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By mid-afternoon, they were exhausted from both the walk and the tension. Still, they had not reached the river. Tobbar was even more on edge. He had the poison vial in his hand again and on several occasions actually touched it to his lips. Thomlin wanted to snatch it away from him but didn't dare. Right now, that small vial seemed to be the only thing holding Tobbar together. He sighed, rounded a bend in the path and stopped cold. Tobbar stumbled against him, then let out a small, strangled gasp of disbelief. The Dirin village lay before them.

"How...?" Thomlin muttered.

"They brought us back," Tobbar whispered, backing away. "They made us think we were going north, but they brought us back!" He turned and bolted.

Thomlin followed. They ran deep into the woods, zigzagging randomly. A few moments later, they once more saw the village. Tobbar went white and pelted in another direction. Again Thomlin followed, his gut tight with panic. And, again, their desperate flight returned them to the village. No matter where they ran, which direction they chose, they ended up at the village. Finally, Tobbar gave a little sob of despair and dropped to the ground.

Thomlin stood, bent over, trying to catch his breath, trying to analyze the feelings washing over him.

"It's hopeless, Thomlin," Tobbar murmured. "They'll have us back whether we want it or not. But I won't, Thomlin, I won't." He pulled the stopper from the vial, and before Thomlin could stop him, he gulped down half the contents. He held out the rest to Thomlin. "I promised."
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"No!" Elfin Prince Vantann Merripen faced the two boys before him with authority and determination in his blue eyes. "And if you so much as think a Travel-Spell, Thomlin, I'll go straight to Papay."

Ten-year-old Thomlin glared at his twin brother, then gripped his young companion by the arm and steered him toward the bedroom door. "Come on, Durri, let's get out of here. We won't get any help from him."

Vantann blocked their path. "I'm warning you, Thomlin. Forget this crazy idea now."

Thomlin's anger exploded. "One year ago, you wouldn't have called it crazy," he shouted. "One year ago, you'd have thought of it yourself! And one year ago, you'd have done it!"

Vantann grabbed Thomlin by the front of the tunic, his face red with rage. "One year ago I was a child! I've grown up since then. Why haven't you?"

Thomlin stared at him, his anger giving way to fear and heartache. This was not the Vantann he'd grown up with, not the identical twin who shared everything from looks to emotions, not the Vantann he loved with heart and soul. That Vantann had disappeared, replaced with this rage-filled boy threatening his own brother.

The threat was not an idle one. Vantann had already given him three black eyes and a split lip in the last year. Wisely, Thomlin decided to placate his brother. "All right, Vans," he said softly. "It was a stupid idea. You're right. Again."

Vantann regarded him for a moment then released him, his small, finely chiseled face softening. He visibly relaxed and placed a trembling hand on Thomlin's shoulder. "I...it's just that..." He struggled to find the words, and when he did his voice shook. "I don't want you to get hurt. Or you either, Durriken. And...I don't think you should cause Papay the worry. That's all."

Sadness pierced Thomlin's heart. The grief and agony that lay in Vantann's eyes was almost too much to bear. "I know, Vans," he said softly. "You're right. I won't do anything further about this."

"Promise?"

"Promise." Thomlin reached out tentatively and gave his brother a hug. It was like holding a marble pillar. Thomlin released him. "Vans, Pepin is going to Mere Odain today to visit Faolan. Do you want to go?"

A wild look came into Vantann's eyes. "Is Papay going? Why can't Faolan come here instead? Why does Pepin have to go there? Doesn't he know how much Papay worries about him going there? Gods! Doesn't anybody care about Papay? Doesn't anybody care how he feels?"

"Vans," Thomlin pleaded, easing away from him. "Papay knows. He says it's all right. He's not worried about Pepin going and neither should you be."

"Well, I am!" Vantann snapped. He ran a shaking hand through his shaggy blond hair. "I don't think Pepin should go. Even if Papay tries to act like it doesn't bother him, I know it does. Where is Pepin?"

Thomlin sighed. "I don't know. But, Vantann, you can't police the whole household. Pepin is an adult and so is Papay. I think they're capable of making their own decisions."

"Are you going?" Vantann asked.

Thomlin hesitated, not quite sure what to say. He had planned to go. Mere Odain's Queen El'leigh had just had a new baby and he wanted to go see her. If he lied, Vantann would know and probably get more upset. Lately, Vantann had a thing about being lied to. On the other hand, if Thomlin told his brother the truth, who knew what Vantann's reaction would be? He seemed more tightly wound today than usual. Thomlin took a deep breath. "I sort of wanted to see El'leigh and Andison's baby," he admitted. "Don't you?"

"No!" Vantann's answer was immediate. "I hate babies. There are entirely too many babies."

Durriken rolled his eyes at Thomlin and stepped around Vantann to the door. "Well, I don't hate babies," he said. "I'm going."

"No!" Vantann grabbed his arm. "What if something happens? Durri, stay here where it's safe."

Durriken grimaced. "Laith, Vantann, you need help."

Rage tore across Vantann's face and Thomlin quickly jerked him away from Durriken. "Get out of here, Durri!" he ordered.

"Thoms?"

"I said go! Now!"

"But Thoms, I thought we were going to use Mere Odain as a jumping-off spot," Durriken blurted. "If you don't go then--"

"What?" Vantann interrupted. He whirled on Thomlin, furious. "You were going to leave from Mere Odain for Winze? Without telling anyone?"

"N...no," Thomlin stammered, backing out of reach. "I...I only said that if we went, Mere Odain would be a good place to--"

"Liar!" Vantann roared. "You were going to go! Well, you're not now!"

Thomlin cringed as a WardSpell enveloped him. Then his own anger exploded. "Stop it, Vans!" He crumbled the WardSpell easily. "Maybe Durri's right. You do need--"

He never finished his sentence. Vantann's fist slammed against his mouth. Durriken bolted from the room, as Thomlin staggered backward. Fury and pain drove his tongue. "I'm sick of this, Vantann! You've been trying to control everything I've done for the last year. Ever since we came back from the Caves of Challenge you've been like this. I know you got hurt there. I know you used your magic to kill. But, it was a year ago. Let it go!"

"I can't!" Vantann shrieked, his whole body trembling. He yanked off his tunic and turned his badly scarred back to Thomlin. "Anymore than I can let this go!" He spun back around and stomped toward Thomlin. "It was my fault that we went there. It was my responsibility. And it's my responsibility to keep you from making the same stupid mistakes that I did." He grabbed Thomlin's forearms. "I'm not going to let you go! Not anywhere!"

Thomlin struggled against his brother's hold. "You're not my keeper, Vantann! Sometimes I wonder if you're even my brother!"

Vantann sucked in his breath, his eyes going wide with disbelief and hurt. With an enraged roar he flung Thomlin toward the floor. Thomlin pulled Vantann with him as he fell, then punched him soundly in the side. Vantann retaliated with a series of wild, painful blows. One punch caught Thomlin on the ear and pain ripped through him. Without a conscious thought, he snapped Vantann with a bolt of magic. Vantann gasped and arched back, then retaliated with a searing bolt of his own. Thomlin recoiled in pain, and in horror at what he had done, what Vantann had done. He made a desperate grab, snagging Vantann's wrists. "Stop it, Vans!" he begged. "Please, stop it!"

But Vantann was beyond listening. Tears leapt to his eyes, flooded over and fell on Thomlin. "You want to use magic, Thoms?" he sobbed. "I can use magic! You know that! I can kill with magic. Remember?"

"Vans!" Thomlin shrieked as a wave of dark magic washed over the room.

Abruptly Vantann was gone, snatched off Thomlin by the strong arms of their father. Thomlin crabwalked backward, his heart racing, his gaze locked on Vantann as he fought against Treyas' hold. Durriken rushed to Thomlin's side and helped him sit up. A second later, King Jansson van Tannen darted into the room, his face pale, his dark eyes wide. Thomlin felt another wave of magic, only this one was bardic magic and was aimed at Vantann.

Vantann stopped struggling, relaxed, then turned and buried his face against his father's chest, sobbing uncontrollably.

Thomlin knew he should understand, should feel something besides anger. But he didn't and couldn't. The thought that his own brother--his identical twin, a part of him--would gather killing magic against him was too much to bear.

Treyas Merripen, Crown Prince of the Elfin Empire, handed Vantann over to Jansson and extended a hand to Thomlin, but Thomlin ignored it and got to his feet unaided. He saw a flicker of concern dance through his father's mismatched blue and green eyes, felt Jansson watching him, heard Vantann's quiet, heart-wrenching sobs. Without a word, he spun and bolted through the open doorway, his father's calls echoing in his ears. He took the stairs two at a time, half-sliding, half-running, and tore through the hallways toward the outside of the palace.

It was raining; the air held a chill of fall. Thomlin ignored both, though he wore only a lightweight silk tunic and thin woolen hose. He darted into the forest surrounding the exquisitely manicured lawns and ran down paths he and Vantann had played on as small children, past the pond they swam in each summer. He ran until he could run no more, then collapsed on the wet, needle-thick ground, his breathing hard and painful in a chest filled with grief.

For a long time he sat there, fighting back tears of despair, while the woods grew darker and colder, the rain heavier. He was sunk in memories of the Caves of Challenge. Vantann had suffered there. Suffered greatly. He had been imprisoned by war gnomes. He had been savagely beaten and had seen his friends beaten. The scars on his back had come from a whip, wielded with strength and hatred. He had almost died in a barrage of crossbow quarrels and had felt the cold steel of a gnome dagger at his neck. He had killed and been severely punished for it. 

And he had been punishing himself ever since. He had become over-protective and over-authoritative, dogging Thomlin's every move, reporting every minor infraction, every use of magic no matter how slight. And if Thomlin tried to do anything Vantann considered inappropriate or dangerous, Vantann flew into a rage. Much like the one today.

Only, today had been the worst. Thomlin had never seen his brother this out of control. He shuddered even now, recalling the darkness of the magic Vantann had seized. If Papay hadn't intervened...Thomlin began to cry. He wanted his brother back--the Vantann he had grown up with, the wild, spontaneous boy who was always getting into mischief. And dragging everyone else with him. Thomlin managed a smile at the memories of Vantann's escapades. A smile that rapidly faded as he thought of the day's events.

Maybe it had been a crazy idea. It probably was. But when Durriken had suggested several weeks ago that he would like to go to Winze and seek out his own twin, the idea had seemed like a good one. Thomlin had not wanted to ask his father for help, hadn't wanted it to turn into a diplomatic mission. He had only wanted himself, Durriken and Vantann to go. Now, the whole thing was off. Vantann would have apprised Treyas by now of the plan. There was no way Treyas was going to let a ten-year-old and a seven-year-old go trekking off alone.

Thomlin picked up a soggy pinecone and hurled it into the bushes.

"Whoa," a familiar voice said. "That almost hit me."

Thomlin brushed aside his tears and stood up as his father stepped through the trees.

"Do you want to talk?" Treyas asked softly.

"What's there to talk about?" Thomlin grumbled.

"Well..." his father touched Thomlin's chin and turned his face gently toward him. "A fat lip would be a good place to start. What set off Vantann this time?"

Thomlin shrugged, looking away. "Who knows anymore?"

"You used magic on each other. That's never happened before."

"It was my fault. I threw the first Bolt. I'm sorry. It's just...he was so angry today. More so than usual. It scared me."

Treyas studied him for a moment, then sighed. "Vantann talked to Jansson of his flogging," he said softly, then paused before going on. "It happened one year ago today."

Thomlin gasped. "Today?" he whispered. He, himself, had felt the agony of those blows through the intimate magic bond he shared with Vantann. He had pulled Vantann to him through a TravelSpell, had seen the mangled, bloody flesh of his brother's back. "Oh, gods, Papay," he whispered. "I didn't know. Oh, poor Vans." He took his father's arm. "Where is he? I need to go to him."

Treyas held him back. "Thoms, Vantann is not the victim here. You are. You've been suffering his tantrums and outbursts for a year. I know you've been angry, though you've rarely shown it. You've always put aside your pain to allow others to deal with Vantann. It's time for that to change."

"What are you saying?"

"Vantann told me about yours and Durri's plan to go to Winze."

Thomlin grimaced. "I figured he would."

"He was worried about you, and rightly so. You're only ten and a half years old. Durri's even younger. You can't just go running off to a country you know nothing about. At least, unprepared and alone.

Thomlin stared at Treyas in disbelief. "Are you saying we can go?"

Treyas nodded. "The general consensus seems to be that you and Vantann need some time apart. You need to be able to relax your guard, to come and go without threat of being pummeled. And Vantann needs to see that he doesn't have to be your personal bodyguard, that life outside of Lidgerwood doesn't have to be painful and dangerous."

"Oh, Papay!" Thomlin hugged his father tightly.

"Gods!" Treyas cried. "You're dripping wet!" He pulled off his cloak and wrapped it about Thomlin's shoulders, then urged him back toward the palace.

"Does Vantann know I'm going?" Thomlin asked as they walked.

"Not yet. Your Uncle Jansson thought it would be best to wait until this episode has been dealt with. He's moved himself and Vantann into one of the guestrooms for the time being."

Thomlin glanced up at his father, a sick gnawing in his stomach. This would be the first time in almost eleven years he and Vantann had not shared a room. They had always wanted to be together, no matter how big the palace was. Now, the thought of being alone hurt. Thomlin pressed closer to Treyas and felt his father's arm go around his shoulders.

They walked in silence for several moments as mist gathered and swirled about their ankles and the rain fell in heavy, cold drops from over-laden tree branches. The woods smelled fresh with this first rain of the season, and Thomlin inhaled deeply, before again looking to his father. "Papay, Vans said something really strange about babies. He said he hated them and that there were entirely too many of them. Why would he say that?"

Treyas' eyebrows rose in surprise. "I don't know, Thoms. Vans has always liked babies as far I knew. Maybe he's just feeling crowded. I mean, we did bring back three children from the Caves and, shortly after, Pepin and Nila had their baby. But I'll mention it to Jansson. Maybe he can find out during one of Vantann's bardic sessions."

"How long will it take?" Thomlin asked. "I mean, how long will it take before Vans is better?"

Treyas sighed heavily, and for the first time he could remember Thomlin saw uncertainty and fear in his eyes. "I don't know, Thoms," he murmured. "I don't know."

They crossed the lawns and climbed the steps to the wide porch. Thomlin paused, one hand on the door handle. "Papay, can I go see Vans?"

"First, let's take care of your mouth. Then, I'll check with Jansson and see what he thinks."

Thomlin frowned, but nodded his agreement and led the way into the kitchen. It was warm and smelled of wood smoke, apple pies and cinnamon cookies. Thomlin's stomach rumbled, and he realized that he'd probably missed dinner. He snatched a warm cookie from a baking tray and stuffed it into his mouth, ignoring the pain in his lip.

"Here now!" the cook scolded. "That's not a proper dinner for a growing boy. Change out of those wet clothes and I'll set you down to a feast. Shoo!" She waved her pudgy hands at him.

Thomlin grinned at the dwarf and snatched up two more cookies before dropping Treyas' cloak and dashing for his room.

"Thoms!" Treyas called. "Your lip!"

"I'll clean it up!" Thomlin yelled back and pounded up the stairs, finishing off the two cookies on the way. The bedroom was empty, tidy and clean. Thomlin's side was usually that way, but Vantann tended to be rather messy. Now, though, his side was immaculate, almost sterile, as if he had never been there. Thomlin shuddered and hurriedly changed clothes. He was about to return to the kitchen when an envelope on the floor near Vantann's bed caught his eye. Vantann hadn't said anything about receiving correspondence. Usually, if he did he shared.

Thomlin picked up the envelope. There was nothing on the outside, no seals, no name except 'Vantann' written in a graceful, flowing hand. Hesitantly, Thomlin drew out the letter and opened it.

It was a birth announcement. A short note to say that Cappi and Shuri Mestil had just had a baby boy. Thomlin refolded the letter with a sigh. No wonder Vantann had said those things about babies. Thomlin knew Vantann's feelings for Shuri had been deep, but he hadn't realized how deep. Shuri hadn't been under King Kyel's guardianship for long, but obviously it had been long enough. Still, Vantann had let her go, knowing the differences in their race would be an all but insurmountable problem. Shuri could be expected to live only about a third as long as elves, even halflings like Vantann and Thomlin. But Cappi was also a Standian, Shuri's countrykin and now her husband. Though Thomlin couldn't understand how someone just fourteen was old enough to be a husband. Or how Shuri, at just nine, could now be a mother. The thought was almost repulsive. He replaced the note in the envelope and started back to the kitchen. On impulse, he decided to go past the guestrooms on the way.

As he drew close, he heard soft lute music and, as he climbed the spiral staircase toward the solar, he felt the calming touch of bardic magic. He stopped outside the half-open door and sat down on the steps. Thomlin could see Vantann inside, hear him alternating between raging about the family's lack of concern for Treyas and uncontrollably sobbing his apologies to everyone in the palace and beyond. Thomlin's heart spasmed in grief and reflexively he touched his brother's mind gently.

::Thoms?:: Vantann grabbed for the TwinTouch like a drowning man. ::Thoms, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you. I love you.::

::I know, Vans. I love you, too. And I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have used magic on you. It was wrong. I feel terrible.::

::Don't. I deserved it.:: Vantann replied. ::I deserved everything.::

::No, Vans, you didn't!::

::I killed four gnomes, Thomlin! And I almost killed--:: His voice broke off in a sob.

Thomlin frowned. ::Who, Vans? You almost killed who?::

::It doesn't matter,:: Vantann snapped, his anger returning. ::I'm evil, Thoms. I can't control my magic. I shouldn't even have it. I should go away like I planned a year ago.::

Thomlin saw Vantann surge from his chair and begin to pace. Jansson looked up from his lute, startled at the unexpected movement. His gaze darted to the open door, and Thomlin shrank back into the stairwell. But Jansson had seen him and the look on the bard's face made Thomlin bolt down the stairs and toward the kitchen. The TwinTouch broke with a snap, and Thomlin felt more than heard Vantann's enraged cry. He flinched and sidled into the kitchen, sliding onto a bench by the fire. The cook smiled at him and a few moments later placed his dinner before him.

"Eat up, young prince. I've saved you a piece of pie as well," she said.

Thomlin stabbed absently at the roast duck and small potatoes. "Apple pie is Vantann's favorite. Did he have any?"

"I've a piece waiting on him when he finishes his ravings and settles down enough to eat." She clucked her tongue and turned back to her work. "Gracious, the boy's not well. He needs help. More help than King Jansson can give him."

Thomlin looked up at her. "Uncle Jansson is a very talented bard. He's doing fine."

"I'm not faulting the King, Your Highness, but seems to me he's...well, it's not my business. I've said enough already. Keep my silly dwarfish mouth flapping and your father will send me packing for home."

"Not likely," Thomlin said with a small smile. "You're the best cook we've ever had. Mamay says you're the only one who's been able to put some meat on Papay's bones."

"Tsk, doesn't look like it. Nothing there a good strong gust of wind couldn't take away." She eyed his plate. "And it looks like you're following his path. You haven't touched your food."

"I guess I'm not very hungry." Thomlin pushed the plate away and rose.

"You sit yourself back down and finish up that dinner," the cook stated. "Your father's order. And I'm not one to disobey an order from the Crown Prince, I'm not. So, eat. Keep me from a tongue lashing."

Thomlin couldn't help but smile as he reseated himself. "Papay would never tongue lash you and you know it," he said, but he made a gallant attempt to eat at least some of the food before him. When he was finished to the cook's satisfaction, he rose. "Do you think I could take Vantann a piece of pie now?"

"I've no misgivings about that, but you'd best ask your father first. He may have other plans."

Thomlin nodded, took the plate and hurried from the kitchen. As he passed the library he heard his father and Jansson talking. He slowed and peeked through the half-open doors. He could see Jansson's crossed legs jutting from one of the chairs, while Treyas stood facing the fire, one hand on the mantle, his gaze on the flames. Thomlin was about to knock, when Jansson spoke. Thomlin froze at the words.

"Trey, I'm not trying to be cruel," Jansson said. "But it's been a year. I've done my best, but Vantann needs more help than I can give him. I'm too close. I can't break through. Hell, I don't know that I want to! And that's the problem." He rose from where he had been sitting in the high-backed hearth chair. "There's something there, Trey. Something that Vantann can't express. Or won't. At least, not to me. Maybe someone else could get him to talk about it."

Treyas sighed and turned to face him. "What about Webb?"

"I thought of Webb. In fact, I've spoken to him already. His professional opinion is that Vantann needs to talk to someone not connected to this family. He suggested the bards at the Bardic Training Facility in Kartonn."

Thomlin's heart leapt to his throat. Kartonn! That was half a world away. They couldn't send Vantann there! Surely Treyas would never agree. Thomlin stared at his father, desperately willing him to say no.

Treyas drew a deep breath, ran a hand over his face and looked at Jansson. "And you think this is best for Vantann?"

Jansson nodded. "I think it's his only hope, Trey. He could leave tomorrow."

Treyas sagged, grief flooding his face. "Does he have to go alone? Can someone in the family join him?"

"I think Elek would be a wise choice," Jansson replied. "He has enough sorcery power to control whatever magic Vantann attempts to use."

"There's not much elfin magic in Kartonn," Treyas mumbled. "How will that affect Vans?"

"I don't know, but after what happened this afternoon, I think it's best that he's away from magic he can use. Just for a while."

And that's what he wants, Thomlin cried silently. He wants to be free of the magic. And he will be. But not this way, not alone in Kartonn. He turned and bolted for the stairs, ignoring the chunks of pie that slid from the plate and spattered on the carpet.

He dashed into his room, placed the pie plate on the table and rummaged in his wardrobe for packs and clothes. He filled Vantann's pack with blankets and two daggers, gifts to the boys on their tenth birthday. His was filled with spare clothes and all the dried food he had in his stash. Satisfied, he whirled and flew to the guestroom.

Jansson had not yet returned and Vantann was asleep, no doubt under a bardic SleepSpell. Well, no matter, SleepSpells were easy to breach. Thomlin did so quickly and efficiently, then shook Vantann awake.

Vantann woke with a start. "Thoms? What are you doing? What's the matter?"

"Nothing. Remember you said that you wanted to go away? Out of magic? Do you still want to?"

Vantann nodded slowly, blinking the sleep from his eyes. "Yes. But...right now? It's the middle of the night."

"Not in Mere Odain. Come on." He pulled Vantann up. "We can take the Portal to Queen El'leigh's palace, snag some horses and be gone before anyone can stop us."

Vantann hung back. "But what about Papay? He has to know. He'll be frantic with worry, Thoms. You can't do this to him."

"He already knows you're going away," Thomlin said truthfully.

"And he doesn't care?"

Thomlin chose his words carefully. "Of course, he cares, Vans. But he knows what you want. You want to be away from elfin magic for a while and he can understand that."

"Then why do we have to sneak out in the middle of the night?"

Damn! Thomlin had not expected Vantann to be so coherent after the trials of the evening. "We're not sneaking. I'm just excited. I want to go now. I don't want to wait. Besides, if we go when it's daylight here, it'll be night there and then we'll have to wait even longer. Come on, Vans, please." He shoved Vantann's pack at him. "We'll get food in Mere Odain. And Papay left some money for us in the study." He pulled Vantann toward the door, relieved when his brother followed with no more questions.

They crept down the dark hallway to Treyas' study, where the TravelPortal was located. Thomlin breathed a sigh of relief that his father and Jansson had not yet left the library. He could still hear their voices in the distance.

"You get situated in the Portal," Thomlin instructed. "I'll get the money." He went around the large desk and popped open the top drawer, then drew out two small money pouches.

"Are you sure Papay knows about this?" Vantann asked warily. "I can hear him in the library with Uncle Jansson. Uncle Jansson never said anything about me going away. I think maybe we'd better ask again about--"

"No!" Thomlin grabbed him by the arm, pulling him into the Portal. "Papay knows. So does Uncle Jansson. In fact, it was his idea. Now, come on."

Vantann looked at him suspiciously. "I just want to hear it for myself, Thoms." He tried to free his arm from Thomlin's grasp.

"Oh, hell!" Thomlin threw his magic into the Portal, grabbed the TravelStrand Pepin had used earlier to get to Mere Odain and cast the TravelSpell.

"He doesn't know!" Vantann cried. "You lied!" He tried to throw the magic back, tried to disrupt the TravelStrand, and succeeded only in snapping the Strand to Mere Odain.

Thomlin fought back, grabbing randomly at Strands as they whipped by. Each time he caught one, Vantann snatched it from his grasp, trying to grab the Strand that would take them back to the study. With a scream of desperation, Thomlin hurled a BrownBolt at the Strand, severing it and sending him and Vantann surging towards lands unknown.
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In the study, Treyas stiffened, his breath catching in his throat.

"What is it?" Jansson asked.

"The Portal. Someone just used it."

"Maybe it's Pepin. You said he went to Mere Odain earlier."

"I did. But he's not expected back until morning. He'd planned to spend the day there reviewing the DragonRiders. I'd better check this out, Jans. We can finish this discussion in the morning."

"Elek will be here by ten," Jansson said as Treyas headed for the door. "Trey?" He sighed and followed Treyas up the stairs to the study.

The room was quiet, but Treyas could still feel the surge of magic from the Portal. He approached it slowly, reaching out mentally to touch the Strands--wisp like non-entities visible only to those who were practiced in magic--that still popped and arched inside. He found his adopted son Pepin's Strand to Mere Odain, then jumped as the severed end stung him. His gut began to churn in alarm. Why would the Strand be cut like that? He turned to Jansson. "Where's Vantann?"

"He's asleep in the guestroom. Why?" Jansson looked toward the Portal. "It couldn't have been him. I put him under a bardic SleepSpell."

"Just the same, I'd feel better if I saw him there." Treyas started from the room, then stopped and MindLinked Kyel Sylvain, King of the elves and longtime friend and mentor. It meant he had to drop his MindLink with his SoulMate and squire, Druce Sinclair. He knew the Merian would be hot on his trail to find out why, but Treyas had never been able to carry more than two MindLinks at once, and now was definitely not the time to drop his Link with Cynthe. ::Kyel? Wake up. I need your help.::

::Treyas?:: Kyel's voice sounded strange. ::I...I wasn't...what is it?::

Treyas grimaced, guessing he'd probably interrupted Kyel and his wife, Willow in an intimate moment. ::I'm sorry for the intrusion but I need your StrandSearch expertise. Someone used the Portal without authorization and now I sense at least one severed Strand. Can you help?::

::I'll be right there. You haven't--::

::No,:: Treyas interrupted, anticipating the question. ::I haven't touched anything but the one Strand to Mere Odain. I'm going to check on Vantann but I'll be back in the study in a few minutes. Again, I'm sorry for the intrusion.::

::No more so than I,:: Willow put in, tagging onto Kyel's MindLink, her voice soft and amorous.

Treyas felt a flush creep over his cheeks as he dropped the MindLink. Jansson grinned at him and slapped him on the shoulder, obviously guessing the source of the embarrassment. "I hate it when that happens," he teased.

Treyas ignored him and hurried toward the guestrooms, only vaguely aware of the dollops of apple pie littering the stairs like small white pastry rocks in a sea of green carpet. He opened the door quietly. "Damn!" he spat and flung the door wide. The room was empty.

"That's impossible!" Jansson cried. "He couldn't have broken through that SleepSpell."

"No, but someone could have helped him." He flung himself back down the stairs, Jansson on his heels, and burst into Thomlin's room, sending the candlelamps to flame with a sharp spark of magic. The wardrobe hung open, clothes littered the bed, the boy's packs and blankets were gone and a plate with two slices of demolished apple pie sat on the table. Treyas' gut tightened and he slammed his hand on the bureau.

"But why?" Jansson breathed. "The two of them just had a knock-down fight. Why would Thomlin--" He broke off with a confused shrug.

"The pie," Treyas murmured and turned once more to the stairs, following the trail Thomlin had left. It ended outside the library door. "Thoms must have heard us talking, Jans. He knew we were going to send Vans away so he got there first. Damn!" He whirled and took the stairs two at a time back to the study.

They reached the study in moments, where Jansson collapsed in a chair, gasping for breath. "I hope you're done," he wheezed.

"I've barely started," Kyel replied, stepping from the Portal. The tall, thin, black elf was dressed in his usual black hose and tunic, looking not at all like he had just been rousted from bed in the middle of the night.

"Not you," Jansson retorted, stabbing a finger at Treyas. "Him! He's running all over the damned house!" A frown creased his brow. "How did you get dressed so quickly?"

"I have magic."

"It's not just that. How do you look so...so damned regal at this ungodly hour?" Jansson raked one hand self-consciously through his own tousled brown hair.

"Have you found anything?" Treyas interrupted. "It'll be Vans and Thoms you're looking for."

Kyel nodded. "I know. I picked up their Signatures. They were fighting over the TravelStrands."

"To Mere Odain?"

"Originally. It looks like one or the other of them changed his mind and tried to come back. That's when the other one severed the Strand. After that it became a free-for-all. Whenever one grabbed at a Strand, the other yanked it away. It's a mess."

"But you can tell where they went?" Treyas asked, his heart thudding.

Kyel looked at him for a long moment. "No. At least not right now. It'll take some time to sort this out."

"Kyel, I don't have time!" Treyas cried. "Vantann pulled BlackBolt magic on Thomlin just hours ago!"

Kyel's eyes narrowed in anger. "Why wasn't I told?"

"You weren't here. You were at Mayfaire," Treyas snapped, then gripped the black elf's arm. "Kyel, I have to find them. Vantann could..." He choked on the words, finding them even too vile to speak.

"Trey." Jansson jumped up and guided his friend to a chair. He pushed Treyas gently into it, then hunkered down in front of him. "Trey, listen. Vantann didn't pull that dark magic to use on Thomlin. He...he pulled it to use...on himself."

Treyas went weak. "No." He shook his head. "Vans wouldn't kill himself. No, Jans!" He surged to his feet, nearly knocking Jansson over backward, then whirled as Druce pounded into the room. His dark hair was mussed, his even darker eyes clouded with worry. He looked as if he had dressed on the run.

"Coals!" the Merian exclaimed. "I've been chasing you all over the damned house! What is going on?"

Before Treyas could answer, his wife, Cynthe, burst into the room clad only in her nightgown, her violet eyes wide with alarm. Treyas scowled, realizing he had unintentionally projected his fears to his wife through their SoulMate Bond.

"What's happened?" she demanded. "Where are the twins?" Her gaze flew to Kyel, then back to Treyas. "Where are they?"

"That's what Kyel is trying to figure out," Jansson told her calmly. "They apparently took an unauthorized trip." He touched her arm gently but she yanked away.

"An unauthorized trip to where?" she cried, then turned her fury on Treyas. "Why weren't you watching them? Why wasn't the Portal Warded? You knew what happened this afternoon. How could you--" She stopped abruptly, as if finally noticing the expression on Treyas' face. She closed her eyes briefly, then stepped to him and held him. "I'm sorry, Trey. I'm so sorry."

"It's all right, myshay," he murmured, stroking her long blond hair. "You're right. I should have had the Portal Warded. I just didn't think that..." he paused, then sighed. "I just didn't think. I'm sorry." He tipped her face and kissed her gently. "Let Jansson help you back to sleep. There's nothing you can do here, and the children will need you in the morning." He glanced at Jansson.

"No, Trey," Cynthe protested, but it was too late. The SleepSpell washed over her with a simple soft tune and she fell against him.

"Druce, take her back to her room," Treyas instructed. "Then you'd better get some sleep as well. I may need you tomorrow."

Druce nodded and scooped Cynthe into his arms as if she weighed no more than a child. He looked pointedly at Treyas. "I'd feel a lot better going back to bed if I had back what you took."

Treyas quickly reinstated Druce's MindLink. "I'll let you know the minute we know anything."

"The minute," Druce emphasized, and left the room.

Treyas turned to Jansson. "You might as well go on back to Mayfaire. I'm definitely going to need you tomorrow."

"I think you need me now."

"Jans, you need your rest. You've been working with Vantann all evening."

"And I'll work with his father all night if I have to. Now, come on, let Kyel work in peace."

"Kyel?"

"Jansson's right," Kyel said softly. "Go."

Treyas reluctantly let Jansson lead him from the study and back to the guestroom where Jansson's lute waited. Treyas sank down on Vantann's bed, running his hand gently over the blankets. Jansson picked up his lute and played a few soft notes.

"What am I doing wrong, Jans?" Treyas asked softly.

"Why do you think you're doing anything wrong?"

"My children keep running away."

"They're not running away, Treyas."

Treyas looked over at him. "It feels that way."

"Did any of them leave willingly?"

"Maybe Pepin didn't, but Vans and Thoms planned to go to the Caves of Challenge."

"Ah, but is planning the same thing as actually carrying through?" Jansson asked, still strumming softly on the lute.

Treyas frowned. "I'm not following."

"So, you've never heard grand tales of adventure from another, and secretly wished you could have taken part?"

"No," Treyas replied, then huffed out an understanding breath. In fact, he had. He remembered as a child listening with rapt delight and awe of the tales told by bardic travelers. He had often imagined himself as the adventurer, taking on danger in exotic places, being a man of the world. It had been wonderfully frightening, facing such challenges, all without leaving the security of his own home. "All right. I see what you're getting at. But this is real, Jans. It doesn't stop with the call to dinner and bed."

"And neither did some of your adventures," Jansson reminded him. "And although they were frightening and painful at the time, they also showed you a strength you didn't know you had."

Treyas was quiet a moment, reflecting on the words. It was true. He had grown in many ways from the mis-adventures he'd had. As had Pepin. Still, he wanted to shelter his children, keep them from pain and fear. He supposed it was unrealistic. All children grew up, all children left home one day to follow their own paths. He couldn't forever be putting fences around that path. Yet, he wanted to. He looked up at Jansson. "But the twins could get hurt. Really hurt. They need to think things through before they leap."

"They often think with their heart first, head second. An inherited trait."

Treyas grimaced. "And look how much trouble that's gotten me into over the years. And what of their magic? They're so much younger than I was when I started using magic. And so much more proficient." He sighed and lay back on the bed, no longer fighting against Jansson's bardic touch, or his own fatigue. "Which is the stronger of the two, I wonder? In the Caves of Challenge, Vantann seemed to possess more power than Thoms. The only magic there was naiad. Yet, here in Glede, Thomlin seems more adept." He rolled up on one elbow to confront Jansson. "So, one twin uses elfin magic, the other naiad? Tonight--" he swung his legs around and sat up as a realization struck, "--tonight it was raining. Vantann pulled rain magic?"

"Resourceful," Jansson said. "Reminds me of his father."

Treyas groaned and threw himself back onto the bed. "I don't think of that as a compliment, Jans. And neither would anyone else who's had to knock me senseless to keep me from destroying everything in sight."

Jansson chuckled, running his fingers over the lute strings. "Who said we hit you just to stop your magic?"

Treyas lifted his head to protest, but at that moment Jansson hit one high note and Treyas fell into the gentle clutches of a bardic SleepSpell.
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He woke to early morning sunlight and an empty room. Jansson was gone. With a trace of annoyance, Treyas threw back the blanket that now covered him and strode from the room. He nearly collided with Jansson and Druce on the stairs outside the guestroom solar. Jansson carried a breakfast tray and did some quick maneuvering to avoid sloshing the hot tea.

"Tors hell, Treyas, slow down!" he cried. "Where are you going?"

"To the study," Treyas snapped.

"Not until you've eaten," Jansson said. "Kyel is still working."

"Then I'll just go check on his progress." Treyas attempted to step past them.

Druce stopped him. "Not until you've eaten."

Treyas looked from one to the other, knowing he couldn't get past the blockade the two men had set up. He slowly stepped backward into the solar. Jansson and Druce followed.

"Now, then," Jansson said, "sit down." He placed the tray of food on the hearthside table and motioned Treyas to a chair, as Druce closed the solar door.

"What's going on?" Treyas asked as he sat. "Has Kyel found them?"

"He thinks so," Jansson replied, then stopped Treyas from getting up. "But he's asked that we keep you and your volatile magic away from the study until he's sure. He said he'd meet us here, so you may as well eat while we wait."

"Where does he think they are?"

"I don't know. He didn't say."

"What about Cynthe? Is she awake?"

"No, and no one else will be, either, for several more hours."

Treyas stared at him. "You SleepSpelled the entire palace?"

"Kyel did. He didn't want any interruptions." Jansson handed a cup of tea to Treyas, then gestured at the breakfast of hot bread, honey and fruit. "Eat, Treyas. We'll probably be traveling later. You have a history of losing weight on these trips. It's taken your cook a year to put back on the pounds you lost in the Caves of Challenge. Do you know what she'll do to your poor SoulMate Druce, here, if you lose that hard-earned weight again?"

"It's true, Treyas," Druce chimed in. "She seems to look at me as your personal trainer. Since I am technically your squire, I guess that's true. Don't let me suffer the wrath of a dwarf, Treyas. Please."

Treyas rolled his eyes but could not suppress a small smile. He picked up a chunk of bread and dribbled some honey over it then took several small bites, which landed in his stomach like rocks. He sat staring at the bread in his hand and suddenly there were tears in his eyes. Tears he didn't expect and couldn't control. He dropped the bread, rose and went to stare out the window. Druce came up behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

"We'll find them," he said softly.

"And then what?" Treyas mumbled. "How do I keep them here? How do I keep the rest of my children here? Will someone come after them like they came after Pepin? Will they run off willingly for adventure? Gods, Druce, my whole life has been one big crisis."

"Not your whole life," Jansson pointed out. "Seems there were those first fourteen years with Elek where you were plenty bored. I heard all of the boring details, remember?"

Treyas sighed, thinking back on his years growing up as Elek Beckering's ward in the little village of Bailiwycke many leagues west of Aelfdene Valley. He had done nothing more stressful than help Elek care for his herb garden. He had gone riding at will, had visited the drinkery numerous times, had gone on a yearly supply trip across the water to Mere Odain with his good friend, Quinlin Thomarius. It had been many years later that Treyas had found out Quinlin was a member of the Elfin Royal Guard and had been assigned to protect him. He remembered how hurt he had been when he found out. He had always thought Quinlin had chosen the friendship. Still, Quinlin was as close as a brother.

A brother he could use right now. He turned to Druce. "I'd like to MindLink Quin. I'll need to drop either you or Cynthe to do that."

"Best be me, then," Druce replied. "If you drop Cynthe's Link, there's no SleepSpell in Glede that could keep her down."

Treyas gave a small smile, dropped his MindLink with Druce and reached out to Bailiwycke and Quinlin. It took a few moments for Quinlin to answer and when he did, he was thoroughly surprised. ::Trey? Gods, Trey! It's been weeks since we've talked. How are you?::

::Not good, Quin. The twins have disappeared again.::

::Again? Tens! You're going to have to tie them down. Where'd they go this time?::

::That's the problem. I don't know. Kyel's doing a StrandSearch now. We'll probably be leaving later this morning to fetch them back. Quin, I'd like you to come. Can you get away?::

::Well, I suppose so. I'll need to take it up with Drisana. I sort of feel bad leaving her alone here with all of the children.::

::Why don't you all come to the palace? The children haven't seen each other for awhile and Cynthe could use Drisana's shoulder.::

Quinlin was silent for a long moment, and Treyas assumed he was conferring with his wife. He was right.

::Drisana agrees. All right. When do you want us there?::

::As soon as you can. I--I need you, Quin.::

::I'm on my way, Trey. Will the Portal be useable?::

::No, but Elek will be here shortly. I'll have him Spell you all over. I'll Link you when he's ready. And thank you, Quin.::

::Hoi! What are big brothers for? See you in a bit.::

Treyas dropped the Link just as Kyel entered the room. He looked positively haggard and slumped into the nearest chair, rubbing his face wearily. Jansson quickly poured him some tea.

"So?" Treyas asked, sitting across from him. "You found them?"

"Yes, but it wasn't easy. And I can't pinpoint them exactly. They're a long way from Glede."

"And magic," Treyas finished.

Kyel nodded. "They're on the continent of Winze."

Winze! The land that feared twins. Feared them so much that one of the twins was either killed or left to die. Many had ended up in the Caves of Challenge under Lyrra's gentle care, but how many more had succumbed to wild beasts or exposure?

"That's where Thomlin and Durriken were planning on going," Treyas mumbled, his gut churning uneasily. "Durriken wanted to go back to try to find his twin, and Thoms asked Vantann to go along. That's what started this whole thing."

A low rumble and a brilliant flash of light interrupted them. Elek had arrived. Kyel groaned and shielded his eyes. "Must you always make such a dramatic appearance?"

"What's the point of being a sorcerer if you can't show off once in awhile?" Elek boomed, straightening his red sorcerer robes. He appraised Kyel through dark eyes. "What's the matter with you? Too much wine?"

"Kyel's been up all night doing a StrandSearch," Treyas explained.

"A StrandSearch? Which means?"

"Which means we won't be going to Kartonn as planned," Jansson answered.

Elek looked at Treyas. "The twins?"

"From what I can deduce, Thomlin heard Jansson and me talking about sending Vantann to Kartonn. He took it upon himself to intervene. Kyel traced them to Winze." Elek whistled softly and Treyas stiffened. "What do you know of Winze?"

"I know that it has extremely strict rules regarding the use of magic. Only healers who are registered with the Primary Council are allowed to use it. Even sorcerers are required to check their magic at the border."

"What are the penalties for the use of magic?" Treyas asked.

"There's only one," Elek replied slowly. "Imprisonment until the death sentence is carried out."

Treyas felt the color drain from his face. If he hadn't already been sitting down, he would have fallen. His gaze swung from Elek to Kyel. "We have to get them out of there! There may not be any elfin magic, but Vans is sure to find naiad. In his state of mind, he'd waste no time using it. Gods! Kyel, Elek, do something!"

Kyel grimaced. "Elek, how close can you get a rescue party to the border?"

"I can set them down right in Mather, the capital," Elek replied. "That's where the Primary Council convenes. But it's going to take more presence than your guards, I'm afraid."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, the Primary Council will more readily deal with title than mere rank. They're not going to listen to you, I'm afraid, since you're an elf, but I may be able to talk them into a temporary emergency permit and use magic to trace the twins. If not--and I don't hold out much hope--you'll need manpower to search on foot. But don't expect them to allow more than a handful. And I don't recommend using a lot of elves. The Winzens are very superstitious about them. Choose your rescue party well."

Treyas gazed about the room. His mind was too rattled for him to think straight, and he rose to pace. As usual, Druce took over.

"Then me, and Jansson for sure. One for sword, one for bardic. Dar's a healer, he could use magic with a permit."

"And Kyel and Quinlin," Treyas mumbled. "Maybe one of my guard units."

Elek frowned. "And you I suppose?"

"Don't even try to dissuade me," Treyas shot back. "Those are my children! I am not staying back."

Elek shook his head, but let that side of the argument drop. "Too many elves."

"Then who do you suggest?" Treyas snapped, his emotions besting him. "Take a look around, Elek. I'm an elf, my family is elfin. Most of my guards are."

"I'm aware of that, Treyas," Elek replied calmly. "I'm also aware that you have friends outside of Glede. What about Galen and Avenal? Webb? All three bards, all well-trained. None of them are heads of state, and none of them are elves."

"Webb is in the Caves of Challenge with his family," Druce said. "But Galen and Avenal are good choices. They're both sword-trained as well. What about Faolan for added strength?"

"I don't care!" Treyas cried. "But I don't want to delay much longer." He exhaled sharply and brushed his hand across his face, calming himself. "That's not true, I do care." He turned to Kyel, his tone pleading. "I know it's asking a lot, but I would really like you to come. I need your support right now. Willow can run things for a short while, can't she?" He turned to his guardian. "And, Elek, I just feel that I need Quinlin on this one, too."

Elek grimaced, his face thoughtful, his gaze moving from one man to another. Finally, he sighed. "Nine? That's a stretch." He sighed again, but nodded. "Very well. I'll get you all there and I'll do my best at the council. But I wouldn't suggest that any of you wait for a permit. Even if it is granted, it could take some time to process. You ought to start on your own. If and when the council agrees, I'll join you. But, Treyas," he took hold of Treyas' shoulders, "you'll need to be very careful. I'd highly recommend that you wear the Triskelion for your own protection."

"But, Elek, I haven't had to depend on the Triskelion for years," Treyas protested.

"I don't even want you to go, so, please, at least, grant me this concession. There is magic there, and I don't want you using it accidentally. The Triskelion will help with that."

Treyas studied his guardian's face, then nodded. "All right. If it'll ease your mind, I'll wear it."

"I suggest we get packed and say our farewells," Kyel said. "And make arrangements for our absences."

Treyas relaxed with an audible sigh at the words. Kyel would be coming along, which seemed to remove a huge burden from Treyas' shoulders. "Thank you, Kyel," he mumbled.

"I'll get Dar," Jansson offered, smiling, his gaze on Kyel.

"I told Quin that Elek would Spell him and his family over," Treyas said. "But I suppose he could use the Portal now."

"I'd rather he didn't," Kyel said. "I don't want anything unexpected to happen. It's going to take some work to straighten out the Strands. Elek, maybe you could fetch Darosenim as well."

Elek nodded. "I'll get them. Then, we'll take this in two stages. First to Mere Odain to fetch Galen and Avenal, then on to Mather. I'll be back in about an hour." He disappeared in a flash of light, eliciting another groan from Kyel.

"Kyel, it's time to wake up the household," Treyas said. "I need some time with Cynthe to tell her what's going on."

"Then could you Spell me back to Mayfaire?" Jansson asked.

Kyel gave a weary sigh but nodded an affirmative to both demands.

Guilt made Treyas wince. "Kyel...maybe you should stay here."

"Are you joking?" Jansson said , chuckling softly. "Did you see the way his eyes lit up? Kyel hasn't had an adventure for a whole year now. Just try to make him stay home."

Kyel gave him a withering look and cast a TravelSpell to take both himself and Jansson back to Mayfaire and their families. Treyas watched them go, pondering on Jansson's words. Kyel certainly hadn't been adamantly opposed to going, and Treyas wondered if Jansson were right. With a sigh, Treyas turned to Druce.

"This isn't going to be easy. Not so close to the Caves of Challenge."

"Cynthe is a strong woman," Druce said. "She'll handle it."

Treyas grimaced as they walked down the hall. "And how long can she continue to be strong, Druce? She's adopted three of Winze's clan children. How soon will it be before they want to go find their twins, their families?"

"I don't know, Trey. But, remember, it's not just Cynthe. We all took on some of those children. Even Galen and Avenal. I suppose it's only a matter of time before we're all going to be affected by Winze. Maybe we can clear up a few things now and save future headaches."

"Maybe." Treyas paused a moment, wondering if that was why Kyel had so readily agreed to tag along. "But that, at least, would be clan children going home. It's not exactly the same as elfin children in a land that fears and hates them." He  stopped outside the door to his and Cynthe's living quarters. "How can I tell Cynthe everything will be fine when it most probably won't?"

Druce didn't answer, just gave Treyas a reassuring pat on the shoulder and turned away. Treyas watched him go, then went up the stairs to his wife.
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Thomlin looked across the campfire at his brother. "Vans, how long are you going to ignore me?" He waited but Vantann said nothing, continuing to glare into the fire. Thomlin tried again. "Vans, please talk to me." Silence. Thomlin exhaled sharply, grabbed up his pack, and got to his feet.

"Where are you going?" Vantann demanded.

Thomlin started. It was the first thing Vantann had said to him since their arrival here. Wherever here was. They had not moved from their landing place in a dense, black forest. Vantann had refused. Just as he had refused every attempt Thomlin had made to get him to talk. Now, Thomlin looked down at his brother and fought the urge to retaliate with his own silence. "I thought maybe you'd rather I wasn't here," he said.

"I'd rather we both weren't here!" Vantann snapped. "What in Tor's hell were you thinking? Do you know how worried Papay is going to be? And what about Mamay? Did you ever stop to think about them? About how they might feel?"

Thomlin hung his head, sadness welling up in his chest. "No, Vans, I didn't. I was only thinking of you."

"Of me? If you were thinking of me, we wouldn't be here!"

"You said you wanted to be out of magic, Vans. Now you are. Isn't this what you wanted?"

Vantann paused, looking away. "Maybe I did say that. But not like this. This is wrong, Thomlin, and you know it."

"What I know is..." Thomlin stopped abruptly.

Vantann's gaze darted to his face. "What? What do you know?"

"Nothing. It's not important."

Vantann jumped up, anger settling in his eyes. "Tell me!" he demanded.

Thomlin stepped backward, his gut tightening in fear. "I...Vans, I..." And suddenly there were tears in his eyes. He sagged to the ground. "Vans, don't do this. Don't make me afraid of you. Please. I love you, Vans. I would never hurt you on purpose." He brushed the tears aside. "I just...I didn't...oh, Vans, they were going to send you away."

Vantann stared at him. For a moment he stood rigid, his expression a mixture of disbelief and anger. Then he doubled his fists. "Liar!"

"I'm not lying, Vantann! I heard them. Papay and Uncle Jansson were talking of sending you to Kartonn, to the Bardic Training Facility. Uncle Jansson said he'd done everything he could, that you needed help from outside the family."

"Be quiet!" Vantann shrieked, advancing on him so rapidly that Thomlin fell over backward in his attempt to escape. His head struck an exposed tree root and, as pain flooded through him, so did his own anger.

"So, are you going to beat me up again, Vans? Well, go ahead! There's no one here to stop you! I've no magic. You could kill me if you wanted and no one would ever know. Is that what you want, Vantann? Would that put you at peace?"

Vantann went white and stumbled backward, away from Thomlin. "N...no," he stammered. "No, Thoms, I..." He dropped to the ground, trembling. "What's wrong with me, Thoms?" he whispered.

Thomlin sat up slowly. Vantann was huddled in a tight little ball, staring at him through eyes glassy with tears. It was the first time in a year Thomlin had seen him cry without being enveloped in one of Jansson's bardic spells. And it broke his heart. He crawled to his brother and held him close. "You're punishing yourself, Vans. You have been for a whole year. It's time to stop."

"Stop? But I can't, Thoms. I...I killed four gnomes. I caused Cappi to be beaten and Papay...gods, Thoms, it was all my fault. All of it."
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