. Once on the back of a winged beast was more than enough for me. These feet stay on the ground.”

	“Is Croyden not with you?” Myranda asked, glancing to the carriage.

	The queen, as was to be expected, had quite an entourage, but the elf she had taken as an informal consort was notably absent.

	“Someone needs to see to the affairs of the palace. He’s really rather skilled at the assorted drudgery of leadership. That’s a military man for you. He did, however, handpick a keeper to look after me, see to my affairs, and see to it that I don’t do too much to embarrass the crown. Myranda, Deacon, meet Khryss.”

	She gestured to a gentleman emerging from the carriage. He had an uneasy look on his face, the expression of a man who had been tasked with “handling” a woman who was simultaneously the most politically powerful and most headstrong individual in half a continent. He was portly, exceedingly neat, and dressed in a manner calculated to be precisely proper for an individual in his role. This included a fine robe that hung almost to the ground and an exquisitely made satchel hanging by his side.

	“Khryss, see to it that Myn is cared for while Myranda, Deacon, and I work through some matters of state. I presume that a meeting room has been prepared for us?”

	“The room, of course, has been waiting for our arrival, Your Majesty. The, err, the dragon…”

	“She is quite easy to care for, as I recall. Plenty of meat, plenty of water, and as many potatoes as you can get your hands on,” Caya said dismissively.

	Khryss looked uneasily at the beast, who had been staring hungrily in his direction since the mention of the words “meat” and “potatoes.” Myranda placed a steadying hand on his shoulder.

	“Myn, this man will show you where to wait for us. Behave yourself. I’ll be out just as soon as I can,” Myranda said. She turned to Khryss. “She’s quite sweet. You needn’t worry.”

	“But… do mind her tail,” Deacon added quietly.

	Caya and her associates slipped inside, followed by Tus and four other guards. The carriage was guided to the stables, and the locals decided there was very little to be gained by standing outside an inn while a hungry dragon was about. This left Khryss and a single guard alone with the beast. He looked up at Myn. Her head towered above him at the end of a powerful, serpentine neck. There was nothing threatening about her gaze… but it was most certainly locked on Khryss. He reluctantly turned from the creature and scanned the market, spotting a butcher shop not far from the inn. He turned back to Myn to find she’d lowered her head, meeting him eye to eye and rumbling hungrily.

	Khryss abandoned dignity, lifting the hems of his long robe to practically sprint to the butcher. He slipped inside to find the proprietor hard at work dividing an elk into steaks.

	“I need meat, good sir,” Khryss said quickly.

	“Certainly,” remarked the butcher without looking up. “How much?”

	Khryss pushed the door open to find that Myn had followed him. She peered inside with interest. Khryss eyed her shakily.

	“Rather a lot of it, I would imagine.”

	#

	Inside Merrimead’s, after Caya’s arrival and enthusiasm for an audience had finished whipping the clientele into a frenzy, the group was led to a small, comfortable room with a table and a few chairs. Oil lanterns filled the windowless room with a warm glow, and a secure brace hung on the door. The guards took up positions outside the door, with the exception of Tus, who joined them inside. A pair of servers set a tray of dried meat and cheese before them as well as a bottle of wine, a few plates, and a few tankards. With that, they were left to their business, the door firmly secured from the inside.

	“I don’t know that I’ll ever become accustomed to this,” Myranda said, taking a piece of cheese. “For so long I hadn’t a clue where my next meal would come from. Now I needn’t even ask.”

	“One of the few benefits of the title that lives up to its expectations,” Caya said after filling a tankard and draining it. “Though their spirits do tend to be a bit spineless. So Myranda, tell me, how are things in Kenvard?”

	“They are moving, albeit slowly,” she said. “My father is overseeing the reconstruction of the old capital. We both feel the people deserve a city to call their own once again.”

	“A good, strong fortified city near the Tresson border wouldn’t hurt either,” Caya said.

	“Peace takes work, and it takes trust,” Myranda said. “The Tressons don’t want to lose another generation to war any more than we do.”

	“I’ll concede that, but the facts of the matter are that the Tressons won’t need to lose a generation if they decide to go to war with us again. As wonderful as it is to be free of the D’Karon, they were rather effective at keeping the Tresson troops at bay. We wouldn’t last long in another offensive without their help.”

	“Another offensive?” Deacon said. “Have things truly degraded so far so quickly that there might be another war? The Battle of Verril was barely half a year ago.”

	The Battle of Verril was the name given to the crescendo of the Perpetual War, an assault on the Northern Alliance’s capital and northernmost city. Myranda, Myn, and the rest of the Chosen had joined with Caya and her band of rebels to take the capital from the D’Karon generals. With them defeated, their troops quickly fell and the control of the kingdom returned to its people.

	“A long war makes for a short armistice,” Caya muttered.

	“Things were going so well at the discussions just a few weeks ago,” Myranda said.

	“Much can happen in a few weeks,” Caya said, filling her tankard again. She took a sip and sighed. “Much did happen, or so they say. Listen carefully; what I am about to say is not for common knowledge. There are concerns, concerns from quite high in the Tresson government, that this peace is a ruse. They have accused us of at least not being in control of our units, and at worst outright assaulting them in defiance of the truce.”

	“That’s absurd,” Myranda said. “The troops on both sides have been ordered to stand down. The borders are open again, at least near the larger cities. Outside of a few skirmishes between excitable soldiers, there hasn’t been a blade wielded in anger since we reclaimed Verril.”

	Caya gestured for something from Tus. “Soldiers aren’t the problem.” Tus handed her a bundle of parchments. “These come directly from the Tresson contingent, assembled by them from a few scattered reports in the deep southern portions of their kingdom.”

	Myranda took the parchments and began to read through them, Deacon doing the same with a second set. “‘It was a creature, like a dragon, but not. A mockery of one. It breathed stinking black mist that burned all it touched.’”

	“‘It looked to be a cape or robe, but no one wore it. It drifted about, slashing at things with bony claws…’” Deacon said.

	“Sound familiar?” Caya said, topping off her tankard and leaning back in her chair.

	“Dragoyles, cloaks,” Myranda said, “D’Karon creations.”

	“And more of the same,” said Deacon, leafing through the pages.

	“Mmm. As I said, these come from the deep south. Far from the front. None of these people have seen dragoyles and cloaks. They’ve heard stories, rumors, but they can’t be certain that it wasn’t some other creature, or perhaps something imagined. But the Tresson military is not pleased and doesn’t intend to take any risks. Tell me. Is it possible some of the D’Karon creatures survived the last few months?”

	“It is possible, certainly. Ether spent months exterminating them, but she could have missed some. But the D’Karon creatures have only ever been found in the Northern Alliance. Why would they be in Tressor but not here?”

	“Such was my question to the Tresson army. If these demons were ours to command, and we could sneak them past the border and strike at the flanks of their kingdom, why wouldn’t we have done so a century ago? Why now, when the war has ended? Unfortunately the simple answer is difficult to argue. As you’ve said, the borders are open. Debate aside, there remains the more troubling question. Is it possible that the D’Karon themselves might have survived. Might they still be here? It had been in their interest to start the war. It would certainly be in their interest to start it anew.”

	“It is possible…” Myranda said. “There’s only one way to be sure. We need to go to Tressor. We need to learn for ourselves the nature of these attacks and the creatures responsible.”

	Caya nodded. “Agreed. That is why I called you here.” She took back the pages and placed them on a plate, then touched the flame of an oil lamp to them and watched them burn. “For the moment the Tressons are as interested in foregoing war as we are. They have their doubts about our stories of the D’Karon. Most still believe the nearmen, dragoyles, and other monstrosities that held our front and ravaged their soldiers were the work of powerful Northern sorcerers. As a result, they believe if the war were to begin again, they would be once again faced with an endless horde of the things. They don’t realize we are effectively helpless right now. This is a rare instance where distrust is the only thing keeping us from ruin. To keep the swords in their sheaths, the Tressons are keeping these attacks as quiet as they can. I’ve arranged for a diplomatic tour of Tressor for you, Deacon, and Myn. You’ll be escorted, naturally, and very closely watched. While you are there, you must do everything in your power to preserve peace and to find the source of these attacks. For the next few weeks at the very least, I will be at the temporary hall down at Five Point discussing the details of the relations between our kingdoms. If anything goes wrong, I will do my best to keep the world from catching flame. But unlike you, I do not work miracles.”

	“Caya, I cannot work miracles either,” Myranda said.

	“Bah! Save the humility for behind the podium and in front of the crowd. With drink on the table and friends at your side, that’s the time to be boastful,” Caya said. “I need to see you confident, Myranda. Like so many other things you’ve been tasked with, we can’t afford failure.”

	“I’ll do everything I can,” Myranda said.

	“As ever, we can only hope that will be enough. I’ll be heading to the front tomorrow… or rather, the border. I’d best avoid more slips like that if I’ll be speaking in the interest of peace. If the weather is with me, I’ll reach Five Point in a week. Do you believe you can be ready and to the border at that time?”

	“It depends, the border is still in flux a bit near Kenvard. Would we be crossing at that new settlement, Crestview? That’s just a few hours south of Kenvard.”

	Queen Caya scowled slightly. “I know… but no, you’ll be heading for the Loom River. Farther east, where the border dips down.”

	“Ah. Yes, I believe we can be ready in a week’s time. We’ll need to stop back at New Kenvard to gather some things and ready our affairs to be handled in our absence, and there are some matters farther north that will need to be seen to, but with Myn, if we leave today, it shouldn’t take long. Pardon me for asking, but if it is your intention to present this as a diplomatic tour, why have you arranged for Myn to join us?”

	“Officially because she is a Heroine of the Battle of Verril and a Guardian of the Realm. As such she is a symbol of our people and a representative of the throne just as the two of you are. The Tressons are going to have to accept that.”

	“And unofficially?” Myranda asked.

	Caya took a sip of wine. “Unofficially, it never hurts to remind a former foe that you’ve got a dragon and you’re willing to use it.”

	“Well, I can’t argue the fact that having her along will help enormously if we need to travel or fight, but don’t you think she’ll cause a bit of a stir in Tressor?”

	“She causes a bit of a stir here. Tressor’s got their own dragons. I understand to keep things even they’ll actually be assigning one of their famed Dragon Riders to your escort. The matter has been settled. However… there is one more complicating factor.”

	“If the matter of Myn has been settled, I can’t imagine what remains can be too troublesome.”

	“Then you underestimate just how confounding the nuances of diplomacy can be. Naturally they will not simply allow us to come traipsing through their kingdom without an envoy of their own coming to the Northern Alliance. It is something of an exchange.”

	“That’s a fine idea,” Deacon said. “The more we understand each other, the better our relations will be in the future.”

	Caya grinned. “I’m sure that’s their thinking as well. There will be three of them, and as we have three kingdoms that make up our alliance, they intend to send one representative to each.”

	“Excellent,” Myranda said.

	“And they have requested the honor of being escorted in their journey by our most honored subjects, the Guardians of the Realm and Heroes of the Battle of Verril.”

	Myranda tried to suppress a smirk. “I see.”

	“Yes… With you, Deacon, and Myn in Tressor, I’ll personally be hosting the envoy to what was Vulcrest, as it won’t require us to venture far from the site of the talks. That leaves only two Guardians of the Realm to go around.”

	“Ivy and Ether…” Deacon said. “I’m not entirely certain Ether has the proper skills to be a diplomat.”

	“And while Ivy will no doubt be a wonderful host, she…” Myranda began.

	“Is a malthrope, and they don’t like them any better in Tressor than we like them up here. They are quite aware, and insist it will not be an issue.” She took another drink. “It’ll be interesting, and it won’t be without incident. But if this world could survive one hundred and fifty years of war, we’ll have to hope it can survive at least a year of peace.” She set her cup down and clapped her hands. “Well then. With business settled, let’s get a proper meal on the table and a proper brandy in our cups.”

	Caya turned to call for service, but Deacon hesitantly raised his hand. “If I may?”

	The queen turned to him flatly. “You annihilated a horde of abominations to protect the city that I now call my home. You needn’t ask for permission to raise a subject. Speak up!”

	“How will communication be handled during this journey?” Deacon asked.

	Myranda smiled and leaned back. “I’d nearly forgotten!”

	“I imagine the same way we always do. Each envoy will have runners, and messages will be relayed. I understand they use messenger falcons in Tressor.”

	“Might I suggest an alternative?” he asked, digging through his bag.

	He produced a small, unassuming notebook. The covers were made from thin leather without any noticeable markings. The binding was at the top, and it was barely the size of Caya’s open hand. Affixed to the binding was a length of string. Midway along the string was a tiny silver bell, and at the end was a smooth gray stylus. Caya flipped through the pages to find it empty.

	“I’ve prepared seven of these. One each for myself, Myranda, Ivy, Ether, and you, plus some spares to be left in central locations. I sent another via messenger to the capital a few weeks ago, which should have arrived by now,” he said. There was pride in his voice.

	“I don’t imagine you are merely suggesting we pass these pads between us with the messengers.”

	“No, of course not. There would be no need! These are much more convenient. Watch.” He arrayed the remaining six on the table. “Write the word ‘all’ and underline it twice.”

	Caya looked at Myranda with a raised eyebrow and received an encouraging look in return. With a few crisp swipes of the stylus, she scrawled the word. Despite the lack of ink, a clear black line followed the tool. When she’d drawn the final line, the covers of the other books flipped open and the styli rose, ringing their bells as they did.

	“Now write something,” he said.

	Caya scribbled her name. The other styli quickly duplicated it exactly.

	“It is the same enchantment I’ve used to transcribe my notes, modified somewhat. You can address a message to anyone or everyone that has one of these books. Simply write their name, underline it twice, and write the message.”

	The queen nodded in appreciation, though her attitude was more like that of a parent humoring a child. “Clever. I see there are only eight pages.”

	“The book will never fill. There will always be at least four blank pages, and the note you are searching for will always be on the second page.”

	She nodded again, this time a bit more genuine in her interest. “We’ll certainly put it to the test with this mission. Enough business. Let us dine!”

	#

	Not long after their meeting with Caya, Myn soared through the icy skies nearing New Kenvard. Myranda’s mind was heavy with the task ahead, but even so she couldn’t help but marvel at the view. The magic of flight, of traveling so far, and seeing so much all at once, had never truly worn off. From above, things were simple, beautiful. Patches of white snow striped with gray roads and mottled frosty green forest painted the landscape. Cities were mosaics, intricate and unique. Even her own home, the devastated ruins of a place once known as the city of Kenvard, seemed almost elegant from the skies.

	The illusion faded as she circled lower and more details became clear. The palace was little more than rubble. Whole streets and quarters lay abandoned and decaying. The walls were hastily patched in some places and wholly missing in others. What few buildings still stood were cold, lifeless structures constructed by the forces that had occupied the city after its collapse. New Kenvard, the capital of the region of the same name, was a broken city. The fact was made all the more tragic for those who remembered what it had been.

	Kenvard was once a grand place, at its peak rivaling even Verril in size and importance. That was long ago, before the Kenvard Massacre. There was some question of who was responsible for the deeds of that day. Most believed it was the Tressons, though in her battles Myranda had learned it was—as was the case with so many tragedies in recent history—the work of the D’Karon. Regardless of how it happened, the massacre had cost Myranda her home and her family and claimed the lives of nearly everyone she cared about. She was among the few residents of the city who escaped. Now it was her task to put the pieces back together, a process that had so far produced a neat and orderly fringe on an otherwise decrepit ruin.

	Myranda looked down at her city, smiling at the activity and life that was returning, even if it was coming slowly. At the southern edge, the city crews of workers bustled about clearing streets and rebuilding shops and homes. Myranda and Deacon were Duchess and Duke of the region—a revival of the old title granted as a reward for their role in shaking off the yoke of the D’Karon. As such they were obliged to live in the capital, something Myranda eagerly agreed to. The first building completed was a cozy little home not so different than the one she had grown up in. It was just past the southern gate, the first gate to fall on the day of the massacre. It seemed only right that the healing should begin there.

	Myn touched down, her graceful glide turning into a trot. Before she’d taken three strides toward the city, a figure was sprinting gleefully through the gate to greet them. It was a malthrope, though at this point it might be fair to say that she was the malthrope. Her face was like that of a fox, covered in snow-white fur, her lips twisted into a happy grin. Peering out from that face were the warmest, most expressive eyes one could ever hope to see, their irises pink and lively. She was dressed in a slate-blue tunic and shawl with tan trousers, a magnificent white tail swishing behind her. Even if she wasn’t already the most visually distinctive resident of the entire Northern Alliance, the prancing rhythm to her step and undeniable joy in her every motion would have dispelled any doubt as to who she was.

	“You’re home!” Ivy shouted, bounding up to Myn and throwing her arms around the dragon’s neck. Myn rumbled happily in response. If she’d been a cat, it would have been a purr.

	“Ivy, we were only gone for a few days.” Myranda laughed as she climbed to the ground.

	Ivy quickly wrapped her in a tight hug. “I know, but I missed you. There’s a lot to do, and my head is spinning. Also, it hasn’t been easy making friends with the workers. They’re all so busy and… well, they don’t know me like you do. They’re still stumbling over what I am and not giving who I am a try.”

	“Give them time, Ivy,” Deacon said.

	“I know,” she said, giving Deacon his hug. “The man setting up the tavern seems nice. He says he may let me play the violin for the patrons, once he’s ready to open the doors.”

	“That’s an excellent idea,” Myranda said.

	Servants rushed out to meet them now. It was telling that unlike those of Frosnell, the people of New Kenvard did not seem at all bothered or impressed by the arrival of a dragon. Indeed, like all other things in the recovering city, it had quickly been boiled down to a simple procedure so that it could be dealt with easily and efficiently.

	Two stout men wheeled out a sturdy barrow of potatoes, stopping when Myn spotted them and quickly retreating. As commonplace as Myn had become in New Kenvard, a dragon advancing hungrily is the sort of sight that tends to convince one to err on the side of caution. When they were clear of the food cart, Myn opened her jaws and gently bit down on it just enough to clutch it in her teeth. She then curled her neck up, tipping the tool back and dumping its contents onto her waiting tongue, which curled around them as she carefully replaced the barrow. She crunched away happily at the treat while the servants took back the barrow.

	Myranda waved off a man attempting to take her bag, and Deacon did the same. They set off toward the gate to New Kenvard. Though much of the wall still showed scars of the massacre, the gateway had been restored, carved stone forming a sturdy arch. All that remained was to replace the iron gate itself and the workings to raise it.

	“Have you seen my father?” Myranda asked.

	“The last I saw he was talking to the crew trying to clear the main road to the castle. I think they sent people to fetch him when we spotted you coming,” Ivy said, pacing along beside them. “How was the trip? What did Caya have to say?”

	“Big news. We’ll be heading out again, possibly as early as tomorrow,” Myranda said.

	Ivy stopped and slouched. “Already! But you just got back!”

	“It’s important. Once we get warmed up and father is here, I’ll tell you all at once. Have you seen Ether? But there’s good news. You won’t be lonely. Did Ether show up at all while we were gone?”

	“No. … She’s not the reason I won’t be lonely, is she?”

	Myranda smiled. “No. But we do need to contact her. This involves her as well.”

	Ivy looked to Myn. “I don’t know if I’m going to like this…”

	Myn lowered her head down beside Ivy and huffed a contented breath, smacking her tongue a bit. Ivy gave her a scratch.

	“I guess we’ll see. Oh!” Ivy said, suddenly realizing something she’d forgotten. “Come on, Myn. Follow me. We finished your stable!”

	Ivy rushed past Myranda and Deacon, the long easy strides of the dragon easily keeping pace with her. “You too, Myranda. And you, Deacon. It’ll only take a minute.”

	She hurried along, Myranda and Deacon in tow. Myranda smiled as Ivy waved a cheerful hello to a pair of carpenters hauling some long planks.

	“Look at her,” Myranda said. “A dragon and a malthrope on the streets of a city in broad daylight. I was worried the day would never come, that Ivy would always have to disguise herself.”

	“It would appear that a hero is a hero, regardless of race,” Deacon said. “Though I understand she didn’t fare so well in her visit to Bydell a few weeks ago.”

	Myranda’s expression hardened a bit. “What happened?”

	“She didn’t tell you?”

	“She said she enjoyed herself.”

	“I’m sure she did, but she did it at night, and behind closed doors. There was an… incident.”

	“I asked you not to tell her,” Ivy called back sternly.

	“What happened? And why didn’t you want me to know?”

	“It was nothing. Some people yelled some things. Some people threw some things. Most of them were children. They didn’t know any better. Or old folks, and they’re too stubborn to change. But never mind that. Look! We just finished this morning!”

	Ivy was standing beside Myranda and Deacon’s home. Before the massacre, it belonged to a carriage driver who delivered mail and supplies from Kenvard to the surrounding cities. As such, attached to it was a rather large coach house. When Myranda had left not three days ago, the front wall was still missing and they had only just raised the struts to repair the roof. Now it was complete, the air still strong with the smell of fresh thatch and wet paint. The door was a bright, cheery red and the walls were gray stone.

	“It’s just the way I remember it,” Myranda said, her eyes getting misty at the sight of an image from her youth. “We would pass this coach house every time we entered the city.”

	“Look inside,” Ivy said, grasping the latch and pulling it aside.

	The inside of the coach house had never been much to look at. It kept the carriage from the weather, sheltered the horses, and gave the coachman a place to store his tools and tack. The walls had been unpainted wood and stone, hung with equipment or left to gather dust and flies. Such was no longer the case. Much of the interior had been cleared. There was no longer any sign of the stables or the workshop for fixing the carriage. Now it was open and clear. Ivy had clearly been busy in their absence, as a magnificent mural was painted on the rear wall depicting Myn herself in various poses. The artwork was gorgeous and stylized, like something from a storybook. Indeed it told a story, showing her first as a hatchling curled in Myranda’s lap, then standing bravely with her wings outstretched, much as she appeared today, and finally asleep atop a pile of gold eggs nestled beneath her.

	“What was, what is, and what will be,” Ivy said proudly. “What do you think?”

	Myn stepped inside, finding she barely had to duck to get through the large doorway, and looked over the mural. Almost immediately she became more interested in the loft directly above it, craning her neck to peek at the dusty cloth sacks piled there. She sniffed at one and licked it.

	“Oh no you don’t,” Ivy said with a giggle. She climbed onto Myn’s back and scrambled up her neck to reach the loft, hopping off to push the dragon’s head away. “Yes they are potatoes, and yes they are for you, but not now. You already had some.”

	“They did fine work, didn’t they?” came a voice from the door.

	Myranda turned quickly to the source, a thin, tall man, his hair nearly white and a beard to match. He wore a fur-lined coat of rough but sturdy tailoring. There was something about his stance that suggested, despite his slight build, he was tough as oak, and something about his eyes that suggested he’d seen far more than anyone would ever wish to see.

	“Father,” Myranda said happily, hugging him.

	“My little girl,” he said, squeezing her tightly.

	Myranda held him for a long time. Each time she saw him, the gratitude and relief in having reunited with him washed over her as if for the first time. She hoped it always would. She had spent far too much of her life wondering if her father was still alive to ever take him for granted again.

	Her father was only in his late forties, but to look at him, you might think him to be twenty years older. A short but remarkable military career, followed by a tour in the legendary Elites, and then more than a decade in the dungeon beneath Castle Verril had taken its toll. Nevertheless, his mind was as sharp now as it had ever been, and once his feet touched the ruined soil of his former home, his drive to resurrect the place had been relentless. In all of the Northern Alliance, none wished to see Kenvard live again more than Greydon Celeste. It was a blessing, in that the city badly needed him, but a curse in that it as often as not kept him and Myranda from one another.

	“I didn’t expect you back so soon. The men nearly didn’t finish.”

	“I thought you were focusing on clearing the road to the palace,” Myranda said.

	“That is the focus, but with the workers we’ve got and the state it’s in, it’ll be months before that happens. Before it can be a city again, it should be a home again. And any good soldier takes the time to care for his steed.” He turned to Myn, who had stepped up and was now making her presence known with an ominous rumble in her throat. “No matter how large that steed might be.”

	Myn settled down comfortably and rested her chin on the ground, subtly sliding it forward until Myranda and her father had to step apart to allow it between them.

	“Curious creature,” he said. There was a rigidity to his posture and expression.

	It was clear he had not yet become comfortable being so near a dragon. Myn angled her head slightly toward Myranda and slid open an eye to look over Greydon, causing him to tense a bit further. When she released a sigh that was near enough to a hiss, Greydon reflexively took another step back. The look of satisfaction on Myn’s face made it clear what she was up to.

	“This is my father, Myn. If you can learn to tolerate Deacon, you can learn to tolerate him.”

	It took a trained eye to read the expressions of a dragon, but once one had the knack, one could read volumes into their feelings by a twist of a lip or a shift of a brow. At the moment, Myn may as well have been muttering under her breath about how crowded her little circle had gotten and how much better she’d liked it when it was just herself and Myranda. She relented, though, curling her head aside to yawn and then tucking it under her wing for a nap.

	Greydon cast a wary eye at the dragon. “I trust your meeting with the queen went well?”

	She looked to him doubtfully. “Come with me, Father. There is much that needs to be discussed.”

	#

	At the edge of a yawning chasm stood a figure of unnatural beauty. It looked to be the form of a woman shaped from the stone of the mountain itself, and her unblinking eyes gazed down into the blackness of the abyss below. The place was known as Lain’s End, and the figure was Ether. She was a guardian of her world, crafted by the gods themselves for the sole purpose of turning back the dark menace of the D’Karon. Now that task was complete, and she was faced, for the first time in eternity, with a future without purpose. Her path from this point was hers to choose, but freedom was uncomfortable to her. So she chose not to look forward. Instead, she looked back, lingering here at the site of her final meaningful act, and her greatest failure.

	For those lucky enough to have seen it, Lain’s End was a wonder to behold. It was a gouge in the earth, many miles across and with sides perfectly straight and extending farther down than the eye could see. The pit was circular, save where it curved in upon itself to a narrow point sticking up from the southern side. It was at this point that the Chosen had taken their stand, joining their strength to push back the cataclysm that had swallowed nearly all in its path. What escaped destruction was perhaps even more awe-inspiring than the pit. Great sections of land remained suspended in the air, some shifting and spinning, others stationary. No two of these floating bits of debris seemed to be the same. Some were lush and green, sprouting with junglelike plants despite the icy cold. Others looked to have been formed entirely from precious metals. It was a spectacle unmatched anywhere in Ether’s world, but it did not interest her. All she saw when she came to this place was one simple bit of stone, just beyond the edge of the outcropping. The patch of rock was stained black with the shadowy remains of a terrible being known as Bagu. From the center of the silhouette stood a masterfully crafted sword. And on either side of the remains was a pair of footprints, etched into the stone itself. It was all that remained of the mighty warrior known as Lain. He had given his name to this tragic place, and his life to protect this world.

	Ether would linger here for days at a time, gazing down into the darkness or staring at the sword. Her mind fixated on what she saw. None of it made sense to her. She was Chosen. A product of the gods. Unlike Myranda, Myn, or Ivy, she had taken her place in history as she was intended to. She had not been changed, and she was no replacement. The only one who could say the same was Lain. The two of them were unequaled in their world. They belonged together, even if Lain hadn’t yet realized it. She had allowed him time to come to the proper conclusion. Both were immortal, after all. They had the luxury of time… but then he had fallen. He who should have lasted until the end of time by her side had been taken. There was no sense to it. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. And if he could fall, then what of her? What did her future hold? Until now she had been an immortal protector of her world, but if she was not immortal, and her world no longer required her protection… then what was she?

	As the sun circled the sky again and her mind spiraled ever deeper into this confounding riddle, she felt a flutter in the back of her consciousness. It was difficult to know how long it had been there. She struggled a bit to identify it. Lately pulling her mind to order was more difficult than it had been. After a few moments she heard the flutter become a voice. It was one of the others… Myranda. The human was calling out to her, requesting her presence. Ether’s stony eyes narrowed. It was likely nothing, a ceremony or a celebration or some other mortal foolishness. Myranda seemed to feel some obligation to involve Ether in such trivialities. Twice she had been summoned for no reason other than to be present at a meal shared between Deacon, Myranda, Ivy, and Myn. Still, this beckoning was rather insistent, and the interruptions thus far had been mercifully brief. The sooner she addressed whatever simple task the human had for her, the sooner she could return to her pondering.

	She shut her eyes and allowed her substance to shift, forgoing the solidity of stone for the fluidity of air. Her consciousness bound together a loose form of churning winds and allowed the rest of the mass that had been her body to whisk away as a powerful gust. Now mixing with the frigid breeze around her, she drifted skyward and set off to the lands to the south. It was perhaps not accurate to state that she enjoyed traveling as wind, as for her it was simply one of her many states of being, but after spending any reasonable amount of time solid, there was a feeling of connection to immersing herself in an element that cloaked the whole of her world. She was completely unrestrained, her body merely a point of focus, a small part of something that reached the ends of the globe. If she allowed her focus to slip enough, she could feel the coolness of the clouds and the prickle of the dry grass, the solid mountains and the lapping ocean all at once. She was one, she was all. It was the very definition of freedom, and it at times was a difficult temptation to resist.

	The land rushed by beneath her, cities coming and going in the time it would have taken to blink an eye. First was the bustling capital of Verril, nearly recovered from the damage done during its liberation. Then came the Rachis Mountains. She swept over fields and tundra, roads and lakes. In the time it took the sun to cross half the sky, she left most of the Northern Alliance behind her and approached the broken city of New Kenvard, where she could feel what remained of her fellow Chosen awaiting her. Her windy form touched down, scattering the dusting of snow on the city streets, and began to draw in sufficient substance to craft something more suitable for interacting with mortals. Bit by bit she tightened her focus on the air that made up her body, and it shifted to bone and tissue, each tiny component held in form through sheer will. Though this too was more of a struggle than it had been, it was still the work of moments to slip into the shape that had become almost second nature to her: that of a beautiful woman. To finish her transition, she conjured a few layers of fine garments and topped them with a thick robe.

	Ether glanced around the streets to see a handful of people staring in awe at the woman who had appeared from thin air. She gave them a nod of acknowledgment and stepped up to the door of a building she felt certain contained her associates.

	“Are you Ether?” asked a tiny voice beside her.

	The shapeshifter looked down to a young boy, his face positively aglow with excitement.

	“Obviously,” Ether said wearily.

	“Dana, come here,” warned a young woman, no doubt the boy’s mother, as she rushed to his side. “Leave Guardian Ether be.” She looked at Ether. “He’s heard the stories about you.”

	“Can you really turn into anything?” he asked, bopping up and down and trying to squirm away from his mother’s grip.

	“Given the time and the strength, most things are within my power,” Ether said.

	“Can you turn into a griffin?” he asked.

	“If I can turn into nearly anything, then it should be clear that I can turn into a griffin. I have been one on more than one occasion.” She looked at the boy’s mother. “Is there a reason for these questions?”

	“He’s curious. When I told him we would be coming to help rebuild New Kenvard, he said he wanted to meet all of the Guardians of the Realm. He’s spoken to Myranda and Ivy many times, and Myranda even let him scratch Myn. But he’s been hoping to see you most of all.” She looked at her son. “You’ve seen her now. Leave the Guardian to her work. I’m sure she is very busy.”

	“Can I see you turn into something?” the boy asked.

	Ether looked from the boy to his mother and back again. “You’ve seen me take form. I’ve shifted from wind to flesh. Is that not sufficient?”

	“But I’ve seen humans. Can’t you be something else?”

	“I do not exist to entertain children. Now this is Myranda’s home, correct? She is expecting me,” Ether said.

	“Yes,” said Dana, disappointed.

	“Very well,” Ether said, making ready once again to push open the door.

	“Will you be coming here often?” Dana asked.

	Ether shut her eyes in frustration. “It is my sincere hope that I will not…”

	#

	Inside her home, Myranda was seated at the dinner table with Deacon, Ivy, and her father. Through the wall shared with the coach house, the distinctive steady breathing of a slumbering dragon could be heard. Myn, weary from her journey, had eaten a heavy meal and slipped quickly off to sleep. Now the others were preparing for their own meal.

	Myranda’s present home was not the sort of thing one might envision as the estate of a duke and duchess. It was warm, clean, and sturdy, but it was hardly the lap of luxury. The dining room shared a wall—and thus the heat of the fireplace—with the kitchen. There were six seats at the table, and when fully occupied, there was little room for much else. To one side a staircase led to a second floor, which boasted four rooms. In the days before its fall, three of these rooms were provided for coach drivers staying the night during longer journeys, with the largest for the owner of the home. Now Myranda and Deacon had claimed the largest of them. Greydon Celeste slept in another. The third was for the servants that the queen had quite firmly insisted they take on, and the final room was intended for guests. As often as not, that room belonged to Ivy, who had a home of her own elsewhere in the city but had been reluctant to embrace the idea of living alone.

	The first plates of their meal, prepared by a plump and motherly servant named Eliza, were being set on the table when the door pushed open and Ether entered.

	“Ether,” Myranda said, rising to greet her. “I’m glad to see you. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

	“Hi, Ether!” Ivy said, excited in spite of herself to see her fellow Chosen. She pushed out her chair and bounded over to the shapeshifter, pulling her into a tight and thoroughly unwanted embrace. When she was through, she stepped back and gestured around her. “What do you think of Myranda’s home? Isn’t it beautiful?”

	“I assume I was summoned for a reason?” Ether said, ignoring the pleasantries.

	“You could visit first,” Ivy reprimanded, hands on her hips. She paced back to her seat.

	“I’m afraid there is a problem that concerns you,” Myranda said, motioning to a chair. “Please, have a seat.”

	“I would prefer to stand,” Ether said.

	“Don’t be rude,” Ivy scolded. A plate was set down before her. “Thank you, Eliza.” Ivy eagerly picked up the sumptuous mutton chop from her dish and tore away a mouthful. She continued to speak while chewing. “Eliza is the best cook. I hope you stay for dessert. She’s making a peach cake.”

	“Now Guardian Ivy, that was to be a surprise,” Eliza mock scolded.

	“You can’t surprise this nose,” Ivy said. “I just hope—”

	“May we please see to the matter at hand?” Ether said, her patience at its end.

	Ivy narrowed her eyes. “I already remember why I didn’t miss you.”

	“We had a word with Caya, Ether,” Myranda said. “She’s been in discussions with the Tressons, and there are stories of creatures appearing in Tressor that sound very much like D’Karon creations. There have been cloaks and dragoyles at the very least, or things of similar description.”

	“That is impossible. I spent months tracking down anywhere the D’Karon blighted our world with their treachery. I found and destroyed the last of their living creations six weeks ago. And none had made their way any farther south than this very city.”

	“Yes,” Deacon nodded. “I’ve been focusing on the task of detecting anything that has the feel of D’Karon handiwork, and there is nothing that would suggest any new spells or conjurings are at work.”

	“Nevertheless, the Tressons see the D’Karon creatures and the Alliance Army as one and the same. Their military and leadership have been doing their best to keep the news of the creatures a secret, but it is only a matter of time until word spreads, and that could mean a new start to the war.”

	“This does not concern me. It was never my goal to end the war. I was created to rid this world of outsiders, and I have done so.”

	“Would you agree that if there is even a chance that some D’Karon have been missed, then we cannot afford to ignore them?”

	“If there was a chance, then certainly it would be our obligation to seek them out no matter where they might hide. But there is not a chance. I am certain I have done my diligence. No D’Karon or D’Karon creation lives. Is that your only reason for summoning me?”

	“No. Regardless of your feelings on the subject, the rest of us are dedicated to preventing a new war if at all possible. To that end, Deacon and I will be touring Tressor as part of a diplomatic mission. The purpose of this tour will be to locate and identify the cause of these attacks. If they are D’Karon, we must eliminate them and make it clear they were not our doing. If they are not, we should do our best to help our neighbors to the south to be rid of them. In exchange for allowing us into their kingdom, the Tressons would like permission to tour our land, and they have requested the most honored among us to be their guides. You specifically were requested to escort them on their tour of the Ulvard region.”

	“I cannot imagine a greater waste of time. What possible reason would I have to agree to such a thing?” Ether asked.

	“Your queen has made this request of you. As a subject and defender of her kingdom, your solemn duty is to honor that request,” Myranda’s father said. His voice was steady, but the rumble of anger hid behind his words.

	“I am not a subject of this kingdom. I existed long before your kind arose and began drawing lines and carving away land for yourselves. I owe no loyalty or allegiance to your queen or any other. If that is all, I shall be on my way,” Ether said, turning to leave.

	“I told you she couldn’t do it,” Ivy said with a smirk. She tossed a boiled potato in her mouth, stuffing it into one cheek to speak. “She can’t handle this sort of thing.”

	Ether turned back to Ivy, shooting her a vicious look. “Do not think me too foolish to realize that you are trying to manipulate me.”

	Ivy sipped at a tankard of water. “Doesn’t matter if I’m manipulating you or not. It’s still true. To do this tour you’d have to deal with people. You’d have to treat them with dignity and respect. Answer questions and be patient if they didn’t understand. You’d have to be nice. And you can’t do that.”

	Myranda leaned back and tried to stifle a smile. There were always sparks when Ivy and Ether got together, but the malthrope had a special knack of pulling Ether’s strings in the right directions.

	“Don’t you dare presume to tell me what I cannot do,” Ether fumed.

	“I’m looking forward to being a diplomat. It’s all about chatting with people and trying to win them over, right? Who has more experience at that than I do?”

	“They have asked you to engage in this folly?” Ether said.

	“Yep! They asked for me specifically.”

	Ether practically sizzled with anger while the rest of the plates were set out. Finally she sat at the table and, as though doing so caused her physical pain, said, “What precisely would you have me do?”

	Ivy made a musical little hum of satisfaction as she tore away another bite of mutton.

	“In a few days a group of Tresson representatives will arrive at a small, recently built border crossing directly south of Territal. A group of Alliance soldiers, a handful of servants, and a pair of ambassadors will be there as well. You are to be host to the Tresson delegation. A short list of points of interest has been selected, which the ambassadors and soldiers will ferry you between. During the trip the delegation will speak to you. You should treat them well and answer any questions they might have that will not endanger the safety of the Alliance,” Myranda said.

	“I am to play nursemaid to a gathering of self-important humans,” Ether said. “This is a task so thoroughly beneath my status and abilities it baffles me that I am expected to perform it. But if it will silence Ivy, then I will endure it.”

	“Thank you, Ether,” Myranda said, sincere relief in her voice. “I cannot express how important this is for the Alliance and its people. If war sparks between our lands, there will be much bloodshed and little hope for the Northern Alliance. Deacon has prepared some notes for you.” At Myranda’s mention, Deacon leaned aside to his bag and pulled free one of the small communication books, handing it to Ether. Myranda continued, “Your tour will take you up to the edge of Ravenwood, across the Low Lands, and into the Melorn Woods as far as the mouth of the Cave of the Beast.”

	“Would you require that I lead them as far as Entwell as well? What are the lengths of this foolishness?”

	“That won’t be necessary,” Myranda said.

	“In fact, we would ask that you not tell them of Entwell unless pressed,” Deacon added.

	“Why?” Ivy asked, tearing free a hunk of bread that had been set on the table.

	“With the war at an end, it is entirely possible that the legend of the beast of the cave will bring new wizards and warriors, hungry for glory, heading to the cave to battle the beast again,” Deacon explained. “If near certain death with the tiny chance of a legendary reputation is enough to send people to their doom in the cave, imagine what might happen if people knew that it held a paradise filled with the best trained and most motivated fighters and spell casters in the world? The lack of a beast does not make the cave any less dangerous. There exists no map to reach the other side safely. Dozens could be killed, even hundreds. To have that happen on Alliance soil so soon after the war would be unacceptable. In time we can work to reintroduce Entwell to the rest of the world, but such a thing must be done carefully. Until then I must reluctantly agree that the legend of the cave should stand as is.”

	“And there is also the more practical concern,” Myranda said, cutting into her own meal as it was set before her. “It is likely that the Tressons would be highly displeased to learn that a secret village of astonishingly potent warriors is nestled within the mountains of the Alliance. Knowing a recent enemy may have access to centuries of accumulated mystic knowledge and an army of legendary fighters is not something apt to settle an already stormy political climate.”

	“I defer to your expertise on such matters,” Ether said. “The logic of such squabbles and their motivations escape me.”

	“What about me? What should I be doing?” Ivy said. She swabbed some gravy from her dish with bread, glancing to Ether. “They made me wait until you showed up before they told me any details, so we could learn together.”

	“Your task would be much the same as Ether’s. Deacon has some notes for you as well. Treat the visitors well, ask them questions. Because the queen is going to be at a rather important gathering at the border and conducting her own tour, there are precious few trained diplomats remaining to handle these tours. Given Ether’s… history of friction when it comes to delicate matters such as these, she will be joined by the two nobles best versed in Tresson affairs. My father will be helping you, Ivy.”

	“He will?” Ivy squealed, leaning aside to place a hand on the man’s arm. “I can’t wait! We’ve been in the city together for so long, and we’ve shared so many meals, but you hardly talk. I hardly know you. This will be a lovely way to get to know each other.” She eagerly snatched up the notes regarding her tour when Deacon offered them. “The distillery and brewery from Caya’s family?” She bounced happily. “I’ve never been there! Do you think they’ll let me sample some more wine when I’m there? I’d love to try some of their ice cider. And we’ll be spending time along the coast. It is so beautiful there! Oh! The first day is right here in New Kenvard. Can we have a big dinner? A banquet?”

	“I believe it would be expected of us,” Myranda said.

	“Eliza!” Ivy called out, just as the cook emerged with a final plate.

	“Calm yourself, Ivy. You needn’t shout,” she said, setting the plate down before Ether.

	“I do not eat,” Ether said, pushing the plate forward.

	“Nonsense. Everyone eats,” Eliza said, tipping her head to the side. “Now what did you want, Ivy?”

	“We’re going to throw a banquet for Tressons! And you need to make pies and cakes…”

	“I do not eat,” Ether repeated, pushing the plate away again.

	“You are a guest in this home, Guardian Ether. It would be rude not to feed you. And you look just this side of death,” Eliza said, pushing the plate back. “A good meal will do you good.”

	“… and cobblers!” Ivy continued in excitement. “Apple and blueberry and strawberry…”

	“Slow down, Ivy. What’s this, the Tressons? Coming here? Did we invite them?”

	“They invited themselves,” Greydon said sternly.

	“I think it is an excellent sign,” Deacon said, turning to him. “Opening communication and sharing knowledge is always a fine way to build a lasting peace.”

	Ether
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