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Elfin Prince Thomlin Merripen smoothed his blue satin tunic and scrutinized the bouquet of yellow flowers he clutched. Satisfied there were no dead leaves, he squared his shoulders, took a deep breath and stepped into the TravelPortal, manipulating the TravelStrands to take him to Ravenscroft, Bailiwycke, and the seaside cottage of his 'Uncle' Quinlin Thomarius.

He arrived in the Portal vestibule a moment later. Quinlin, a tall well-built elf, looked up from the sea charts strewn across his desk. "Hoi! Happy Birthday, Thoms! My, my," he exclaimed, his green eyes twinkling. "Don't you look nice? But you're about two hours early for the Spring Birthday Festival. It doesn't start until three."

"I know," Thomlin replied. "I wanted to talk with Enid. Where is she?"

"She's down on the beach with Reya, Keelin and the children," Quinlin said.

"Mmmm, what a wonderful smell!" Quinlin's wife, the wizard Drisana, stepped into the study. "Ah! Karsaban Yellow Star Clusters! My favorite." She crossed the room to take another deep breath of the highly fragrant flowers, then glanced at Quinlin. "You used to bring me Star Clusters. It's been awhile since I've seen some."

Quinlin grunted, reseating himself at the desk. "That's because I can't use magic to fetch them. I have to climb for them."

"I climbed for these, too," Thomlin said quickly. "I didn't want to use magic for this bouquet. But I need a yellow ribbon. Do you have one, Aunt Drisana?"

"See?" Drisana said teasingly to her husband. "At least the romance hasn't faded from their relationship." She looked back at Thomlin. "Yes, I have a yellow ribbon. Come along."

Quinlin grimaced, whispering to Thomlin as he passed. "Now, look what you've done."

Thomlin winced. "I didn't mean to,"

"Ah! Forget it! I'll make it up to her later," Quinlin said with a wink and a grin.

Thomlin frowned, puzzled, but followed Drisana to her room. She opened a drawer, revealing an array of different colored ribbons.

"Are these all Reya's?" Thomlin asked in amazement.

"They were. Now, her two girls wear them. Here." Drisana drew out a bright yellow satin ribbon.

Thomlin took it and tied it loosely about the flower stems. "Yellow is Enid's favorite color," he mumbled, looking at his work worriedly. "But do you think this is too much? Maybe I should go with a white ribbon. What do you think?"

"I think yellow is beautiful," Drisana said with a trace of a smile. "It'll look lovely in her hair as well."

Still, Thomlin hesitated, his heart pounding. It had to be perfect. Today it had to be perfect. "What color is she wearing today? Maybe I should match the ribbon."

"She's wearing yellow and white," Drisana told him, amusement dancing in her amber eyes. "Now, quit stalling." She pushed him toward the front door of the large cottage. 

"I'm not st--" Thomlin started, then broke off, blushing. He turned to the diminutive woman next to him. "Gods, Aunt Drisana, I'm really nervous."

"Why? You've asked Enid to marry you how many times now?"

"Every month for the last three years," Thomlin replied. "And her answer is always the same. Ask me when you're a man. Well, now I'm eighteen. What if that's not yet a man to her? What if she says no?"

Drisana sighed and kissed his cheek. "Then I'll be here to talk to. Now, go on."

Thomlin drew a deep breath and stepped out into the spring sunshine. He could see Quinlin's daughter Reya, her black-elf husband Keelin, their brownling twin daughters, Ana and Aria, and Enid, all building sandcastles on the wide stretch of white sand. For a moment, Thomlin merely stood and watched Enid with the two small children. She'll be a wonderful mother, he thought. She's gentle, warm, thoughtful, giving, loving. He stumbled forward as Drisana gave him a nudge. He tossed her a sour look and walked down the wooden boardwalk to the beach.

"Hoi! Thoms!" Keelin called. "Happy Birthday!"

"Thank you," Thomlin returned, his gaze on Enid.

She rose and brushed the sand from her skirts. She had never been comfortable in the form fitting tunic and hose worn by most of the women Thomlin knew. Though on those occasions she had worn them, he had liked what he saw. Enid was a muscular woman, sturdy and well-proportioned. Most of the other females around her were elfin or dryad - small and lithe. Thomlin suspected that was one reason why Enid preferred to wear dresses or skirts. Which didn't bother him in the slightest. It just meant that her fine attributes were for his eyes alone. That is, he frowned, if she says yes.

"Uh, Keelin," Reya said, rising and pushing her copper hair aside, "I think we should put the twins down for a short nap."

"Why?" Keelin asked. "We'll just have to wake them for,"

"Keelin!" Reya said firmly. "Naptime!" She scooped Aria up.

Keelin looked at Thomlin, then hastily picked up Ana, understanding registering in his blue eyes. "Right, Reya. Sorry, Thoms. It's...uh...naptime."

Reya rolled her eyes in exasperation and herded the others up the boardwalk. Enid grinned and approached Thomlin. "Happy birthday," she said softly.

"Thank you. These are for you." Thomlin held out the flowers.

Enid took them and inhaled deeply. "They're beautiful, Thoms. Thank you." She kissed his cheek lightly.

"Enid," he said, taking the ribbon from the flowers, "I'm eighteen today." He turned her back to him and gently tied her long, wild, brown curls with the ribbon.

"I know."

Thomlin took a deep breath and turned her to face him. "Enid, you said in three years that you'd answer my question."

Enid eyed him coyly, her brown eyes dancing with mischief. "And what question would that be, Thoms?"

His mouth twisted into a small smile, his blue eyes holding her gaze. "Will you marry me, Enid?"

She placed her free hand against the back of his neck and brought her mouth close to his pointed ear. "Yes."

Thomlin took one trembling breath, then clutched her to him, quite forgetting the flowers.

"Thoms!" Enid cried, pulling back. She stared aghast at the bright, yellow pollen stain on his dark blue tunic. "Oh, no, your," She brushed at the sticky pollen to no avail.

"Who cares?" Thomlin cried, giddy with relief and joy. He grabbed her again and kissed her soundly.

"I'll tell you who cares," Enid chastised. "The laundress cares. It won't come out, Thoms. I've never gotten it out of my red dress. It's ruined."

Thomlin laughed. "Do you remember how it got onto your red dress?"

Enid's round cheeks went red. "I certainly do, M'Lord," she said.

He wrapped his arms about her waist and peered into her face. "Well, there won't be anymore sneaking away to be alone. We'll have our own solar and bedroom for that."

"No more meadows?" Enid asked. "Now more lofts? No more sea-caves or grass mats in the wheat fields?"

Thomlin grinned and glanced toward the cottage. It appeared deserted. No one watched. He clasped her hand and pulled her along the beach to a rocky outcropping. They reached their private little sea-cave in moments and Thomlin pulled Enid close in a tight embrace. She dropped the flowers and, in the dark privacy of the cave, responded to Thomlin's kiss with a passion he had never experienced. He pulled back, heart and hormones pounding.

"Gods, Enid," he breathed. "Where did that come from?"

She gave him a sly grin. "I've been saving it for our betrothal."

Thomlin drew a quivering breath, wondering what she had saved for their wedding night. The mere thought sent excitement racing through him. He pulled her close, savoring her touch, her smell, relinquishing his body to all of the sensations he had denied it for so long. He gave her a series of soft kisses along her cheek, jawline and neck, his hands tangled in her tresses. He wanted this moment to never end. He brought his mouth to meet hers again. "I love you so much," he whispered. "When? When can we get married?"

She leaned into his embrace, her breath soft and warm against him. She smelled of star clusters, and Thomlin closed his eyes, breathing deeply. 

"Whenever you want, Thomlin," she whispered. "That part is up to you."

Thomlin opened his eyes to look at her. "Then, whatever I decide, you'll agree to?" His father's earlier words hammered at his mind, A betrothal at eighteen, I will allow. A marriage at eighteen, I will not.

Enid smiled at him, running her finger lightly along his jawline. "Yes."

"Then today, Enid," he told her, his father's words pushed aside. "Today at festival."

Enid stared at him, surprised. "Today! But Thoms, I don't even have a gown. And what of my friends in Dalziel? I'd like some of them to come."

Thomlin groaned. "I can't stand this! I've waited for three years, Enid."

"Then what's a few more days?"

"Torture! That's what it is, torture!" He shifted away from her lest she feel just what torture his young body was going through at the moment.

Enid laughed and stroked his face gently. "Please, Thoms? I'd like Landis and the coven to witness our vows. And, of course, Anwyl and Glenna. Please?" She kissed him on each cheek. "Please?" And again on the chin and the tip of his finely boned nose. "Please?"

Thomlin sighed heavily. "All right, all right. We'll wait." He was loath to tell her just how long his father would make that wait. He pulled her close to him, nestling her soft, warm, body against his and burrowing his nose into her sweet-scented hair. "We have almost two hours until everyone else arrives. What shall we do?"

"You're creative," Enid said. "Think of something."

Thomlin groaned. "I can think of lots of things, none appropriate for an unmarried couple."

Enid giggled and returned his kiss. "Did you know that there is a race of people on Dalziel who would never think of getting married until they had laid together? Until they'd gotten past the stage of desire and lust."

"Really? Remind me never to meet them."

She looked up at him, surprise in her brown eyes. "Why not?"

"Because I believe in making a commitment. If one bases a relationship simply on sexual enjoyment, there is no relationship. Lust and desire have nothing to do with true love."

"Nothing?" she teased.

Thomlin flushed. Obviously she was well aware of just how much lust was affecting him just now. He grinned down at her, and kissed the tip of her up-turned nose. "All right. A little bit of lust," he conceded.

She laughed. "I love you, Thomlin Merripen." She paused reflectively, then added, "Enid Merripen."

"I've always liked the sound of that," Thomlin said.

"So have I," Enid agreed. "So have I." 

Thomlin pulled her down onto the sand, wrapped his arms about her, and kissed her again and again, until both were breathless with passion.
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Away to the east, two boys, one human, one brownling elf, were busily arranging a sturdy raft with foodstuffs and supplies. Although the raft was tied securely, the powerful current of the Kedar River tugged and pulled at it, making for unsteady footing.

The brownling glanced at the afternoon sky. "We'd better get back, Brann. We're supposed to be in Ravenscroft at three. It's about that now."

Fourteen-year-old Prince Brann van Tannen nodded and pushed his curly, brown hair from his forehead. "All right. I think we've about got things set here anyway. I wonder why Elek moved everything around. I thought I had it pretty well arranged." He gave the raft another scrutinizing gaze, then nodded. "Let's go then. Maybe we can get more food from the party. It looks like some is missing."

"Gods, Brann, we've enough food on here already to last a month. We're only going to be gone for a few days."

Brann shrugged. "Well, I like to be prepared. And, besides, who knows how much food those stupid guards will eat."

"That's not nice, Brann!" Tavin gasped. "The guards are far from stupid."

"Well, I just wish they didn't have to come along, that's all."

Tavin rolled his eyes and shook his head. "We wouldn't be going at all if it wasn't for them coming."

"I know," Brann grumbled, then sighed. "Let's get going. I don't want to miss the celebration. We'll tie the crates down better when we come back."

They walked together to their horses and quickly mounted. Once on the trail home, they decided to race and kicked their spirited horses into motion. As usual, Tavin's horse far outdistanced Brann's, and the brownling arrived at the stables well ahead of the young prince. Brann slid from his mount's back, staring in true awe at Tavin's horse.

"I want that horse," he said pointedly.

Tavin laughed and patted his horse's side. "No chance of that, Brann."

They turned their horses over to the stablemaster and ran up to the palace, reaching it out of breath and sweating. Tavin's father, King Kyel Sylvain, waited on the porch, a frown on his face. He was an imposing figure, dressed all in black, well muscled but lithe. His features were finely chiseled, his dark hair hanging in soft curls to his shoulders, his eyes the clearest blue Brann had ever seen. He knew the blue eyes were a sign of renounced dark magic, the magic Kyel had been raised to practice, and occasionally still used when circumstances made it unavoidable. Three of Kyel's four children also had the blue eyes. But not Tavin. His were green. A striking emerald green inherited from his mother, and set in a face so beautiful it rivaled any woman's. Tavin knew this and despised it, wishing time and time again that elves could grow facial hair before they were in their eighties or nineties. Both of us are outcasts, Brann thought as they climbed the steps to the fieldstone porch. Tavin for his green eyes and me for my lack of musical prowess.

"And where have you two been?" Kyel asked. 

Brann winced, darting a sidelong glance at Tavin.

"At the river," Tavin mumbled.

"I see." Kyel drew a slow breath, clasping his hands behind his back. "I don't remember giving you permission for that. Nor do I remember assigning guards to accompany you there. Perhaps you can explain both."

Tavin sighed, his shoulders sagging, but he was spared any explanation by King Jansson van Tannen's arrival on the wide porch.

"Ah, there you are," Jansson said, licking icing from his fingers. He took a bite from the large sweetroll he held and talked around it. "Cook has a tray of hot sweetrolls just begging for young mouths."

Brann brightened at that and would have bolted into the kitchen had not Kyel's stern glance stopped him. The elfin king turned to Jansson.

"Were you aware that Brann and Tavin were at the river?" he asked.

Jansson shrugged and swallowed his bite. "So?"

Kyel drew an annoyed breath. "Then they sought your permission?"

"No. Why?" He took another bite of the sweetroll, making Brann's mouth water.

"There were no guards assigned," Kyel said pointedly.

"Oh." Jansson swallowed, his gaze moving from Kyel to Brann, to Tavin and back to Brann. "Probably not the wisest choice of action, Brann, but you're here now and everything is fine. How's the raft?"

Kyel let out another sigh and shook his head, but Brann leapt in with an answer before the dark elf could begin a lecture.

"It's fine. Elek untied everything to rearrange it for some reason, so we have to make sure everything is secure again. But we can do it after the party. And I'll make sure to have some guards along." He looked up at Kyel. "I'm sorry we worried you. It's just that we go to the river so often, I don't think of it as being dangerous."

"You and Tavin must be more aware of your positions, the challenges and the dangers of being who you are," Kyel said.

"But, Grandpapa, the Kedar River is in the heart of Odora Dava," Brann said. "How much safer could it be?"

"He's got a point," Jansson said, finishing off his sweetroll.

Kyel shot him a resigned glance, before addressing the boys. "Nonetheless, proper protection is essential. I expect you to understand that and take the appropriate actions."

"Fine," Brann mumbled. "I'll make sure guards go with us when we go back."

"And I should allow you to go back?" Kyel asked. "When you have yet to actually seek my permission to be there in the first place?"

Brann caught at his breath, alarm rushing through him. "But we have to finish with the raft!" He turned a desperate gaze on his father. "Please, papa?"

Jansson looked up at Kyel. "I don't see why they can't go back if they have a guard with them."

"They did not ask," Kyel pointed out.

"I'm asking now," Brann pleaded. "Can we go back after the party?"

Jansson nodded. "It's all right with me. Come on, Kyel. It's a beautiful day. What better place to be than at the river."

His panic easing, Brann turned his most pleading gaze on the black elf before him. He knew that Kyel didn't really have the authority to deny him, but he could deny Tavin. And it just wouldn't be as much fun without Tavin along.

"Please, Father?" Tavin put in. "We just really need to get things done. I should have asked. It was wrong of me to just leave without informing you. And I should have made sure that we had a guard along. I apologize."

Kyel hesitated a moment longer, then gave a curt nod. "Very well, since you feel that you must get things finished, you may go back."

Brann couldn't help his sigh of relief, and looked to his father. "Can we go for the sweetrolls now?"

Jansson shrugged, deferring an answer to Kyel. The elfin king nodded again, and Brann and Tavin hurried past him and toward the kitchen. 
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Kyel looked to Jansson once they were alone. "It makes it incredibly difficult to discipline my children with your interruptions."

Jansson grinned. "Thank you."

Kyel tried again. "Jansson, I realize my rules for my children are somewhat... different from yours, but,"

"Thank the gods," Jansson interrupted, still smiling.

"Please remember," Kyel continued, ignoring him, "my children are elfin. They need,"

"To be children, Papay," Jansson interrupted again, linking his arm through Kyel's. It was the best he could do since Kyel, at over six feet, towered well about his small stature of barely over five and a half feet. "You raised me and I turned out pretty well and you did it without all of that strict elfin discipline your uncle is so fond of."

Kyel looked at him, the edges of his well-formed mouth turning up just slightly. "Perhaps I was in error."

Jansson chuckled. "Come on. Quinlin's expecting us. And if I know Drisana, there'll be enough food there for half of Glede."

"Or one King of Odora Dava," Kyel retorted as they walked inside.

"Point given, Kyel." Jansson laughed. "See? Living with me has done you some good." He stopped as Treyas Merripen entered the room, trailed by his son, Elek. "Trey! What are you doing here? Oh, oh, why the frown?"

Treyas looked at him, his mis-matched blue and green eyes holding worry, but he glanced down at Elek. "Go on, go do whatever it is you came here to do. Just be ready to leave when I am."

"I will, papa," the boy replied, and rushed away.

Treyas waited a moment, then looked back at Kyel and Jansson. "I just got a message from King Prytell. Apparently the Rendars are once more on the move."

"The Rendars?" Jansson echoed. "Gods! They haven't been active for years."

"Exactly," Treyas replied, brushing his blond hair from his face. "But it seems they've resurfaced with a vengeance. And they have help. They've enlisted the assistance of Kartonn mercenaries to help in their search for victims. They pretty much laid waste to T'own. Every man and boy in the village was taken. Most of the women were killed. The only ones they didn't hurt physically were the little girls, but they left them in a dead village. The Karkadann got some, but Prytell managed to rescue about twelve. They're at a monastery in Anrofia."

"Firesass," Jansson breathed, his heart aching for the children.

Kyel frowned. "King Prytell wants us to do what?"

"Nothing. He's not asking for our help. He just wants us to be on guard where the Kedar runs through our respective provinces. A few elfin units might be a deterrent against further raids in both Pendorelle and Anrofia."

"Treyas, you know of the Rendars' penchant for iron use," Kyel said. "Any units deployed would have to exercise extreme caution. They would have to go on horseback. Pendorelle is just not very conducive to elfin magic, especially as far south as T'own."

"I understand that," Treyas replied. "I've asked for volunteers. Unfortunately, it appears the Rendars have expanded their territory. King Prytell says there have been sightings in Eltair along the Elkarr River. What looks like a Kartonn supply barge, could be something entirely different. Given that Kartonn's are now in the employ of the Rendars, it's only natural to assume that the Rendars are in Kartonn as well."

"Gods," Jansson said. "What's this big uprising with them all of a sudden?"

"They must have found a lucrative new market for their wares," Kyel replied grimly. "Very well, Treyas, allow the volunteers to go, but keep in mind that Lidgerwood is responsible for not only Aelfdene Valley, but Midway Vale and Bailiwycke as well. Don't spread our protection too thin. We all know of the Rendars' appetite for elves."

Jansson grimaced, his thoughts flashing back twenty years when Kyel had stood ensconced in a Rendar captivity net. He shuddered the unpleasant memory away and made a mental note to speak to Brann about not playing near the river for a while. He just hoped they wouldn't have to call off the raft trip. Maybe a river in Kartonn would be safer. He made another mental note to ask Darosenim Quartermane, Karsaba's king, about that.

"I'm sorry I had to spoil the day," Treyas said glumly.

"Well, I have to admit your news did temper it a bit," Jansson replied, then clapped him on the shoulder. "But as far as spoiling it? No. I want to get over to the beach and see if there's a wedding in the works."

Treyas laughed. "Thomlin is probably too exhausted to even think of it for today. He went to Karsaba early this morning to get a bouquet of Star Clusters for Enid. He climbed for them, no magic."

Jansson groaned. "Gods, just the thought of climbing that high exhausts me."

"That's because you're basically lazy," came a voice from the hallway.

"Ah, Dar!" Jansson greeted. "Always a kind word."

"Well, here's another one," the King of Karsaba said, his blue eyes twinkling. "You're late. Get your," he shot a glance at Kyel and quickly amended his words, "self moving. The food is waiting."

That was enough to prod Jansson to action. Within moments he'd gathered his and Kyel's clan. The library resonated with the squeal of excited voices, high pitched chattering and Ghel's squalling. Children milled about poking and jostling each other good-naturedly, while the cook held firmly to a large tray of iced rolls. Jansson tried to count heads as he herded everyone toward the Portal. "How many can this thing take at one time?" he muttered absently.

"Let's just do ten at a time," Treyas said. "The last thing I need is severely warped TravelStrands."

"All right then. Zira, we'll go first. Kyel and Willow can follow up."

"Papa," Brann suddenly said. "I forgot that crystal I was going to show to Kye. I want to go get it."

"Go get it then and come over with Kyel. Elecka, why don't you take his place with me. Watch cook! No one needs icing in their hair!"

"What's that smell?" someone asked.

"Oh, good gods," Zira exclaimed. "No wonder Ghel is screaming. He needs a change of clothes. I'll be right back. Send someone in my place, too."

"Just grab a pack," Jansson said. "He's going in the water anyway." He sighed as his wife darted off with the baby. "Let's see, why don't,"

"Oh, just get inside!" Treyas interrupted. "All of you! Go!"

"We will see you there," Kyel said, then gripped his wife's hand and cast his own TravelSpell.

"Deserter!" Jansson yelled to empty air. He looked at the children. "All right, all right, everyone in. Brann! Zira!"

"Here, Jans." Zira hurried toward him clutching a small pack.

Jansson gathered her close, regarding the mixture of dark clan heads and even darker brownling heads. "Whose idea was it to have so many babes anyway?" he teased.

Treyas laughed, shook his head and manipulated the Strands to Ravenscroft. 
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At the river, Brann was tugging at the raft's mooring line. "This thing is getting loose," he said to no one in particular.

"Well, tighten it then," Elek Merripen said.

Brann scowled at him. "What do you think I'm trying to do? Why don't you help me?"

"I would rather be at the party," Elek said, although he sloshed through the mud to help Brann pull the line tight. "And I don't like lying to papa. Why did you want to come out here now anyway? I thought you and Tavin had finished supplying the raft."

"I thought we had, too, until you came and moved everything around."

"I did not!" Elek cried. "I haven't even been out here since last week."

"Well, if you didn't move it around, who did?"

"How should I know?"

"Maybe some of the guards did," Tavin put in. "After all, you didn't leave much room for them."

Brann grimaced, wishing again that they didn't have to have guards along. Somehow that made the trip less an adventure. He frowned and pulled harder against the mooring line, trying to gain enough purchase to loop it once more around the mooring pole, but the river was stubbornly trying to pull it the other way.

"I was going to wait until after the party," he admitted, "but it would have been dark by that time. I didn't figure that papa would let me come out here in the dark. Anyway, if we get it done now, we won't have to worry about leaving the party early."

"Well, we're missing the start of it," Elek said. "What's the difference? Besides, we're not even leaving until the river calms down. That could be weeks."

"It won't be weeks," Brann said, straining against the rope. "You can tell that spring thaw is done. Just look at the river. I'd give it another two days at most."

"I think you're overly optimistic," Elek grumbled, then looked up startled at the nicker of a horse. "Guards?"

"No," Brann said quietly, a chill racing up his spine. "I didn't have a chance to assign any."

Tavin came closer, and the three boys stared into the brush.

"Tav," Brann whispered. "You can use your magic to Spell us out of here if need be, right?"

Tavin shook his head. "Not likely. I told you not to bring all of that iron on board."

Brann winced. "Well, that's all I could use. Mama wouldn't let me have any of the good stuff. But maybe we can use some of it as a weapon." He half-turned, his gaze searching out the box with the iron utensils.

Tavin suddenly groaned, and covered his face with one hand. Brann whirled, then gaped in disbelief as Janna, Tavin's older sister, emerged from the brush, still holding her riding crop.

"What the hell are you doing here?" he snapped.

Elek snorted in disgust and flung himself down on one of the crates. 

"What do you want, Janna?" Tavin asked bluntly.

"I want to go with you."

"No!" Brann answered at once. "No! This is a man thing."

"All I have to do is Link Father," Janna said, "and it will be a nothing. I know you got into trouble already this morning for not having guards assigned. Think what Father will say if he finds you out here again with not a guard in sight."

"Well, where's your guard?" Brann shot back, tugging again on the mooring line.

Janna ignored him and stepped onto the raft. "You're not doing a very good job organizing this. Nothing is tied down very well and you have your food stuffs buried under your extra clothes. That's not very efficient since you'll be getting into the food more often than the clothes. And why on earth did you bring so much iron? You know that Tavin can't use his magic with that much iron around. Anyway, I started to reorganize everything for you yesterday."

For a moment, the boys were stunned. Then Brann exploded. "You did that? Janna, this was supposed to be our trip. Not yours. Papa said that me, Tavin and Elek could go on this float trip. No one said anything about you going along. Now, go home!"

Janna crossed her arms, sat down on one of the crates and glared at him. "No."

Brann stared at her, anger burning through him. He let go of the mooring rope and stepped onto the raft. "Go home!" he said again, planting himself in front of her.

"No," she said again.

Brann whirled to Tavin. "Do something!"

Tavin grimaced but stepped up beside Brann. "Janna, Father is not going to let you go. You know that. Getting us into trouble is not going to change anything. We may have to wait a little longer to go, but we'll still go. And we'll go without you. So, why don't you just go home?"

"No," she repeated, and turned away from them.

Brann stared at her in outright fury, thoughts of bodily tossing her off the raft invading his mind. Problem was, she was probably right. If she went home and told Kyel and Jansson that there were no guards assigned, the raft trip would be postponed, if not canceled altogether.

"Fine," he snarled, and spun towards the mooring rope. "You want to go on a trip so bad, then let's go!" He yanked on the mooring line.

"Brann!" Tavin cried, leaping forward. "No!"

Brann hadn't intended to really loose the line. He just wanted to scare Janna into backing off, but the river had other ideas. The rope whipped through his hands as the powerful current grabbed the raft, and sent it shooting away from the shore. The sudden jolt knocked all four youth to the deck and sent one crate toppling overboard. The crate Elek had been sitting on overturned, spewing clothes onto the raft and into the icy water. Brann made a desperate grab for them, but missed, succeeding only in knocking over the supply crate as well.

"Why did you do that?" Janna screamed, grasping the rough wooden planks with both hands as the raft spun crazily.

 "Gods, Brann!" Tavin cried, balancing himself on hands and knees. "This water is too fast! We can't control the raft."

Brann grimaced, but managed to get to his feet. He staggered toward the rest of the supplies. "We have poles," he called. "We can get control of the raft with those. Tavin, come help," He broke off. "Where are the poles?" He whirled toward Janna. "Where are the damned poles?"

"Those sticks?" she cried. "Those weren't rafting poles, Brann!"

"Yes, they were!"

"Argue about it later," Elek said. "Maybe we can paddle with our hands or something."

Brann shook his head. "We can't get that close to the edge of the raft. We'll be swept overboard. Wait! I have an idea." He grabbed at the ropes still surrounding those crates that had survived, and wrapped it several times about his arm. Then he lay down on the deck, dragging his toes in the icy water. He had hoped that it would stop the spin of the raft, much like a rudder. And it did, to some degree, but the current was fast, must faster than he'd expected, and it nearly pulled him overboard. He yanked his feet out, and scrabbled back to the safety at the center of the raft where the others huddled in fear. The land was flying by on both sides, making him dizzy, and he averted his gaze. 

"Brann! Look!" Elek's cry of panic brought Brann's gaze around

"Oh, gods!" he breathed. The fork in the river was before them. The fork that sent one branch hurtling east, a roaring wild river that shot across Eltair and disappeared into the iron-laden Harcantu Mountains before emptying out into Kartonn. He hadn't realized they were moving that fast. If only they had the poles! If only he hadn't put so much iron on board. If only he hadn't loosed the line in a temper tantrum! If only...

 "Hang on!" Janna shrieked.

Brann exchanged one terrified glance with Elek before all of his attention was diverted to staying on board as the raft bucked and spun like a drunk in a windstorm. Time and again the raft was swamped, water rushing past Brann's ears with a roar like a thousand angry hornets. He had no idea if the others were still with him and no time to investigate. He prayed as hard as he could that the raft would not break apart, that he and his cousins would not become separated. But his prayer went unanswered.

A sudden cracking sound froze his heart. Janna's scream rang in his ears. Water closed over his head, and he and the crates were washed over the side. His hand was tangled in the rope and he clawed at it frantically as the crates sank toward the river bottom, dragging him with them.

His chest burned with the need for air, his head spun, as he was swept mercilessly along. He fumbled with his dagger, finally unsheathed it and attacked the rope in panic. At last, he cut through and shot to the surface, emerging to take in great gasps of air. A large piece of wood raced past and he grabbed for it, not realizing until seconds later that Tavin clung wide-eyed to the other side. Brann stretched out his hand and felt Tavin's fingers grip his. Together they rode the rapids until, at last, its fury spent, the Elkarr River opened up into a wide, deep lake nestled in the steep slopes of the Harcantu Mountains.

"Kick," Tavin mumbled. "Over there."

The two boys slowly kicked their way to a small, isolated patch of beach. They stumbled across the rocks and collapsed side by side, their breathing labored and painful. Brann moaned once, then fell to one side to heave up great volumes of water, Tavin's hand firm on his shoulder. When he had finished, he rolled onto his back and stared upward, past the steep, jagged mountain slopes to the pale afternoon sky.

"Brann! Look!" Tavin cried and staggered to his feet, clutching at his head.

Brann sat up slowly. Pieces of their raft, several crates and a few articles of clothing were floating serenely in the lake. But what was even more relieving was the fact that both Elek and Janna were with them. Tavin dove back into the lake, his lithe brown limbs cutting through the water in powerful strokes. Brann crawled to the water's edge but could force himself no farther. His stomach churned uneasily and his entire body trembled with both fatigue and fear.

Tavin pushed his sister onto a section of the raft, then snagged Elek about the chest and began the return trip.

"Are they all right?" Brann asked anxiously, then reached out to help pull them ashore.

Janna was bleeding from a small gash on her forehead, but opened her eyes at the sound of Brann's voice. Elek groaned, started to roll onto his back, then cried out in pain and lay still, his cheek pressed against the rocks.

"See if you can move them farther up," Tavin said. "I'm going back out for the crates."

"Tav, don't! You're too tired!" Brann cried, but Tavin ignored him and struck out once more. "Hard headed elves," Brann muttered, then turned his attention to the others. "Come on, up here. There's a little bit of sand." He helped Janna to her feet, walked her to the sand, then went back for Elek, one eye on Tavin.

Elek yelped as Brann took his arm.

"What?" Brann cried.

"I think my arm is broken. Don't touch it!" He struggled to his feet, grimacing.

Brann frowned. "Can you walk?"

"I said my arm was broken, not my legs!" Elek snapped and staggered up to join Janna.

Brann scowled at him, then looked once more to Tavin. The elf had succeeded in snagging several crates and another piece of the raft, though Brann couldn't fathom what he wanted it for. He shook his head and waded out to help pull in the salvage, then gripped Tavin's arm as the elf prepared to go back out. "No, Tav," he said firmly. "You're too tired and too cold. People drown that way."

"But we need those things," Tavin protested, shivering.

"Then I'll get them," Brann retorted and shot a glance at Janna and Elek. "Maybe you can help them. I think Elek has a broken arm." He dove into the water, the cold taking his breath away. He swam furiously to warm up. The only other crate visible was a good distance from the shore and by the time he reached it, his leg muscles were cramping painfully. He draped himself across the crate, noticing with relief that it contained the foodstuffs. Most of it was either wrapped in oilcloth or enclosed in tins. Hopefully enough had survived that they wouldn't all starve while waiting for rescue. 

With a grimace, Brann began to kick, pushing the crate before him. It seemed to take forever to reach the shore, but, at last, Brann felt rock beneath his feet and he stumbled forward, dragging the crate with him. For a moment, dizziness caught at him and he slipped on the rocks, slamming his chin against the edge of the crate. He felt nothing, his skin was too numb, but he gasped as bright red blood began to drip onto the rocks. "Tav!" he cried in panic. He reached up a tentative hand that came back glistening red.

"Oh, gods!" Tavin leapt up and jerked off his tunic, then pressed it firmly against the wound.

"Is it bad?" Brann asked shakily.

Tavin gave him a small, reassuring smile. "It's a ways from your heart," he said. "Just hold this on it." He took Brann's hand and pressed it against the cloth, then picked up the crate and carried it up to the sand, Brann trailing.

"This is just great," Janna seethed.

"No one asked you to come along, if I remember correctly," Brann retorted hotly, dropping down on the sand. "You made that choice."

"Yes! To go on a float trip down the Kedar," Janna snapped. "Not white water rafting down the Elkarr!"

"As if I planned this!"

"Knowing you, Brann, you probably did. Why did you let the mooring line go? What did you expect would happen? Gods! You're just like your father! Always looking for an adventure. This is all your fault!"

"Be quiet, Janna!" Brann barked.

"You both be quiet!" Elek interrupted.

Tavin sighed heavily. "Please, everyone, we have to get along. We're all cold, tired and...scared. I suggest we take care of our injuries first, then try to get a fire going to dry out our clothes. Otherwise, it's going to be a long, cold night."

"Just what are we going to burn?" Brann asked.

"The raft pieces, I suppose."

"And you're going to light it how?" Elek asked.

Tavin sighed again, but Brann's face lit up. "Wait a minute." He reached into his inside tunic pocket and produced a flint, then waggled it in front of Janna. "Something my father taught me."

Janna glared at him, and said nothing, turning aside, but Brann thought he saw a flicker of remorse in her blue eyes.

"Mamay says, 'Pain tends to turn tongues tart'," Elek said quietly, and looked at Brann. "I'm sorry I yelled at you. It's just that my arm hurts."

"Well, at least it's not broken," Tavin said. "Still, I expect it's going to be sore for a good amount of time."

"Can't you use magic to heal it?" Brann asked.

"Here? In the Harcantu?" Tavin snorted. "Not a chance." He briefly closed his eyes, wincing in pain.

"Are you all right?" Brann asked softly.

Tavin opened his eyes. "I'll be fine, Brann. I just need to rest a little bit." He lay back in the sand, once again closing his eyes.

Brann watched, despair coursing through him. Janna's words ran through his fatigued mind. His fault? Of course, it was his fault! Who else could be blamed? He had acted rashly, stupidly. Maybe he had subconsciously willed it, wanted it. After all, he hadn't wanted the guards to come along. He had begged his father to let them go alone, but had little success there. He glanced at Janna, who was studying Tavin with concern. Like his father, she'd said. Ha! His father might like adventure, but he would never do something so stupid as this. Never.
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Treyas, Jansson, Kyel and family arrived at Quinlin's still chattering, though they rapidly dispersed to the beach for an afternoon of play. Most of the adults lounged on the grass near the cottage, entrusting the younger children's care to older siblings and nannies. In all of the years they had been holding this spring birthday celebration, no one had ever been lost or seriously injured. Which was something short of a miracle since the numbers had swelled to over eighty guests. Even Galen and Avenal had joined in, coming over from Mere Odain with their four adopted children.

The only thing that had been added, much to Treyas' annoyance, was a WardSpell about the grounds, and dozens of well-armed soldiers. It was simply too dangerous not to have the protection. There were three Kings in attendance, several Crown Princes and Princesses, plus the other heirs to various thrones. A full third of the powers of Glede were at the festival, a wide-open invitation to disaster if not properly protected.

"So where's Thoms?" Jansson asked, snagging a glass of wine from the well-laden buffet table.

Treyas shrugged and looked to Quinlin. The elder elf also shrugged. "The last time I saw him, he was talking to Enid on the beach."

"He's probably in that supposedly secret sea-cave of theirs," Vantann put in before stuffing a chunk of meat in his mouth. He offered another piece to his pet mountain cat, Neitha.

"And how do you know of Thom's secret sea-cave?" Treyas asked, though he suspected there was little that the identical twins didn't know about each other.

Vantann went red and his gaze darted swiftly to Elecka, who stood near the end of the boardwalk, watching the children. "I...may have...talked to Thoms about it," he stammered. "I think I'll go help Elecka."

Jansson chuckled as Vantann hurried away, Neitha bounding after him. "Gods, Trey, get those two married!"

"Who?"

"All of them! There's enough desire floating around to infect everyone." He paused, then added, "I know I caught it."

Treyas eyed him suspiciously. "Don't tell me? You and Zira are adding number ten?"

Jansson shrugged but his face fairly glowed with anticipation.

"Baerns!" Darosenim cried. "You know what this means!"

"No!" Jansson backed away, then whirled and ran.

Darosenim grinned. "I love this!" He raised his voice. "New father!" He waved his arm at the fleeing Jansson who was immediately set upon by the other males in attendance. The bard was hauled down to the dock and hurled into the chilly waters of Horseshoe Cove, protesting loudly all the way.

Treyas laughed, then started as a set of slender arms encircled his waist from behind. His wife, Cynthe, at just his height, laid her chin on his shoulder. "Just think," she murmured, "in a short while, that could be Thoms."

Treyas stroked her bare arms softly, watching the wild antics of his friends as they began a water fight. "That sounded a trace sad."

"They grow up so fast, Trey. It seems like only yesterday it was just you, Pepin and me. Now, Pepin's a father himself, twice over."

"Would you change anything?"

Cynthe nuzzled against his neck. "Nothing. I think I must be the luckiest woman in all of Glede. The chances of you and Kyel ending up in Moyru when you did - well, it was nothing short of a miracle."

Treyas smiled and turned to face her. He smoothed back her silky, blond hair and gazed into the violet eyes that had always fascinated him. "I have to agree with that, myshay," he whispered and kissed her.

"Treyas." Druce motioned to him from the doorway of the cottage.

Something in the Merian's dark eye made Treyas release Cynthe with trepidation. "Excuse me, myshay. I'll be right back." He stepped around her and joined Druce. "What is it?"

"Your father is here. He needs to speak with you."

Treyas frowned and followed Druce inside, his heart pounding. Elek, a tall muscular, raven-haired man, stood in the common room, his red sorcerer robes drawn close. The look in his dark eyes only served to increase Treyas' anxiety and the elf approached his guardian hesitantly. Elek draped one arm about Treyas' shoulders and took a deep breath before speaking. "Trey, I've just come from Dalziel. Anwyl and Glenna...they've passed on."

Treyas stared at him in shock. "Both of them? At the same time? They weren't--"

"It was natural," Elek assured him. "Glenna had tied her LifeStrands into his. It was what she wanted."

For a moment, Treyas merely stared at him stunned. He owed a lot to Anwyl and Glenna, especially the latter. She had saved Druce's life, had returned his SoulMate to him. There was never any way Treyas could have repaid her for that and over the years, they had become good friends. The loss cut his heart in two.

Druce touched his arm and Treyas looked at him through a sudden blur of tears, his mind tumbling with everything that Glenna had done for him, for Druce. He moved away from the others for a moment, seeking solitude with his grief. "Will there be a funeral?" he finally asked. 

Elek shook his head. "No, that's not the brownie way. Glenna had Anwyl cast a Spell long ago that disposed of their bodies and their cottage." He gripped Treyas' shoulder. "I'm sorry, Trey, both for the news and the timing. I would have waited but the Sorcery Guild has scheduled a celebration of Anwyl's life. It begins in a little under an hour. Tell Thomlin and Vantann that I'm sorry to miss their birthday but I'll make it up to them in a week when the Sorcery Celebration ends." He kissed Treyas lightly on the forehead. "I'll see you in a few days."

Elek cast his Spell and disappeared just as Jansson entered the cottage. "Gods, that water is cold!" he said. "I need a towel." He stopped short, frowning. "What's wrong?"

Treyas started to answer but the words got stuck in a throat still tight with grief. Druce stepped in. "Elek just brought word that Anwyl and Glenna have passed to Veridia."

Jansson winced. "Oh, Trey, I'm sorry. Do you want to talk?"

"Maybe later, Jans," Treyas replied, thankful once more for his friend's gift of bardic healing. "You're dripping. Get off the rug or Drisana will have your hide."

"I'll get you a towel," Druce offered, and left the room. He returned just as Kyel entered the cottage.

"What did Elek want?" Kyel asked.

Treyas knew the elf had read Elek's magic and he frowned as Druce repeated the sad news. "Let's allow the announcement to end here," he said, not wanting to hear it said yet again. "I'll make a formal one after I speak with Enid either tomorrow or next. She was close to them. She should know."

Kyel agreed, then looked to Jansson. "Have you seen Tavin or Janna?"

Jansson vigorously dried his hair, then wrapped the towel about his shoulders, shivering. "No. In fact, I was looking for Brann. He and Tavin are probably off together, and probably being tailed by Janna. Let me get on some dry clothes and I'll help you look."

"Never mind," Kyel said. "I'll see if Willow can scrye for him."

"I wish I could do that," Jansson sighed, watching Kyel leave. He grinned as Darosenim joined the little group and snatched the towel from Jansson to dry his own mop of red hair.

"I can't find Jasson," Darosenim said, rubbing vigorously. "I thought he might be in here."

Treyas frowned. "Brann? Tavin? Janna? Now Jasson? I think we'd better get to the bottom of this."

"Bottom of what?" Darosenim asked, his gaze shifting between the men.

"They all seem to be missing," Druce said.

"Let's find Kye," Jansson suggested. "Brann said he wanted to show her a crystal, remember?"

They followed him outside and dispersed to find the girl. A few moments later, they re-gathered with the worrisome news that Tey was also missing, and Kye had not seen any of them.

"Oh, gods, here comes Zira," Jansson mumbled, then put on a smile as his wife reached him. Her smooth, pale face was crinkled in a frown, her dark eyes concerned.

"Jans, I can't find Brann or Tey. I've had some of the older children look and they can't find them either.  Is this property still Warded?"

"It is," Treyas replied. "They couldn't have gone far. They're probably out talking with one of the soldiers." He looked up as Kyel appeared in the doorway.

The black elf's gaze shifted to Zira, then back to Treyas. "Might I have a word with you, Treyas?" he said quietly.

Zira looked up at him. "If this is about my boys, I'll know the news."

Jansson took her arm. "Zira, I'm sure that,"

"Don't coddle me, Jans. Kyel, what's wrong?"

"I did not say anything was wrong. Yesre, Tey and Jasson used the Portal to return to Mayfaire. Most likely to fetch those who somehow missed coming over with the rest of us. I'll go back and round them all up."

"But who showed them how to work the Portal?" Zira cried. "I thought after the Caves of Challenge incident we agreed that age twelve would be the youngest to use the Portal alone."

"Oh, gods," Jansson moaned, running a hand over his face. "Yesre. He just learned how to use it a week ago. I'll bet he was showing off for the younger children."

"Jans!" Zira cried. "Yesre is not yet twelve! He's several months from that!"

Jansson cringed. "I'm sorry. I forgot how old he was. When he asked to learn how to use the Portal, I showed him. I'm sorry."

Zira huffed out an exasperated breath, though she made no further comment.

"Jansson and I will return to Mayfaire and get them," Kyel said, and prodded Jansson forward. 

"Papay," Thomlin said, stepping forward. "Do you want me to help?"

"No. I think we're all right." Treyas forced a smile as his gaze drifted to Enid. "So. Have you two talked?"

Thomlin grinned and hugged Enid. "We have. The answer was yes."

"Congratulations, both of you." Treyas gave them each a heartfelt hug.

"Well, now," Jansson said, "I suppose the only question remaining is when?"

"I wanted to do it today," Thomlin admitted. "But,"

"But nothing!" Treyas interrupted. "Remember what I told you, Thomlin."

"I remember," Thomlin muttered, casting a quick glance at Enid. "Besides, Enid wants to wait until she can contact the coven and Glenna and Anwyl. We'll want them all at the wedding."

Treyas started, then quickly averted his gaze, trying to control his emotions but Enid noticed at once. "Treyas? Is something wrong?" she asked softly.

Treyas sighed, eyeing her carefully. What right did he have to withhold such news from Enid? Glenna and Anwyl had been her friends far longer than his. He placed one arm gently about her shoulders. "We need to talk, Enid. Thoms, you, too." He led them both into the cottage.
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Jansson and Kyel arrived in the palace library at Mayfaire to gasps of dismay from four little boys. Yesre, Brishan, Jasson and Tey stepped back from the Portal, their eyes wide, their mouths hanging open. Kyel regarded all four sternly.

"Do we have an explanation?" he asked.

They shuffled together, darting glances back and forth, though none spoke up. Jansson suppressed a small smile, his empathic gift assailed by the childrens' fear and uncertainty. He'd certainly been in their place enough times.

"Yesre," he said, "perhaps you could start that explanation?"

Yesre swallowed hard, averting his gaze. "We were just trying the Portal," he mumbled.

"And why was that?"

Yesre shrugged.

"And the others?" Kyel asked. "Where are they?"

At that, Yesre lifted his gaze. "What others?"

Jansson frowned. "Brann and Tavin? Janna and Elek? Where are they?"

"I don't know. I only came over with them." Yesre jerked his thumb at the three other boys.

Jansson cast a quick look at Kyel. The elf narrowed his eyes in thought, although he happened to be looking directly at the four boys. It was enough to jolt Jasson, the youngest, to tears. He hadn't the advantage of living in close proximity to the black elf and didn't know how to deal with him, didn't realize that the elf wasn't looking at him, so much as looking through him.

"Easy on," Jansson said calmly. "Kyel, you're scaring the boy." 

"I do not mean to," Kyel said, refocusing his gaze on Jasson. "I will not be the one dispensing punishment to him. That will be left up to his father. For now, I wish no one to leave the library until I find the others. I don't want the magic disturbed any more than it has been."

"Where are you going to look?" Jansson asked.

"At the river," Kyel replied and vanished.

Jansson stared at the empty spot, his gut churning. He didn't think Brann and the others would go there. Not after being told not to. And certainly not with Janna. Still, he had no other guess as to where the foursome might be. It wasn't like Brann to miss food.

"Papa," Yesre said softly, "I'm sorry I used the Portal."

Jansson looked down at him. "I'm sure you are."

"Papa, can we go back to the party?" Tey asked. "We didn't do anything really bad."

"No?" Jansson motioned them all to the settee. "Running off without telling me or your mother isn't bad?"

"Well, it's bad," Tey replied, with all the wisdom of a ten-year-old. "But it's not really bad."

"I see."

"And we were going to come right back," Brishan put in.

Jansson scrutinized the unhappy faces before him, then sighed, hunkering down in front of them. "If it was up to me, I'd send you on back. Missing the party is punishment enough. But Kyel doesn't want anyone to use the Portal until he finds out where the others went."

"But what if my father is worried about me?" Jasson asked.

"I'm sure that Kyel has let them know you're here. I'm afraid you're just going to have to wait."

"Papa," Yesre said, his voice catching, "are you going to let Grandpapa Kyel punish us?"

Jansson straightened and turned away, unable to catch his smile. He knew just what the four boys were feeling. He'd certainly spent his share of time cowering before Kyel, waiting for him to dole out a punishment. Yet, Kyel had never done anything more formidable than assigning work time - library, stables, garden. It had taken Jansson years to realize that it was not Kyel's discipline he feared, but his disappointment.

He heard a sniffle from Brishan and turned back around to answer Yesre's question. "Grandpapa Kyel may speak with you and Tey, but he'll leave Jasson's and Brishan's punishment to their own fathers." He looked up as Willow appeared in the library. She had come through the Portal and Jansson guessed that Kyel had found the other children. But Kyel appeared a moment later, his face set with anger.

Willow gestured to the four boys. "Come on, let's get you all back to Quinlin's."

Yesre sighed with relief, then stiffened as Kyel spoke. "I will speak with you later, Yesre, on the responsibilities that come with Portal use. I assume your father has forbidden you to use it until you are of the appropriate age?"

"Yes!" Jansson said quickly. "You heard me, Yesre...as I said."

Yesre's small face screwed up in confusion. "But, papa, you never,"

"Yesre!" Jansson interrupted. "Just go with grandmama."

Willow's eyebrows rose in amusement but she took the boys into the Portal and a moment later, all were gone. Jansson turned at once to Kyel, ignoring the elf's stern gaze. "So? Where are they?"

Kyel hesitated before answering. "At the moment, I do not know, but the raft is gone." 

Jansson stared at him, stunned. "Are you sure? I mean, did you know where it was tied up? Maybe they moved it to a different spot."

"It is gone," Kyel repeated.

Jansson sank down on the settee. "Why would they unlash it? The river is still running a little fast. Brann knew that. He was planning on waiting until it was calmer out there. Why would he," He shook his head, bewildered, and looked up at Kyel. "They can't have gotten far. We'll just go down and get them. Did you pull a LocatorStrand?"

"I was not successful," Kyel replied, his voice tight. "I was Blocked by iron. Either they had loaded the raft with iron, or," he paused, then continued, "they were swept into the Elkarr."

Jansson caught at his breath. The Elkarr River ran through the Harcantu Mountains, one of the most richly loaded sources of raw iron in Glede. And one of the most powerful determents of elfin magic there was. If the raft had gone in that direction, there would be no finding it using elfin magic. That left sorcery, which he now brought up.

"Didn't you once tell me that there was some sort of sorcery training facility in Kartonn? You can use sorcery magic. Can't you find them with that?"

"You should know by now, Jansson, that I only use sorcery magic to supplement elfin. We are not, however, at a loss as to resources to retrieve our children. Where are Maki and Necti?"

Jansson shook his head. "I don't know. They're nesting at some gryphon nesting place. They haven't answered me for months now. Besides, they haven't had a birth yet. If Necti doesn't produce soon, it may be the end of the gryphon line."

"Then perhaps we could persuade Pepin to call up the dragonlings," Kyel said thoughtfully. "I have not quizzed him on their effectiveness in a mountain range. I will do so. I will return within the hour. Please, say nothing of the Elkarr to Treyas until I know for sure." He cast a TravelSpell and disappeared moments before Treyas and Zira stepped through the Portal. 

"Did ye find them?" Zira demanded at once.

Jansson sighed, immediately raising his mental shields against her MindRead. "We know about where they are. We just have to fetch them. Apparently they went on a float trip down the Kedar."

"The Kedar!" Zira gasped. "At this time of the year? It's not yet safe! Didn't ye tell Brann that?"

Jansson took her face between his hands. "Yes, I told him. He knows. But the river really isn't all that fast right now. Brann will be all right, love. I used to run the rivers all of the time when I was young. Kyel will have him home by bedtime. Why don't you go on back to Ravenscroft? The other children need you. Besides, they'll want to do the bonfire. Please, don't worry."

She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze searching his. He kept his mental shields in place, not allowing her to read anything he did not want her to. Finally, she sighed. "He is certainly his father's son. Ye come straight to Quinlin's when ye find him."

"I promise." Jansson guided her into the Portal and gave her a reassuring smile as she disappeared.

"The Kedar?" Treyas mused, when they were alone. "Then why can't Kyel simply Spell them back now?"

Jansson grimaced. "Iron. Apparently they loaded the raft with it."

"Why would they do that?"

"Well, Brann was asking about taking things along. I suppose that the cooks wouldn't let him take any of the things from the kitchen. That left all of the iron in the shed. He just helped himself to it."

Treyas frowned. "But he knows about iron and elves and magic."

"Well, he probably didn't think they would have to be concerned about using magic, Trey. After all, there were guards assigned to go along as nursemaids."

"Nursemaids?" Treyas chuckled softly. "That sounds like you talking, not the children."
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