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Prologue

	 

	The sun had only just risen. It had yet to chase the cold of night away. That was for the best. This close to the desert, it didn’t take long for the heat of day to become punishing. Best to get to the shore quickly and start fishing. Dillydallying only meant traveling under the baking sun before finally reaching the relief of the cool breeze of the North Crescent Sea. And so he hopped onto his horse and set off toward the pier, where his fishing boat and the rest of his crew would be waiting.

	Blindol squinted at the sky, eying a cloud creeping toward the sun. He tried to will it there, to reduce the glare upon the white sand that made up the path. Sometimes he questioned why he’d moved away from the forest. The desert—even the very fringe of one—was no place for an elf. Indeed, neither was the sea—though of the two he preferred the waves. But then, that was the point, wasn’t it? So few of his countrymen had ventured beyond the isthmus and braved the wilds of North Crescent; every day of work here was worth a dozen back home. Fewer boats vying for fish, fewer suppliers for local markets. It was trouble, to be sure, but it was worth it.

	A long, dark form swept along the ground. He grinned; finally, a cloud was braving the sun. But no… When he looked to the sky, there was no counterpart anywhere near the sun. Moreover, the shadow moved too quickly to be a cloud. He tugged the reins of his horse and watched the mote of darkness flitting over the dunes of the desert that opened up like a sandy sea to the north. He shielded his eyes. A shifting, dancing distortion hung in the air above the dunes. It blurred and curled the view of anything near the surface of the sand. He couldn’t be sure, but there seemed to be little puffs of sand bursting into the air and wafting away in the wind.

	“You’re seeing things,” he muttered to himself.

	The shadow slid along until it was gone from view, but he couldn’t bring himself to resume his journey. Instead, he remained atop his horse and strained his vision. Scattered puffs of sand continued to erupt in the distance. They traced a path… the same path the shadow had followed.

	“Childish superstition,” he chided, shaking his head at the notion. “But it will bother me all day if I don’t see for myself.”

	The answer was a simple one. It was a herd or pack of some kind. The desert was home to any number of little scampering creatures. They were the same color as the sand, easy to miss at this distance. Those little puffs of sand were kicked up by desert hares, or perhaps those odd little foxes he’d seen about. All he had to do to set his mind at ease was find the tracks they’d left behind. After all, rare was the morning he didn’t spot trails crisscrossing the road to the pier. This was simply the first time he’d seen the creatures making one.

	He waited until he saw one of the puffs beside an isolated bit of scraggly desert grass. With it as a landmark, he could be sure he’d found the right spot. His horse snuffed irritably when he guided it from the packed path to the uneven sands, but it was only a short detour. In minutes he reached the grass and hopped down to investigate.

	“That’s… curious…”

	He knelt and scrutinized the ground. There were no tracks. If anything, there was the opposite of tracks. The sand was unnaturally smooth. The little dips and furrows dug by the breeze had yet to disturb the surface, though each gust shifted things a bit more naturally. If he’d been a minute or two later, the wind would have wiped away any semblance of the bizarre patch of sand, but for the moment it stretched forward like a neat little ribbon rolled across the desert. It traced a perfectly straight line, the same path the shadow had traced. And now that he stood upon that very path, he saw that it led directly to his own village in the distance.

	Whether it was childish or not, he didn’t think twice about what to do next. He climbed upon his horse and spurred it back toward his home. It was better to feel foolish and be certain of it than to feel wise and fear that he wasn’t.

	He kept his eyes on the village, barely visible through the rising heat. It wasn’t that he didn’t know the way. He could find his way to the pier and back with his eyes shut. But something deep in his soul demanded he not look away. He fixed his eyes upon the watchtower. It was right at the edge of the village, a short distance away. Each day one of the townspeople would climb the tower and watch for danger. Just yesterday he had been the one in the tower.

	“It’s Logali on lookout today,” he said, snapping the reins to quicken the horse. “He’s a good man. I’ll have a word with him, see what he saw, and then be on my way.”

	Those words were still on his lips when he saw darkness descend upon the tower. At this distance, he could just barely see Logali lean out over the railing to check the sky. Then, in place of the unnatural darkness… searing flame.

	A brilliant tongue of fire enveloped the tower, consuming it from roof to foundation in a single monstrous column of churning red. It appeared in the blink of an eye coalescing from the air itself. By the time he’d spurred his horse to a gallop, the wooden tower was blackening. He was near enough to hear the sound when it finally splintered and collapsed. Next, he heard the screams. The town was in the grip of a full panic. Horses, mad with fear and lacking riders, scattered into the desert to escape the madness. Men and women rushed to the streets. A chain formed from the well he and the others had dug the previous year when they’d founded the town. Buckets traveled along the line, dousing the burning tower and the nearest buildings lest they join the blaze.

	“What happened?” Blindol shouted when he was within earshot.

	“It was no one! There was no one!” replied a woman, his neighbor.

	“It was the Aluall!” replied a younger man.

	“Never mind who it was. They’ve gone now. Help us put out the flames!” urged an older man.

	Blindol leaped from the back of his horse and joined the line, passing buckets and extinguishing the remnants of the watchtower. If he’d not seen it burst to flame before his own eyes, he would have sworn the tower had been burning for hours. It was nothing but a pile of cinders now, reduced to char and ash. There was no sign of the lookout.

	The fire may have done its work quickly, but it was still slow to die away. He and the others worked for more than an hour before the smoke stopped rising and they were free to investigate what had happened. Soon subtler happenings revealed themselves. Market shelves were empty. Pantries were stripped bare. It was as though a horde of locusts had descended upon the town and devoured every scrap of food and scooped up anything of value. Blindol made his way to his own home, where his wife was looking in dismay at the shambles it had become.

	“How did this happen?” Blindol said, lifting the lid of a crate once filled with bolts of fine fabric his wife had woven. “Who did this?”

	“There was no one! Not a soul!” she said. “I helped tend to the fire, and when I came back, this…”

	“Have you been through every room?” he asked.

	“No. No, I’ve just come through the door,” she said.

	He looked to the door to the pantry. “Stay where you are.”

	Blindol pulled a short, sturdy knife from his belt and stalked into the pantry. Like every other room with so much as a scrap of food, it had been stripped utterly bare. He found a lantern and lit it, then held it to the floor. It was clean. Even his own footprints from when he’d fetched the ingredients for breakfast had been wiped away.

	“How… how could this happen without anyone seeing?” he said, marching out to his wife again.

	She stood silently, one hand over her mouth as she pointed at the door. She’d shut it behind Blindol when he’d arrived. Doing so had revealed something they’d not noticed before. It was a message carved into the wood. Though the language was his own, it was poorly rendered. The looping and intricate glyphs of the elven writing were coarse and angular, but not so badly mangled that he couldn’t read what it said. He gritted his teeth and threw the door open. Others, having returned to investigate their own homes, were gathering in the street again, voices harsh and frenzied.

	“Friends!” Blindol called. “I’ve found a message.”

	“On your door?” called the nearest man in response. “So have we.”

	“All of you?”

	“There is one on every door in the village.”

	“There!” called another villager. “Even on the city gate!”

	They turned to the southern side of the town, where the gates stood. As small and new as the village was, they’d yet to build a wall. They scarcely saw the need. But it was a tradition in the elven villages of South Crescent, when first breaking ground, to erect a village gate to signal to travelers their entry into elven lands. They’d seen no reason not to continue the tradition in this tiny step into North Crescent. And so a great arch straddled the road leading back to their homeland, and the same crude carvings marred it with the same ominous message.

	Leave this place. This is only the beginning.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Six weeks later… 

	Five Point Hall was a magnificent structure by any measure. Its foundation straddled the precise point where the two kingdoms, which now collectively bore the name the Northern Alliance, met the two kingdoms that had long ago joined to form Tressor. The landscape around it was vibrant and green yet free of the overbearing heat Tressor frequently suffered. Its stone had been hauled from the far corners of the continent. Artisans and architects from both the Northern Alliance and Tressor had collaborated on its design. Hundreds of workers representing nearly every major city and village of both nations had gathered to build it, constructing the marvel in mere months. Everything about the building was an attempt to embody the very concept of unity, and it succeeded brilliantly. It stood with the elegance and grace of a cathedral, built with the sturdiness of northern buildings and the artfulness of Tresson ones. Great carved columns held its vaulted roof, and its massive polished wooden doors shone in the morning sun. On any other day, Five Point Hall would be the most remarkable thing for miles around. Today, that honor belonged to its visitors.

	The duke and duchess of New Kenvard, Myranda and Deacon, were dressed in ceremonial garb. Acting as they were as ambassadors from their land, they had to look their best. Myranda’s long red hair was gathered with a dark blue ribbon. She wore a silver circlet on her brow and topped her elegant gown with an azure fur-lined cloak. Deacon was similarly dressed, though the simple crown atop his head wreathed a somewhat less orderly mane of brown hair. Majestic though they were, the eyes of the assembled crowd of servants, soldiers, and dignitaries rested with a mixture of curiosity and concern on the other two guests.

	The first was Myn, a full-grown dragon. She too was “dressed” in her ambassadorial finest. In her case this meant thin silver rings around each of her horns. A sash the size of a military banner hung about her neck, blue with silver thread. In addition, she wore a small and rather simple amulet reminiscent of her own head rendered in brass and amber. It hung from a darkened metal chain, and beneath it a small, shiny stone with gold marbling dangled in a mesh pouch. The dragon had trained her gorgeous gold eyes on the southern sky. Every few moments, she shuffled her feet in place, churning up the earth beneath her and nearly dislodging the final member of their party, who was still perched on Myn’s back.

	“Easy, Myn,” chided Ivy from her perch between the dragon’s wings. “He’ll get here when he gets here. Look at this nice new building. They built it this big for you, you know.”

	Ivy was dressed a bit more simply than Myranda and Deacon but still looked every bit the part of an ambassador. She wore a fine dress of elegant blue but lacked any crown or other sign of nobility. Her outfit was, of course, not the reason curious onlookers gawked when they thought she wasn’t looking. Ivy was a malthrope, a vanishingly rare sight these days. If not for her role in the end of the war and the ongoing defense of both the Northern Alliance and Tressor, a creature of her kind would scarcely have been tolerated in civilized society. They were, it was believed, monstrous killers and thieves by their very nature. Ivy was waging a one-person war against such notions and had achieved a limited but measurable degree of success. Indeed, she’d not had to dodge a thrown stone in months.

	Myranda removed her heavy cloak and folded it over one arm. Though necessary when soaring through the sky on Myn’s back as they ventured from their home in Kenvard, here at the border the cloak was a bit heavy for the pleasantly warm day.

	“It really is a remarkable hall,” Deacon said, shedding his cloak as well. “It still smells of green wood and fresh paint. These days it seems everything smells of such things.”

	“I wouldn’t have it any other way. For a city, that is the scent of healing and growth,” Myranda said.

	Ivy wrinkled her sensitive nose. “I could do with a little less of the paint, myself. It’s a beautiful color, but blue paint smells awful.”

	“Duke Deacon, Duchess Myranda. Guardians Ivy and Myn,” remarked a voice from within the hall. “So fine to see you again.”

	An ornately armored man with the perpetually youthful face of an elf marched from within the hall and descended the stairs. He was flanked by servants, who eagerly took the guests’ cloaks.

	“Captain Lumineblade,” Deacon said with a courtly bow. “Always a pleasure.”

	“Yes. It is a rare treat to see you in formal attire without the continued peace of our land hinging upon the outcome of the gathering, Croyden,” Myranda said. “Is the queen waiting inside?”

	“No. Only some of the lesser dignitaries are present. You are the first of the guests of honor to arrive. I believe Queen Caya has grown weary of being upstaged by your arrival and has chosen to make a grand entrance of her own once the stir surrounding you has run its course.”

	“Caya wears the title of ‘Queen’ like it was tailor-made to suit her,” Myranda said. “You’d think she was born on the throne.”

	“I believe it is specifically the adoring crowd to which she’s become most accustomed,” Croyden said.

	“It’s nice to be adored,” Ivy said, hopping down from Myn’s back. “Good to see you, Captain.” She turned to Myn and bopped up and down. “Practice on him, Myn!”

	Croyden took a step back and eyed the dragon uncertainly. “What precisely are we practicing?”

	“You’ll see,” Ivy said brightly. “She’s been practicing for weeks. It’s adorable. Come on, Myn.”

	The dragon turned reluctantly from the sky and looked first to Ivy, then to Croyden. At her gaze, he took another cautious step back. Becoming accustomed to locking eyes with a predator several times one’s own size required more experience than Croyden had. She sidled into position before him, shut her eyes, and angled her head and body in a respectful bow.

	“Come on…” Ivy prompted.

	Myn rumbled a bit in irritation, then took a slow breath. “HELLO,” she said. Her voice was deep and resonant, and her pronunciation somewhat breathy, but the word was clear and distinct. Croyden raised an eyebrow and took a step back.

	“She speaks?” he said.

	“Just a few words,” Myranda said, vigorously scratching the brow on Myn’s lowered head. “But she’s learning so quickly. My heart practically sang when she first spoke. I was sick with the thought that somehow in raising her myself I might have robbed her of her voice.”

	“Now me!” Ivy said, trotting over to look Myn in the eye.

	Myn looked at her and, with visible concentration and difficulty, intoned, “IVY.”

	Ivy squealed and threw her arms around the dragon’s neck. “I’m so proud! She can say my name, and she can say Myranda’s name. Not Deacon, though.”

	“If I recall her disposition toward you correctly, this doesn’t come as a surprise,” Croyden said. “Would you care to wait inside?”

	“If it isn’t too much of a breach of protocol,” Myranda hedged, “I’d like a moment to stretch my legs. I’m sure Myn would prefer to wait outside until our friends from Tressor arrive.”

	“They’re here!” Ivy said, pointing to the southern horizon.

	Myn’s head snapped toward the sky, her eyes lighting up. She practically danced in place when she spotted the small speck approaching just beneath the clouds. Her wings spread and tensed, but she looked longingly at Myranda.

	“Go, Myn,” Myranda said.

	The dragon launched herself skyward with a single bound, causing a bit of a stir in the crowd.

	“Admittedly, I’ve not yet fully learned the nuances of diplomatic occasions such as this, but is it typical for Dragon Riders to attend summits such as this one?” Deacon asked.

	“It is not typical for Dragon Riders to attend anything,” Croyden said. “But the attendance of Grustim and Garr was specifically requested by King Mellawin.”

	“Why?” Myranda said.

	“If my time with Queen Caya has taught me anything, it is that no sane man attempts to plumb the depths of the whims of royalty.” He took a cleansing breath. “How, may I ask, are things in New Kenvard?”

	“The reconstruction is coming along nicely. It is beginning to feel like a city again. Though…”

	“Has something not gone well?”

	“Turiel’s attack has not been without consequences,” Deacon explained.

	“How so?” Croyden asked.

	“She churned up the spirits of a very dark time,” Myranda said. “Some of them have been reluctant to return to their rest. I suspect, when the time comes to rebuild the palace, its halls may never feel quite empty.” 

	“I personally consider it an asset,” Deacon said brightly. “One of the things that made Entwell such a potent mystic environment has been the spiritual presence there. In communing with them, we can learn much, and if we can calm their torment, New Kenvard could become a beacon of mystic learning and focus.”

	Croyden looked at Deacon. He masked his incredulity well, but not quite well enough.

	“Have I said something unusual?” Deacon asked.

	“I suspect I would be hard-pressed to find another person in all of the Northern Alliance who would consider the literal spirits of a catastrophe haunting the halls of their future home a positive development,” Croyden said.

	“I see… Every day it becomes more apparent to me just how fundamentally my upbringing has shifted my point of view in different ways from those raised outside Entwell.”

	Myranda held his hand and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “It helps to have an outsider’s eye sometimes. It lets you see the things we’ve become blind to.”

	The small crowd of servants and onlookers murmured, then hurriedly parted as not one but two dragons descended from the sky. The first was Myn, landing somewhat heavily. The second was Garr, an armored dragon of green and yellow who landed with a lightness and grace that belied both his massive size and his raw strength. Unlike Myn, Garr had no semblance of formal attire. He wore the same battle-scarred steel helmet with ancient green enamel, a match for the distinctive armor worn by his Dragon Rider. He paced toward the hall with dignity and discipline. Myn lacked the same decorum, prancing around him like an excited puppy reunited with a playmate.

	Croyden watched the dragons approach and sighed lightly. “If this kingdom becomes any more absurd, I suspect sanity will become a liability for me.”

	When the dragons reached the entrance to the hall, the armored Dragon Rider, who had been practically invisible in his place atop the dragon, hopped to the ground and offered a reverential bow.

	“Duke, Duchess. It is a privilege and honor to be called upon once again to serve my nation by your side,” said Grustim.

	He lacked the diplomatic experience of some of the other attendees, and thus was not quite as skilled at hiding the underlying tone of voice that suggested the privilege and honor were tempered somewhat by inconvenience.

	Myranda stepped forward and held out her right hand. He mirrored the motion, and each placed their hand on the shoulder of the other, a traditional Tresson greeting. Grustim greeted the others in the same way, then exchanged handshakes and bows as protocol required.

	“Always fine to stand beside you, Dragon Rider Grustim. And for once without battle looming over our heads,” Myranda said with a respectful nod.

	Grustim removed his helmet to reveal his dark-skinned face and sweat-soaked hair. “It is rare for a Dragon Rider to stand beside anyone outside of combat. We are soldiers, and we were never meant to be more.”

	“It is the duty of any good soldier to rise to the challenges of their service. I certainly never imagined I would be hosting such diverse functions with any regularity.” Croyden gazed down the road that curved to the north. “At least the relevant parties are reasonably punctual.”

	Myranda and Deacon turned to see the royal procession approaching. Queen Caya had curious tendencies for a royal, and nowhere did they show more clearly than when she traveled. Many nobles would assemble a veritable caravan. While she still sent Croyden ahead with anything deemed indispensable by ceremony or tradition, Caya had swiftly reduced her personal entourage to what others might consider an impossibly austere minimum. She kept her honor guard, of course. While impeccably equipped, they still had the bearing and demeanor of the rogue band of misfits they’d been when known as the Undermine. The only other addition was a small wagon stocked with certain supplies she made certain she was never without. Most prominent among these supplies were barrels of strong drink to share with any and all who were fortunate enough to have an audience with her. This, perhaps more than any other quirk, had made her frequent tours of the kingdom very popular with the people. Thus, while they were not officially a part of her procession, a short train of curious or thirsty locals followed like dolphins playing in a great ship’s wake.

	“Trumpeters! Fanfare!” Croyden ordered the waiting attendants.

	Myranda, Deacon, Ivy, Grustim, Garr, and Croyden arranged themselves and stood at attention. The trumpeters lifted their instruments to their lips. As the queen’s carriage neared, a hulking man with a worrisome ax rode ahead on a formidable steed and encouraged the locals to keep their distance. He was named Tus, and his reputation alone was more than enough to give any would-be troublemakers second thoughts.

	The carriage stopped in front of the receiving line. The queen’s driver hopped down from his seat and opened her door. The trumpets blared.

	“Yes, yes, enough of that,” Caya said, waving her hand and holding the other to her head.

	The trumpets abruptly silenced.

	“Your Majesty,” Myranda said with a curtsy and a grin. “Feeling under the weather?”

	“I may have overimbibed,” she muttered. “It wasn’t a problem until those blasted trumpets. Fanfare is delightful for the ego but murder when fighting the drink. Nonetheless, delightful to see you all. If you’ll give me a moment…”

	She paused to gather herself, and any irritability or discomfort slid from her expression. She stepped from behind the carriage and turned to the crowd. “Hello, my people!” she crowed.

	They raised their voices in response, their adulation washing over her. Caya stepped forward to address some of the nearest people directly, much to the chagrin of her guard.

	“It is nothing short of miraculous how she holds a crowd in her hand,” Deacon said.

	“I can’t think of a more important thing for a queen to be than beloved by her people,” Myranda said.

	“I respectfully submit.” Croyden growled, “that a queen should also be wise enough to be of sound mind and body when meeting with the monarch of a foreign power for the first time in recent history.” 

	Myranda nodded. “As much as I’ve seen her enjoy her wine, I don’t know that I’ve ever seen her feel its effects before.” 

	“There are matters weighing upon her mind, though she has not seen fit to share them with me.” Croyden raised his voice. “Your Majesty! If you would come inside, there are matters to attend to.”

	“Yes, Captain, of course,” she called over her shoulder. “Duty calls, my good people. Your queen must serve her subjects.”

	She pivoted and stepped lightly toward the steps to the hall. When her face was out of the crowd’s view, the benevolent and enthusiastic expression she had affected faded somewhat, but it was clear she was still riding high on the love of her people.

	“Anyone who says there is no cure for a hangover should try being adored by the masses for a while. It really perks a person up nicely,” she said. “Onward! Let’s see this new hall of ours.”

	“There is a proper ceremony and order to—” Croyden began.

	“I know that, Croyden, there is always a proper ceremony for this and an order for that. We’re nobles. It seems all that really means is that every waking moment is codified by some almighty book of protocol written gods know when by gods know who, just to make things difficult. But I’ve come a long way, my head is throbbing, and I mean to get out of the sun. We’ll do the official ceremony when King Mellawin arrives. So says the queen.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty…” Croyden rumbled with what little patience he had left.

	#

	The inside of the hall was as magnificent as the exterior. Most of it was a single massive room with vaulted ceilings. Tall windows facing east and west filled the room with sunlight. Chandeliers and sconces bearing white candles chased away the shadows in those places the windows couldn’t illuminate. Most impressive, though, were the murals. There were three. To the left of the massive entryway was a grim and foreboding illustration of the Battle of Five Point, the skirmish most considered the first true battle of the Perpetual War. A brighter and more triumphant painting on the opposite side of the door immortalized the Battle of Verril. On the far side of the room, a symbolic representation of the reunion of the North and South filled an entire wall with images of the greatest sights of both the Northern Alliance and Tressor.

	“There! There I am!” Ivy said, eagerly pointing at a streak of blue and white rushing among the streets of the Battle of Verril painting. “I sketched this myself, you know. They did a wonderful job. And look. There’s Deacon above the bell tower. And Caya right there with him. And Myranda, you’re on Myn’s back! Oh, I wish they’d let me paint it myself…”

	Floorboards creaked as Myn padded lightly through the massive doors, curling her neck to investigate the painting.

	“Not bad, eh?” Caya said, nudging Croyden. “I become queen, and scarcely a year later we’re finishing halls large enough to host dragons.”

	“Indeed,” Croyden said. “If you will all follow me, ours is the table at the far end. The platforms on either side are for the dragons. Our thanks to Dragon Rider Grustim for, after a fashion, sharing with us the proper means to seat a dragon.”

	“My superiors are not in the habit of discussing our methods of care and treatment for our dragons. It was difficult to convince them to part with even so simple a piece of information,” Grustim said. “I assume Garr is to be seated to the right, beside me?”

	“Indeed.”

	Grustim turned to his mount and gestured with his head. The green dragon strode inside the building. His posture suggested he was more accustomed to navigating smaller, more cramped spaces when indoors. The platform waiting for him was built from thick timbers and bore a trough filled with cool water and a platter awaiting his meal. He plopped down on his haunches and respectfully awaited further orders.

	Myn, on the other hand, was less inclined to wait for instructions. She plodded over to Garr’s platform—maneuvering with a grace and speed that suggested she was far more comfortable in human-built surroundings, and wedged herself onto the same platform. It groaned under the additional weight but held firm.

	“Guardian Myn,” Croyden said. “If you would, the platform on the opposite side is for you.”

	Myn looked evenly at Croyden, then settled down to get more comfortable. Garr shuffled aside slightly, but between the two of them, there wasn’t a spare inch of platform.

	Croyden looked nonplussed. “The Tresson representatives are on the right, the Northern Alliance on the left, and the South Crescent here along the front. It has all been laid out to assure each representative is given their proper place and treated as indicated by protocol.”

	Myn huffed a breath, blinked once, then deliberately swished her tail aside to curl it around Garr’s.

	“Croyden,” Queen Caya said. “For now, I think ‘let the dragon sit where she wants’ is a worthwhile amendment to protocol. And good advice in general. Garr and Grustim are the only two Tresson representatives anyway. Putting another dragon on their side will even things out.”

	Myn huffed again, this time with an air of self-satisfaction, then leaned against Garr contentedly.

	Garr, trained from birth and every bit as military as his Dragon Rider, was subtle in returning her affection. A trained eye, though, would note the way his muscles eased and his claws flexed, proving he was every bit as pleased to share her company as she was to share his.

	“Grustim, my boy,” Caya said. “I must say I was a bit surprised to learn the king of Tressor would not be attending or sending any other representatives. This is, after all, the first anniversary of peace between our lands. One would imagine he would be as eager to celebrate as I.”

	“I am not certain anyone is as eager to celebrate as you, Caya,” Myranda said.

	Caya threw her head back in a laugh. “You might be right at that, but the question remains.”

	Grustim crossed his arms wearily. “The ambassadors sent their regards and their explanations. I am certain they are better suited than I to answer.”

	“Bah. They wove some superficially true tale about prior engagements and the like. That’s the purpose of ambassadors. You can give it to me straight. Does the man not enjoy my company?”

	“It isn’t my place to say, or to speculate,” he said.

	She shrugged. “I’d expected as much. Word has it the king isn’t much for traveling. Though a single year isn’t much time to shrug off the weight of a century and a half of war, I choose to believe it’s more to do with a bad back than lingering bad blood between us. Tell me, have you met with King Mellawin before?”

	“Few have.”

	“So I’d gathered. Myranda, Deacon, I don’t suppose you spied our wayward representative from across the sea while you were flitting in on Myn, did you?”

	“There was a sizable procession approaching from the east. I would be very surprised if it wasn’t the king. I suppose we can expect his arrival in two hours or so,” Myranda said.

	“Fine, fine. Time enough to do a bit of brushing up on any quirks we are likely to face from the king. I’d very much like to make a good first impression.”

	Caya and the others made their way to the first available seats. As if by magic, the moment they were seated, servants arrived with bottles of wine and pitchers of ale. Captain Lumineblade gave her a pointed glance.

	“Out with it, Croyden,” Caya said, filling a tumbler with ale.

	“Perhaps Her Majesty would prefer a glass of water, suffering as she is from the effects of whatever drink she imbibed in to excess last night.”

	“The ale around here is near enough to water for me,” she muttered beneath her breath.

	“Begging your pardon, Your Majesty?”

	“I said Her Majesty will do as suits Her Majesty. And for your own sake, would you stop referring to me by the honorifics? Honestly. You are making me feel as though I am a crown drifting about without a head beneath it.”

	Croyden fetched a passel of pages from a satchel on his belt. “I would have liked to discuss matters with Tresson dignitaries, if they’d seen fit to attend. The information we have of South Crescent is spotty, and all comes from well before the start of the Perpetual War. I’ve gathered a bit more from the Tressons in preparation for this occasion, but it is still quite limited. They keep to themselves.”

	“Anything new since last we discussed them?”

	“Not much.”

	Caya sipped her ale. “Best to share it all anyway. If we are going to acquit ourselves well in this venture, we’d do well to ensure we are all working from the same information.”

	“This will be fascinating,” Deacon said. “I’ve known my share of South Crescent elves, but most left for Tressor hundreds of years ago.”

	“We will begin there, I suppose. South Crescent is home, primarily, to elves. A handful of human traders have set foot there, and there may be some dwarfs about, but all would be considered foreigners. We can expect a delegation entirely composed of full-blooded elves from some of the oldest and most storied clans in history.”

	“Quite an asset to have our own Northern Alliance elf to help get relations off on the right foot.”

	“No. They will not see things that way. As far as they are concerned, South Crescent elves are the only elves. An elf native to the Northern Alliance, like myself, is merely a long-lost offshoot of some South Crescent family who has yet to visit his or her homeland. They will consider me one of them, not one of you.”

	“Ah. Even so, I trust having you among us will reflect well upon us.”

	“As much as anything could. If what I’ve been told is accurate, they have something of an obsession with their own superiority as well.”

	“Not so different from the local variety of elves then.” The queen shook her head. “As well as half of the nobles I’ve known. What do we know about the king himself?”

	“He has been in power since shortly before the start of the war. All we really know is that he brokered a deal after hostilities had been running high between Tressor and the Northern Alliance for a few years.” Croyden lowered his voice. “Our friends to the south were understandably vague regarding the nature of that deal, but it is reasonable to assume that South Crescent provided considerable support to the Tresson army in the form of weapons and supplies over the entirety of the conflict.”

	“Yes…” Caya said, eyes narrow and face stern. “It will be interesting to see how they regard the people they have effectively been helping to kill for a few generations.”

	“We have worked hard to heal our relationship with Tressor. I see no reason why we cannot foster a relationship with South Crescent,” Myranda said.

	“Indeed,” Caya said. “I truly hope we can. The last time their monarch ventured across the sea, Kenvard, Ulvard, and Vulcrest were separate. I can’t imagine he would make the journey unless he felt he had something to offer and something to gain. And now that the war isn’t sapping every last bit of our resources, I wouldn’t mind a bit more trade. Do we know what they have to offer?”

	“The Tressons have not been forthcoming about it, but we know the elves cultivate a variety of plants unavailable in any reasonable quantity on our continent.” Croyden referred to his notes briefly. “They are also skilled craftsmen and probably produced some specialty weapons.”

	“We can make our own weapons, and so long as I do my job, we won’t have much need for any more of them. But if they have something that can grow a bit farther from the front—”

	“Border,” Myranda corrected.

	“… Right. Best to avoid a slip like that in front of the ambassadors…” Caya said. “But the point is, much as it’s lovely to have Tressor able to sell us food, and to repay them with minerals and lumber, it would be ideal if we could bolster ourselves with a few new crops. It seems we can’t get anything to grow in farms that were bountiful when I was a little girl.”

	“We can only hope such things will be on offer. And that we will be able to meet their price,” Croyden said.

	“And what might that price be?” Caya asked.

	“There is no indication that they need anything from us. Again, the Tressons have not been straightforward about the terms of their own trade, but it was clear that negotiations were difficult. South Crescent cuts a hard bargain.”

	Caya rubbed her hands together. “So do I, Croyden. So do I.”

	#

	Caya sat impatiently as the official greeting ceremony rolled into its second hour. Despite her best efforts, she’d had very little success in convincing those in the loftiest positions of her kingdom that diplomacy could be greatly improved through the removal of some of the surrounding tradition. Naturally, it was only right to treat visiting nobles with respect, but mandating where they sat and who entered first, and reading out an exhausting list of titles and accomplishments for each, turned even a brief discussion into a night-long ordeal. King Mellawin certainly hadn’t made it any easier. The man had a massive entourage. For the last half hour they’d been introducing and seating an interminable sequence of advisers.

	“And now entering, Personal Poet to the King,” Croyden announced to the assembly, “Lualil Cossoran.”

	“A personal poet. Of course. What trade negotiation or memorial anniversary would be complete without a personal poet?” Caya said, delivering the line with an impressive degree of mock sincerity.

	Myranda, seated beside the queen, gave her a gentle look of rebuke. “I am quite certain it is a long and beloved tradition of the South Crescent people.”

	She turned to the elven woman seated across from her. The woman had been introduced as Silla Lorekeeper, though it hadn’t been made clear how much of that was her name and how much was her title. She had long features, an inscrutable and stony expression, and a gown and headdress as ornate and frail as a spider web.

	“Is that so?” Myranda asked.

	“As it happens, no.” Silla spoke with the careful, deliberate diction of a non-native speaker who refused to flavor her speech with an accent. “King Mellawin, some seventy years ago, made some additions to his entourage. Personal poets, tasters, and artists are among them.”

	“Personal poets? He has more than one?” Caya said, her expression dropping a bit.

	“Owing to the length of this journey, he saw fit to include only one of each.”

	“Ah. Good. I do admire a monarch with the capacity to endure personal hardship for the sake of his duties.” She leaned aside to Myranda and whispered, “Wonderful. He’s eccentric. That bodes well.”

	The introductions continued for several minutes more. Finally, all in attendance stood as the six trumpeters of the elven king’s personal procession raised their silver horns to their lips. The fanfare they played was a softer, more complex one compared to Queen Caya’s. The king himself appeared in the doorway unaccompanied, and from the first glimpse, the courtly nobility was astonishingly apparent. His robes had been spun of gold-colored silk. They billowed and flowed as he moved. He wore a silver-gray wooden crown, grown rather than carved. It lacked the symmetry of something crafted by hand, curling left then right with individual pointed branches. Tiny jewel-like leaves dangled from threads affixed to the tip of each branch of the crown. He gripped a short scepter of the same wood in his right hand, a lump of naturally smooth amber cradled in the forked branches at its end. The color of the gem was milky-gold, and a large occlusion marred its heart, vaguely visible when illuminated from behind.

	Elves tended toward long, slender features, but King Mellawin was an extreme example even among his own people. He was a head and shoulders taller than Queen Caya, taller even than her hulking bodyguard Tus. His cheeks were slightly sunken, his black hair threaded with a scattering of gray. The robes hid his physique, but his fingers were long and quite slender, hinting at the gauntness of his frame.

	As he moved with an otherworldly grace, almost seeming to float down the hall’s floor, he raised his left hand, palm facing Queen Caya and fingers slightly curled. She responded in kind.

	“Blessed greetings to you on this auspicious occasion of our first meeting,” Caya said in a practiced tone.

	“And continued blessings to us all on the promise of meetings to come,” he replied in a voice oozing with refinement.

	Unlike his representatives’ voices, his was flavored with the faintest hint of an accent. Caya didn’t have the proper ear to place the accent precisely. The only word that seemed a proper description was “regal.”

	Queen Caya and King Mellawin took a seat, followed by the rest in the assembly hall.

	“I am sure everyone in attendance is relieved to know there are no speeches planned for today,” Caya said, eying the servers as they set out the first of the banquet’s many courses.

	“Yes. These events can become so tiresome, don’t you agree?” he said.

	“Thoroughly. But then, as I am frequently reminded, tradition is tradition. And that alone is reason enough to cling to it, evidently,” Caya said, bolstered by what seemed to be a common belief.

	“If you think your people cling to tradition, I formally invite you to visit my own court. A terrible curse of the long-lived, Queen Caya, is the stunning inability to see the value of change.”

	“I suppose knowing you may not live to see the end of change that comes slowly does motivate one to seek it aggressively.”

	“Quite.” He gazed about. “This is truly a remarkable hall. Cut stone. Your people do have an affinity for cut stone. Stacking it into whatever shapes you require.”

	“Do you not build of stone?”

	“We prefer to coax nature into obliging us, rather than inflicting our will upon it with hammer and chisel, but seeing artful edifices such as these might just change my mind on the subject. It is a union of sculpture—which we most certainly do embrace—and accommodation. Delightful.” He glanced about, fixing his eyes briefly on the pair of dragons, who still shared the same platform. “Oh! By the heart of the trees, I’ve become so numbed by the drudgery of office I’d nearly forgotten the thrill that has sustained me through the entirety of my sea voyage and my trip through the fair land of Tressor. The Chosen!”

	“Yes, of course, you were not present for the introductions, allow me to—”

	He raised a hand. “No, please. I am keen to guess. Now let me see. Most of what I know is second- and thirdhand. There is a sea separating us, after all. But there was a dragon. Presumably one of the pair you’ve seated at the table. Might I guess… the green one is Myn?”

	“I am afraid not,” Caya said. “Guardian Myn is the red-and-gold creature cuddled up with him. And presently intimidating the server unfortunate enough to be carrying the boiled potatoes, I see. Croyden, please instruct the servers to see to the dragons first. Best not to have hungry beasts worrying our guests.”

	“Ah, blast it. It was the armor, you know. I’d imagined a warrior would be dressed for battle. Nonetheless, it is so charmingly absurd to see such beasts seated at the table. You are to be commended for the level of training you have achieved. But back to the game, eh? I find myself at the disadvantage. There is a wizard, and now a duchess, by the name of Myranda. And that must be this exquisite crimson-haired beauty.”

	“A pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty,” Myranda said with a nod.

	“Ah!” the king said with a delighted clap. “And so I have balanced the scales. The pleasure, Duchess, is entirely mine. This young and studious gentleman by your side is Deacon, correct? Not one of the Chosen, as I recall, but still nearly so in his significance to the fulfillment of the prophecy.”

	“That is I, Your Majesty,” Deacon said.

	“You present yourself with considerable pride and confidence in spite of being overshadowed by so many members of the fairer sex.”

	“… Thank you,” Deacon said, somewhat bemused by the statement.

	Mellawin handed his wine aside to be tasted by a man to his left. “Now, now, now. I already know that two of the Chosen were malthropes, and that the male lamentably lost his life, so that leaves us with this ivory-furred creature here.” He touched his fingers to his head. “Oh, the name escapes me.”

	“I’m Ivy,” she replied. “You sure do know a lot about us.”

	“Oh, yes. We have listened with interest to every scrap of information our Tresson friends could share. For months I have been positively replete with anticipation of the opportunity to meet you. As you might surmise, I’ve never met a malthrope before, so you can imagine my amazement at learning not one but two of the beasts had been tamed and made to serve so noble a cause.”

	Ivy’s expression sharpened. “Tamed?”

	“Yes, yes.” Mellawin sipped from the glass of wine, which his taster had deemed safe to drink. “Oh, this wine is quite good. But as I was saying, it has been ages since the claim could credibly be made that a malthrope had been seen on our shores. Of course, the stories persist. And they do not paint a picture of a warrior who would fight in service of its world. No, not at all. Indeed. Malthrope. Do you know that it is one of very few words that is common to nearly all languages? Such was their monstrous nature that the word passed unchanged from one culture to another, again and again. But here we have a dragon and a malthrope put to work. A sign that no matter their dire instincts or simple intellect, any being can be made useful if guided by the right hands.”

	“Yeah. Even a closed-minded lout can be king,” Ivy muttered, thankfully beneath her breath.

	Mellawin continued. “And that leaves the most troublesome one. Ether, the shapeshifter. It could be anyone, I suppose…” He pointed to Grustim. “It must be you. You are entirely unremarkable otherwise.”

	“No,” Grustim said flatly. “I am Grustim, Dragon Rider.”

	“Oh, oh! Yes, I know the name. A rare Tresson addition to the quests of legend to defeat the otherworldly foe. Of course. I should have supposed as such. Your gear matches that of the dragon, which I now realize must be Garr. I give up, then. Which of you is the shapeshifter?”

	“Ether, unfortunately, was unable—or rather, unwilling—to attend,” Caya said, pouring a fresh drink. “A shame; you share her capacity to alienate others with extreme efficiency.”

	Rather than displaying shame or irritation at the assessment, King Mellawin grinned. “I take it that I have not made the best of impressions. Please accept my apology. Several of the members of my court were insistent about accompanying me in an advisory role to, in effect, speak for me. I refused. I wanted my contact with the locals to be unfiltered.”

	“You brought a poet and an artist and a taster, but you left your cultural advisers behind?” Deacon said.

	“Indeed. Who better than the king to decide how the king should behave? But now I see the folly in that thinking, as I’m left to fumble my way through these first steps. I am lamentably inexpert in my direct dealings with lesser races.”

	“As a first step toward greater expertise, may I recommend you forgo referring to us to our faces as ‘lesser races,’” Caya said.

	“There, you see? I am learning already!” Mellawin said, raising his glass. “Though I am utterly comprehensive in my knowledge of my own lands, I make no claim of anything more than ignorance of this lovely and mysterious continent of yours. Thus far, my dealings with your people have been nonexistent, and my dealings with those of Tressor have been entirely in the realm of business. I have far leveler heads than mine to deal with such matters, and so I have left it to them.”

	“Am I to take it, then, that this meeting shall not be to discuss business?” Caya said.

	“Not in the traditional sense, no. The nature of the currency involved is far more exotic. You see, what you have to offer is the Chosen.”

	“You will have to clarify what I hope is a misguided metaphor.”

	“Naturally.” He turned to his people. “Mingle among the others. This is a matter between myself, the queen, and the instruments of fate.”

	Without a word of question or a moment of delay, Mellawin’s people stood and left the table. After a pointed glance and a conspicuous silence, Croyden left as well, along with any other members of the Northern Alliance procession. All that remained were the king, the queen, the Chosen, Deacon, Grustim, and Garr.

	“I shall be frank, Queen Caya… May I be informal and call you all by name rather than linking them with titles? It makes for cumbersome conversation.”

	“You’ll afford us the same courtesy?”

	“For the duration of this private chat, certainly.”

	“Then I’ll agree to those terms, Mellawin.”

	“Much obliged. As I said, I shall be frank. I have among my court any number of truly skilled diviners and seers. And few aspects of our world are more visible to such mystics as the framework of the prophecy. Different minds interpret in different words, but the broad strokes are the same here as they are at home. A great war, a threat to the world, divinely anointed warriors, and eventually salvation. I became king some number of years prior to the war that, in short order, clearly represented the one that had been foretold. That much we had anticipated. There is no questioning Tressor was the largest of the world’s nations. Anyone who would challenge them and last any amount of time would surely do so only if empowered through some unexplained means. We thus did what we believed to be necessary in rendering aid to the side we believed to be the most virtuous… for a modest compensation, of course.”

	“Of course,” Caya said.

	“Now, it is only natural for us to assume most, if not all, the Chosen would come from among my people.”

	“Oh? And why would that be?”

	“Any number of reasons. Elves have a natural mystic affinity greater than any other race, to name but one.”

	“I would counter that fairies have a greater mystic affinity, and a strong argument can be made that mermaids do as well,” Deacon interjected. “And furthermore, I have found that with sufficient training and discipline, nearly any race can rise to a similar—”

	“I am sorry, Deacon, but as you are at best tangentially connected to the individuals in whom I am currently interested, I would prefer you did not interrupt or contradict me.” He said sharply.

	Deacon blinked, slightly taken aback. “Of course. My apologies.”

	“As I was saying, ours were at the very least a likely people to provide divine warriors, if not the exclusive race likely to provide them. Imagine our concern when it slowly became evident that the Chosen had arisen, the prophecy had been fulfilled, and my people and land played no role. Many among my subjects believe this can only be a sign that we have fallen out of favor with our gods. And as my family holds the throne by divine right, there have been murmurings that some deed of my own is to blame for fate turning its back on us. This is, of course, laughable. Nonetheless, I would not be serving my people to the fullest of my duty if I did not investigate. So to begin, I have questions that may be of a sensitive nature regarding the finer points of the fulfillment of the prophecy.”

	“So long as it won’t endanger our people, I naturally defer to the Chosen to decide whether they wish to answer,” Caya said.

	“I will be as forthcoming as I am able, as will the others, I’m sure,” Myranda said.

	“First, the most blunt of questions. Are we certain that residents, past or present, of my beloved South Crescent have played no role in the fulfillment of the prophecy?”

	“I don’t know that any fought among us…” Myranda said, her eyes drifting as she thought back.

	“There are some…” Deacon paused. “In my education I was taught by some elves who journeyed from your lands. And I lent a hand in both training Myranda and in defeating—”

	“I am not interested in something a half-dozen links removed on the chain of glory, Deacon,” Mellawin cut in. “Were there, at least, any elves in a role of any importance? I speak of hands on weapons, feet on battlefields, drawing blood and shaping history.”

	“Croyden’s mother and my godmother, Trigorah, might satisfy your requirement, though perhaps not in a way you would prefer,” Myranda said.

	“Trigorah. Interesting. A strong name, and one with some history among my people. From what family did Trigorah hail?”

	“Teloran.”

	“Teloran! I have no fewer than three Telorans in my personal guard! This is delightful news. What role did she play?”

	“She was to be a Chosen; she bore the mark.”

	Mellawin slapped the table. “There! You see! Already my journey has borne fruit. But that you speak of her in the past tense, and that she does not have a seat at this table, suggests perhaps an unenviable fate?”

	“She was rendered impure, unworthy, due to service to the D’Karon.”

	“… She was a traitor to our world?”

	“Through no fault of her own, and she eventually turned her back on them. It was that act that claimed her life.”

	Mellawin considered this. “The principle contribution of our land to the fulfillment of the prophecy is a treacherous failure. We shall not speak of her again, if you don’t mind.”

	“Forgive me if I am overstepping my bounds, Mellawin, but surely information such as this could have been provided via dispatch or surrogates,” Deacon said. “And frankly, if I’d known it would be the subject at hand, I could have much more thoroughly prepared.”

	“I do believe we were to be discussing business, not history,” Caya added.

	“Quite so, quite so. A show of what I have to offer is called for.” Mellawin turned and gestured vaguely at one of his attendants lingering nearby. “Fetch the satchel.”

	The attended hurried from the hall.

	“One topic that has been discussed at length in the months since the remaining Chosen and the intrepid young Grustim defeated the misguided follower of the D’Karon… this… Turiel was her name. I always forget it. At any rate, the subject has been the expansion of the Southern Wastes. I understand Deacon and Myranda have investigated the topic as well.”

	“Yes. Turiel’s attempt to open the—” Deacon began.

	“Yes, yes. We know the tale. The important point is that significant damage has been done to the vitality of the land. Its strength has been sapped, and its ability to support life is terribly diminished.”

	“Very much so,” Deacon said.

	“What determination have you made about how to reverse this effect?”

	“The land will heal itself, if nothing else,” Deacon said. “It took over a hundred years to do the damage, and it will likely take over a hundred years to heal from it.”

	“Hmm, yes. But as Tressor is primarily peopled with humans, and as I understand it, the race has a distinct lack of patience for anything that takes more than one of their lifetimes to complete, there has been some interest in speeding the recovery, and no simple answer has been forthcoming.”

	“None that is within our… power…”

	Deacon trailed off and turned toward the doorway with interest. A moment later Myranda matched his gaze. The attendant entered holding a satchel not much larger than a coin purse. Both wizards watched it intently as the attendant delivered it to the table. Mellawin grinned at their reaction.

	“My people had informed me you were both wizards of the highest renown. I suppose I would have been disappointed if you’d not felt the power of this before I showed it to you,” Mellawin said.

	He tugged a plate from the place setting beside him and unfastened the thread cinching the satchel shut. The contents were anything but impressive. From the look of the stuff, Mellawin had reverently revealed a bit of dried tobacco. Deacon was visibly enthralled by the substance.

	“Is that… dried moon herb?”

	“Moon herb. I suppose that is one name for it. My people call it ‘nara leaf.’”

	“I’m quite familiar with this. The tea of these leaves is profoundly restorative to one’s spirit. The plant is also the source of moon nectar,” Deacon said.

	“Indeed. Again, if what I have been told is accurate, the city of Verril owes its freedom and safety at least in part to the less-than-judicious application of moon nectar.”

	“I consumed a rather inadvisable dosage of it in defense of the city, yes,” Deacon said.

	“Setting aside for a moment the question of where you acquired any quantity of the stuff, I am pleased to inform you that nara leaf is a small but well-cultivated part of the royal gardens. Some quality of the plant, not yet fully understood despite our great efforts, motivates benevolent spirits to gather themselves about this herb. We value it above almost any other product of the land. Every drop of nectar, every leaf, every stem, every pinch of soil is carefully collected and processed. It is my understanding that these D’Karon, or their agents at any rate, drank the land dry and left it a wasteland in this plane and the plane of spirits. This has caused the spread of the Southern Wastes of Tressor, and I must assume a similar blight has befallen much of the Northern Alliance. My court mystics believe, and I have every confidence in their assessment, that if this quantity of the leaves could be spread across an area the size of a small farm, within a year or two the blighted nature of the land would begin to recede. That, I suspect, is enough to satisfy even the most impatient and short-lived of races. It certainly beats the century or more you are currently anticipating.”

	“How much of that substance do you have?” Myranda asked.

	“Not enough to solve your problem overnight, or even over the course of the next few years. But more than enough to markedly improve the land both north and south of the border.”

	“And how much will it cost us?” Caya asked warily.

	“Pleasant to see there is at least one business-minded individual at the table.”

	“The way I figure it, if you’ve been selling supplies to the Tressons for a century and a half, I’ve got to believe the income from the war effort has become a comfortable and reliable way to keep the coffers full. Now that peace has robbed you of that, you’ll either be searching for the best way to replace it, or the best way to start the war back up.”

	“You injure me with the insinuation that I would seek to resume the horrific bloodshed that, indeed, had served as a valuable but distasteful part of our trade. My people are implicitly peaceful. That, as a matter of fact, is one large piece of the initial price I had in mind.”

	“You want troops?”

	“In a way. A very small number of troops, and very specific ones. I request that the Northern Alliance loan to me the Chosen, and Tressor loan Grustim and Garr.”

	“Why?”

	“There is a military aspect to the visit, but such details can be discussed later. There is no doubt a sumptuous feast awaiting us, and I have already prattled on far too long. Suffice it to say, it will be a rather small matter, well
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