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"Fate dictates all."

The words echoed in Jansson's mind. Perhaps they were meant to bring him peace, to console him at a time of no consolation. He repeated his father's words over and over, even as the horse beneath him tore through the Davan countryside, war trolls in pursuit. Tears blurred his vision, and he was thankful he was not the one guiding the horse.

He could feel the arms of his bodyguard, Ghel, around him, but they had lost strength. Dozens of arrows had fallen on the duo as they sped away from Mayfaire Castle, and, even though considered still a child at thirteen, Jansson wasn't so naive as to think none had met their mark. Ghel's muscular body had been an effective barrier, keeping the missiles from hitting Jansson. Guilt ate at Jansson's soul, but he could do nothing to help. His father's last orders had been firm - "Take the prince to Lidgerwood. Let nothing stop you." - and Ghel would not disobey, not even in the face of his own death.

And so they rode; through the night, finally outdistancing the troll warriors. With the coming of morning, the great stallion finally stumbled and went down. Several arrows protruded from its flank, and blood stained the hindquarters. Ghel pulled Jansson away from the animal, his own breathing ragged and forced. Jansson stared at the dying horse, his heart torn with grief. Gently, he stroked the beast's neck as it breathed its last.

"Sleep well, brave one," Jansson whispered, then turned to Ghel.

The guard had propped himself against a large boulder. In his hands was an arrow, its tip bloodied. Jansson steeled his resolve and scooted toward the man.

"I am sorry, Your Highness," Ghel mumbled, his eyes closing.

"Ghel?" Jansson whispered. He shook the man gently. "Ghel?"

Ghel forced his eyes open. "Your Highness, you must go on. You must continue to Lidgerwood. The elves... will protect you." He coughed, and blood trickled from his mouth. He reached up and grasped Jansson's arm. "The trolls... they may follow... you must go... on." His body seized with a spasm and he groaned, then closed his eyes once more, his hand falling away from Jansson.

Jansson stared in shock, then backed away. He had never seen death up close. His life as the crown prince had afforded him copious amounts of protection, had shielded him from life's cruelties. His gaze danced furtively about his surroundings. The wind rustled through the trees; some small animal chattered loudly. Jansson's gaze went back to Ghel. After a moment, he crawled forward to take Ghel's sword and dagger. He strapped both to his own waist and rose, then abruptly sank to his knees, unable to stop his tears. Ghel had been his last lifeline, his last hope. He swallowed hard, closing his eyes, seeing again the attack on the castle. He'd left his father there, the only family he had. His hand went to the pouch hidden beneath his tunic. It held his father's ring, the symbol of his power. King Brann had given it to Jansson, with the instructions to keep it safe, keep it close. Jansson had had no time to ponder on why it had been given, and now he did not make the time.

His gaze went again to the dead horse, and back to Ghel. He had not the strength or the time for a proper burial. He brushed his wet cheeks on the sleeve of his cloak, and rose. It was no easy task for a boy as slight as he was to drag Ghel's lifeless body to the horse's side. He draped Ghel's cloak over him, closed his eyes in a modest prayer to the Triad Gods, and turned away.

Both mountain ranges in the land of Glede were rock-crested, their lower flanks heavily forested with cone trees. In the few small clearings grew brown scrub and other bushes, not yet in spring leaf. Patches of snow still remained, scattered about on the brown earth. Jansson had been in these woods only a few times, to hunt. Then, he had a well-stocked entourage with him. What did he know of foraging?

Mindful of Ghel's words that the trolls might track him, he stayed off the trail, but always kept it in sight. A part of him, where hope lingered, still wanted to believe the elfin soldiers would ride to his rescue, but as the day wore on and evening approached, reality took hold and he knew that help would not be forthcoming.

Handfuls of snow had slaked his thirst, but his stomach rumbled hungrily. He looked for a clearing. Perhaps there he could find some of the hackleberries Ghel had once told him about. They were the only ones likely to have survived the winter, solely because the bushes were so spiny the creatures of the forest preferred other forage. Finally, he found what he sought. He eased one hand among the long barbs and collected a handful of the withered fruits. They smelled like rotten grapes and tasted not much better, but they eased the gnawing in his stomach. He wandered amongst the bushes, searching out the least shrunken berries.

When he looked up, he realized he had lost sight of the trail. The moon had not yet cleared the mountaintops, and night was falling fast and dark. Trying to stem his increasing panic, he fought his way through tangles of brush, scrambled across fallen trees, and stumbled over clumps of newly-emerging ferns. He slipped, fell, rose and pushed on, but could not find the trail.

Finally, overcome with exhaustion, he sagged to the ground, leg muscles quivering with the unaccustomed exertion. His arms and face were scratched from his frantic flight, and the berries churned in a stomach too long with fear and without food.

Turning his head, he retched, heaving again and again, until there was nothing left. Spent, he lay damp with sweat, his cheek pressed against a cushion of cone tree needles. The chill night air swept across him and left him shivering, feeling more dead than alive.

Fatigue clawed at his mind and, although he tried to rise and go on, he could not. He pulled his cloak tight and curled up against a fallen tree. From the darkness came the whispery sounds of stealthy movements. Perhaps it was the elves, finally arriving. But he saw nothing, no one. Too exhausted, too ill, too filled with despair, he closed his eyes and fell into the uneasy darkness of tortured sleep.

 

[image: multi-metal-bar2]

 

"Treyas Beckering!"

The fierce whisper out of the alley's darkness stopped Treyas in mid-stride. His heartbeat quickened; he glanced up and down the familiar street, deserted at this late hour, and peered into the shadows of the hewed-stone wharf buildings.

"Who's there?" he called.

The elf's only response was the rasp of labored breathing. He drew the thin-bladed dagger at his belt, even though he had sensed urgency rather than hostility in the voice.

"Acer? Is that you?" he called softly. He swayed just slightly and reached out to steady himself on the nearest building. The brew he'd consumed just an hour earlier was beginning to sour in his gut. "Acer?" he hissed, calling the name of one of his drinking companions. He'd only just met the man, volunteering to help him unload his wagon. The man had reciprocated with several tankards of brew at the local pub. At just past fourteen years of age, Treyas had felt very grown up and manly sitting in the pub slurping the bitter ale. Now, he simply felt sick and stupid. He was reminded of stories he'd heard of such men befriending, then robbing and killing, a new acquaintance.

He nearly yelped aloud when a cloaked and hooded figure suddenly emerged from the darkness, a dwarf by the short stature and blocky build. He reached out, clamped one strong hand around Treyas' arm, and dragged him into the alley.

Treyas raised the dagger in panic, but the dwarf easily knocked it from his grasp, and pinned him to the stone wall. Treyas struggled to free himself, but dwarves were known for their strength. This one was no different, and he cuffed Treyas soundly alongside the head. The action sent Treyas' head spinning, and he sagged in the dwarf's grip.

"Cease!" the dwarf commanded, his voice rattling in his throat. "I've no time." He drew a breath, then wheezed out the rest of his words. "Take this to Aelfdene Valley, to Lidgerwood. No time. Run, boy!" He pressed what felt like a large coin into Treyas' palm, then thrust himself away and staggered into the darkness.

Heart pounding, Treyas ran. He darted down the alley, slid around the corner of the building, and made a dash for the docks, and safety. After a few moments, he forced himself to slow. Gods! What's the matter with me? he chastised himself. That dwarf didn't even threaten me and here I am, running like a frightened elfling.

He stopped and looked back toward the alleyway where he had dropped the dagger. Perhaps he should go back for it. No, he was already late. And besides, he had no wish to meet up with the dwarf again. He opened his fingers and squinted at the object the dwarf had given to him. It was a medallion of some sort, but he couldn't see it clearly in the cloud-filtered light of a full moon. He considered throwing it away, but curiosity stayed his hand. At the very least, he should look at it in better light before ridding himself of it. He slipped the object into the pocket of his coarsecloth tunic and hurried on. 

The town clock chimed the hour and Treyas grimaced. He was late, very late. He sent a fervent prayer to the Triad Gods that Quinlin would have gone to bed long before now. He could only imagine the lecture he would get arriving back to the boat past midnight and smelling of ale.

Still, it was so rare that he ever got the chance to go anywhere alone, he had relished in it. And now he would have hell to pay once he returned to Quinlin's boat. He caught at his breath as he rounded a corner and was hit full in the face with a searing blast of cold wind. It brought the smell of gutted fish, the salty tang of the sea and occasional traces of wood smoke from some distant fireplace. The weather in Ashali was not nearly so mild as that of his home province, Bailiwycke. Four days ago, he and Quinlin had left Bailiwycke with a hold full of vegetables wintered over on the coastal plains. By now, Quinlin would have loaded the last of their return cargo of silica-ore, and was no doubt waiting to cast off while the night wind was still freshening.

The thought sent Treyas into a half jog down the piers, and moments later he stepped aboard the boat that was the pride of his good friend, Quinlin Thomarius, an elf twelve years his senior. Usually nothing more than a sturdy fishnetter, once a year the boat was pressed into service to haul other cargo, its true mission to secure supplies Elek needed for his use as township Healer.

With a sigh of relief, Treyas entered the cabin. Quinlin was seated at the round pine table, head at rest on his arms, a cup of tea at his elbow. The elf looked up, green eyes flashing in the light of the ship's lantern suspended from an overhead beam. For an instant, Treyas saw relief there, before anger surfaced. Quinlin rose to his feet, towering over Treyas.

"Two hours, Treyas," he seethed, his voice rising with each word. "It should not have taken more than two hours to get those things for Elek. It's past midnight. What in Tor's hell have you been doing?"

Treyas winced, and looked with longing at the bunks built against one wall. He wanted nothing more than to crawl under his blankets and escape in sleep from Quinlin's anger. And from his ever growing nausea. At this moment, however, he was fixed in place, skewered against the cabin wall by Quinlin's angry words.

"I bent over backward to convince Elek to let you come on this trip without him," the tall elf raged. "You'd think you'd at least have the courtesy to abide by my rules. You were to go straight to town, get what I ordered, and return straight here!" His gaze flicked over Treyas, as his square jaw tightened. "Just look at you. You're a mess. What the hell happened? Where have you been?"

Treyas eased his pack from his shoulders, and self-consciously smoothed his wrinkled tunic. It felt a bit damp, and his hand touched the leather sheath hanging empty at his side. He wished now he'd gone back for the dagger--it belonged to Quinlin.

"I was... I got lost," he stammered.

"Lost in a township you don't know, in a country you don't know!" Quinlin fumed. "This is not Bailiwycke. This is a port town!  I know this place, its peoples. They know me. They don't know you. Not everyone here is accepting of elves. And you're smaller than most. Do you realize what a vulnerable target you made?" He paced several quick steps between the galley and the bunks and whirled again on Treyas, flinging up his hands. "Do you have any idea what Elek is going to say about this? I was supposed to be in charge of you, Treyas. I cannot for the life of me understand why I let you go out alone. I must have been mad! Damn!" He slammed one fist down on the table, sloshing the contents of the mug of tea.

Treyas had edged his way toward his bunk, not sure what to say. All of this talk of 'target', being 'vulnerable', and 'smaller than most' pounded at his head. "I got the things for Elek. They're in my pack. I'll just take this off," he said, untying the dagger sheath, "and then I'll help you--"

His words were cut off by Quinlin's gasp. The older elf reached out and drew Treyas into the circle of lamplight. "Blood! Gods, Trey! Are you hurt?" All signs of anger were immediately gone, snuffed out by worry.

Treyas looked down at the bright red stain. "No... I... no," he stammered. "He... the dwarf... he must have..."

"What dwarf? Where?" Quinlin demanded. "Why was he bleeding? What happened?"

Treyas fished in his pocket and drew out the object the dwarf had given him. The lamplight caught at silver, and Treyas saw now that it was indeed a medallion--with a distinctive pattern of three cutout whorls in a counterclockwise direction. A hole had been drilled through one of them to allow the object to be strung on a cord or chain.

"I don't know. I didn't know he was bleeding. He gave me this." He handed the medallion to the elf. "He told me to take that to Aelfdene Valley. To Lidgerwood. But why? What is it?"

Quinlin paused, examining the medallion. Finally, he sighed. "We'd better get this to Elek. If anyone would know something about it, he would." He turned, went to the map drawer and locked the medallion inside, then looked toward Treyas. "I wasn't supposed to let you out of my sight. If Elek finds out I let you go after supplies by yourself... Gods!" He rubbed at his face. "What was I thinking, letting you go off alone?"

Treyas frowned, his gaze on the locked drawer. He had no answer for the elf. Quinlin sighed, picked up his wool-knit cap and pulled it snug over his shoulder-length brown hair.

"I'm going to cast off. I'll feel better once we're away from this township and into our own waters." At the doorway, he turned. "Get rid of those stained clothes, clean yourself up and get to bed. There's no telling what dread disease you came into contact with during your little adventure. With a fair wind, we'll make Ravenscroft in three days. We'll know by then if you're coming down with something."

Treyas grimaced. "I only had a couple little meat pies and one mug of..." He broke off at Quinlin's scathing look. "I was careful."

"Careful!" Quinlin muttered. "Treyas, you and the word 'careful' are seldom mentioned in the same breath. And if you think for a moment that I believe in that one mug of ale story, you're sadly mistaken! You smell like a brewery, and you're swaying worse than the boat." He opened the door and paused, glancing back over his shoulder. "You might want to think on how Elek is going to feel about a fourteen year old drinking." The door fell shut behind him.

Treyas sighed and looked again at the drawer where the medallion lay. He rubbed his hands against his tunic, felt the dampness of the dwarf's blood, and recoiled from it. Revulsion seized him. He tore off the stained garment, flung it under the bunks, and went to the tiny galley to wash his hands. Quinlin was right. He already felt ill.
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By the time Quinlin's boat reached Bailiwycke, Treyas was sick. He had long ago retched up the ale he'd consumed, and had suffered two days of a pounding headache. Now, fever dulled his senses, and sent violent trembling though his body. His lungs burned with every rattling breath, leaving him weak and nauseous. Quinlin suspected he had either imbibed of tainted food, or had come down with the Wharfchills, an ailment commonly associated with seaports and their lack of cleanliness. He reassured Treyas that Elek would be able to cure him but the consequence meant that Elek would have to know the truth. There would be no way of getting around it. And Quinlin was sure to get a lecture, too. At least that part amused Treyas. He was still unclear, after all of these years, just what power Elek held over the elf.

Elek was a healer, and that alone made him revered. But there was more to it than that. The tall, muscular, raven-haired man commanded respect, especially from Quinlin. It was almost as if the elf were in his service. There were times when Treyas could swear he heard an unspoken Sir or M'Lord attached to Quinlin's conversations with the healer. 

As for Treyas, he had been Elek's ward as long as he could remember, although he was never really sure just how he came to be that ward. He knew only that Elek had taken in Treyas as an infant upon the death of Treyas' parents. Treyas had often wondered why an elfin family had not fostered him, but Elek had always refused to elaborate. And Treyas had never really pressed it. Still, there were times when he wondered if it was his mother or his father whose hair had been the color of a summer moon; which one's eyes had been blue and which one's green, for he had one of each color. It was something that few people had ever seen. Elek had devised an herbal eye drop, which turned the blue eye to green. It only lasted one day, and it stung like fire, but Elek insisted that it be used every day, without fail. He hadn't told Treyas the reasons why he was so adamant, and there were some things Treyas had learned not to press the man on.

Now, finally safe at home, he lay in bed, huddled beneath the well-patched coverlets, relishing the warmth from the flames in the fieldstone fireplace, and listening to the somewhat heated discussion that was taking place in the kitchen. He couldn't hear much of it, but certain words stood out. "Dwarf" and "medallion" were two to be expected, but Treyas shuddered at the mention of "lost" and "ale". He closed his eyes and pulled the quilts over his head.

Moments later, someone entered the room and he lowered the coverlets enough to watch Elek approach the bed. In his hand was a pewter mug, and Treyas could already smell its pungent contents. "I don't need that," Treyas said quickly.

Elek glared at him and held out the mug. Resigned, Treyas sat up and took it. Experience told him to down the contents in one big gulp, and he did so, then wrinkled his nose at the aftertaste. "Gods, did I actually buy some of this stuff?"

"Medicine is not 'stuff'," Elek retorted. He took the empty mug and set it on the table beside the bed. Treyas slid back under the covers, waiting for the lecture to begin. Instead, Elek limped toward the window, still favoring the sprained knee that had kept him from going to Ashali. He opened the shutters, letting the spring air flood in. Treyas breathed deeply of the mingled scents, picturing what Elek saw: the early-green of the fields, the trees just coming into leaf, and the sea beyond, ruffled with whitecaps.

For a long time, Elek stared out, silent. When at last he turned, Treyas was startled to see the depth of sorrow that lay in his dark eyes.

"Elek, I'm sorry," he mumbled, guilt overwhelming him. "I know you're upset--"

"Upset?" Elek interrupted, his thick black eyebrows lifting in surprise. "Upset does not begin to cover it, Treyas. However," he drew a deep, melancholy breath, "I fear there is something more worrisome than my anger for you to deal with." He held out the medallion, which he had strung on a leather cord. Treyas had almost forgotten about it, but now had a curious yearning to hold it again.

"Do you know what this is?" Elek asked, then drew it close, studying it with a look of weary melancholy. He answered his own question. "No, of course you couldn't know."

The tone in Elek's voice sent chills down Treyas' spine. He had never seen his guardian in such a despondent mood before and it frightened him. Elek hobbled to the side of the bed and gently placed the cord around Treyas' neck, laying the medallion on the elf's chest.

"You sleep now," Elek said softly. "We'll talk later." He patted Treyas' shoulder, picked up the mug and left the room.

Treyas stared after him, confused. "But I'm not sleepy," he called. There was no answer, and he reached up to touch the medallion. He twisted it in his hands, watching the firelight dance off the silver. It was beautiful, probably expensive. He wondered again why the dwarf had given it to him. And what Elek had meant by his questions. How could he know what the medallion was? He'd never seen it before that night in the alley. Still, as he watched it shimmer and glitter, it stirred something deep inside of him. Despite his insistence that he was not sleepy, his eyelids drooped wearily, and he closed his fingers about the medallion. As he drifted off to sleep, he realized Elek had slipped a sleep potion into the medicine.

When he next woke, the sunlight of late afternoon streamed through his window, trailed across the floor, and over his bed. The house was quiet, although he heard someone chopping wood in the distance. He assumed it was Talbot, an elf several years his senior who had been recruited to help Elek in Treyas' absence.

He pushed the covers aside and sat up. Although his chest still hurt, the fever had dissipated. Hunger had crept in to replace it. He put on his robe and slippers, stepped quietly into the hallway, and peeked into Elek's room, across from his. It was empty.

Treyas shuffled down the narrow hall toward the small, tidy kitchen. It was also empty, although water bubbled in a kettle suspended on a bronze arm over the fire, and the pine-slab table had been set for tea. Treyas glanced through the window and saw a tall, sturdy elf headed toward the cottage, arms laden with wood. Treyas opened the door for him.

"Hoi, Treyas!" Talbot said, dark eyes sparkling with pleasure. "I'm surprised to see you up. Elek said you were pretty sick."

"I'm better, now," Treyas replied. "Where's Elek?"

Talbot dumped his armload of wood into the box beside the fireplace. "He went to town an hour or so ago."

Treyas wondered what errand had been urgent enough for Elek to venture that far with his sore knee.

Talbot eyed the medallion lying against Treyas' nightrobe. "That's nice," he said, his tone wistful. "Did you get it in Ashali?"

Treyas nodded. "It's a long story. I'll tell you about it."

"It's better left untold." Elek's voice came from the hallway, startling both elves, and Elek limped into the room. He glanced at Talbot. "Tea, please, Talbot." He glanced at Treyas, his scowl deepening. "Have we forgotten something this morning?"

Treyas frowned, then rolled his eyes. "It's just Talbot, Elek. He's seen my eyes before."

"Just the same, it is something you should make a habit of," Elek said. "If you do not use it everyday, the effects will dissipate. Go."

Treyas did as ordered, and returned to the kitchen dabbing at his eye. Tea had been poured and a plate of oatcakes set out. Talbot turned to Elek. "I've brought in the wood. Is there anything else you'll be needing tonight?"

Elek shook his head and waved his hand in dismissal, obviously preoccupied. He stepped into the pantry where he kept his herbs and medicaments. Talbot shot an empathetic glance at Treyas and slipped out the back door, closing it quietly behind him. Elek returned to the counter, holding several small bottles and bags, and Treyas sighed as the Healer began to prepare another dose of medicine.

It would be useless to argue about taking it, so Treyas savored the refreshing taste of the mint tea while he waited. At least Elek hadn't launched into a lecture about the ale. Treyas was sure it would come, along with a nasty punishment, but for now he was content to leave things alone. Finally, Elek turned and sat down at the table, placing another mug in front of Treyas.

"We're expecting company tonight," he said.

Treyas could not mask his surprise. Elek rarely entertained visitors. He had always been fiercely protective of his and Treyas' privacy, almost to the point of unreason. When his services as Healer were needed, he always went to the patient. With the exception of Quinlin and Talbot, no one ever came to the cottage. It hadn't bothered Treyas when he was small, but now with his fifteenth year approaching, he had a yearning to see other places, meet new people. Perhaps this visitor would be a respite in the otherwise tightly restricted life he'd led up until now.

"Really?" Treyas asked. "Who?"

"An old friend," Elek answered. "He should be here soon." He nudged the mug closer to Treyas. "You'll take it now while it's fresh or later when it's not. The only difference is the taste."

Treyas grimaced, but took the medicine and followed it with several quick swallows of tea. He wanted to ask questions about their coming visitor, but Elek's stern countenance stilled his tongue. It was obvious the man didn't want to discuss it further, so they sat in silence for a long time, while the fire burned low and the tea cooled. Treyas picked absently at the oatcakes, curiosity stilling his previous hunger. Elek had spread out some maps and scrolls before him, and was studying them intently. Questions from Treyas about the reason went unanswered. The shadows grew long, the room quiet except for an occasional hiss when the flames touched pitch. When a soft knock came at the door, Treyas started. Elek rose, relief visible on his face, and limped hurriedly to open the door.

Treyas' eyes widened and he sucked in his breath. Gods, she was beautiful! An ankle-length garment of white satin enhanced her small, lithe form. Her skin was the color of strong tea, and hair like burnt copper tumbled over her shoulders. She had a wild, almost feral, look about her and her cheeks were flushed with excitement or haste, or perhaps both. In her small, delicate hands she carried a polished ashwood scepter, and Treyas knew at once that she was a wizard. She appeared to be about Quinlin's age and, as she appraised Treyas through clear, amber eyes, he found himself wishing he were much older. Elek seemed as shocked as he was at seeing her.

"Drisana?" he questioned. He peered past her as if he expected someone else.

She smiled and placed one delicate hand on his forearm. "Grandfather thought it best that I come alone."

Elek's gaze shot back to her, then he hurriedly ushered her inside, then closed and bolted the door. Treyas watched in increasing confusion. It was not like Elek to act so uneasy. He turned toward Treyas.

"Drisana, this is Treyas. Treyas, Drisana."

She appraised Treyas with a small smile. "Well met," she said, her voice like a thousand melodies.

Treyas could do nothing but stare. Elek took her cloak and pack and motioned for her to sit. She did so, placing her scepter on the table before her, never taking her gaze from Treyas. He realized she was looking at the medallion that hung about his neck. With an embarrassed flush, he remembered he was still wearing his nightshirt and robe. He rose, nearly upsetting his tea mug.

"I'll go change," he mumbled.

Elek stopped him with a firm grip to his arm. "Don't worry about your state of dress. Sit down." For a moment he regarded Treyas thoughtfully, as if reluctant to speak at all. Then finally, he sat down, his gaze again moving to Drisana. "By yourself? All of that way by yourself?"

She smiled at him, as one would a feeble-minded elder. "Yes."

Elek shook his head in obvious discontent, but said nothing further about it. That surprised Treyas. Elek wasn't predisposed to accepting any sort of condescending behavior. Treyas wondered just who this girl was that she could act so and get away with it. He started when Elek turned toward him.

"Tell me what you know of the Elfin Wars."

Treyas frowned, caught off guard by the strange demand. "Why?"

"Speak it," Elek prodded, his voice holding exasperation and irritation.

Treyas sighed, but did as asked, not wishing to rouse Elek's anger any further. He condensed the hours of learning into one, well-practiced speech, one that had always seemed to satisfy his tutor. "A Dresari elf by the name of Aobe tried to take possession of Glede with the power of dark magic. Much of the land was devastated; thousands of its inhabitants were killed. Finally, Aobe was destroyed." 

Elek sighed, clearly exasperated, obviously not as accepting as the tutor had been. "I suppose that will do. Tell me what you know of magic."

Treyas frowned, feeling as if he were being tested. He wondered if Drisana was some sort of tutor fetched to improve his knowledge. Not that he couldn't use some tutoring. His knowledge of magic was pathetically weak. He had never really seen reason to study something that didn't exist anyway. Still, he was careful in how he answered this question, hoping to assure Elek he did indeed know something. "There are many different kinds of magic. Not everyone is capable of using magic. Elfin magic was the foundation for the others. But elfin magic was removed from the land by King Gwillim, a Jerudda elf, which is why the others are now so hard to command. And," he groped for something to add, then finished with a flourish. "Magic is divided into light and dark, dark being more powerful than light."

Elek glared at him, obviously displeased, and Treyas slouched in his chair, scowling, as Elek explained. "Magic does not break down into light and dark. They are not separate entities. There are only different levels of use."

"But I've always heard that Aobe used dark magic," Treyas pointed out.

"Aobe used powerful magic, Treyas. Sometimes it is called dark magic because to access it, one must delve deeply into the magic. People have associated deep with dark, such as going into a cave, or digging a hole. The deeper you go, the more powerful the magic, hence the darker the magic, as some would say. It is possible to go deeply into any of the magics, Treyas. Aobe chose to delve very deeply into the elfin magic, accessing its darkest side. That is the power he commanded. It is often called necromancy."

Treyas started. "Necromancy? But I thought that was working with the dead?"

"True necromancy is. And it requires very powerful magic. But by association, deep uses of magic are also called necromancy, even though they may have nothing at all to do with raising the dead."

Treyas grimaced, not even wanting to think about raising the dead. In fact, all he could think about was going back to bed to nurse his hangover. He drew a deep breath and looked from Elek to Drisana and back. "So, what does this have to do with me?"

Elek countered with another question, one which threw Treyas into a panic. "Why was elfin magic removed from the land?"

Treyas stared at him blankly. "Well, I, um, I would guess that..." He stopped, then shrugged weakly. He supposed his tutor had told him, but he really didn't remember.

Elek sighed, shaking his head, his annoyance obvious. "Just what did Hitrem teach you?" he snapped.

Treyas winced and quickly came to the defense of his tutor. "He did talk of it, Elek, but I just can't bring it up right now. My head hurts too much."

"And whose fault is that?" Elek demanded.

"Elek?" Drisana put in quietly.

Elek's gaze darted to the young woman, then he waved one hand through the air, as if dismissing the whole thing. "You're right. I can take this up with Hitrem later." He looked back to Treyas. "The two most powerful magics are elfin and sorcery. Sorcery magic has been banned from Glede for many years. And King Gwillim feared that if any elfin magic were to remain, it could be twisted and used for evil, just as Aobe had done. By his commandment all of the elfin magic that could easily be accessed was locked away."

"Locked away?" Treyas asked, suddenly interested. "I thought the elfin magic was destroyed."

"Magic cannot be destroyed," Drisana put in. "It can only be redirected, Warded or contained, and even then it's a struggle. It's been contained in the Triskelion for many years."

"Wait a minute!" Treyas cried. "I remember that. Hitrem said the Triskelion was divided into two pieces, the Circlet and the Key. The Circlet went to the King of the North, in Odora Dava, who put it in the protection of the gryphons in the Archives on the Devils' Hold. The Key went to the wizards." He looked at Drisana. "To your people."

Drisana nodded. "We placed a spell on it and hid it in a place of safety."

Treyas smiled, pleased with himself. Still, he couldn't figure out why all of this was being brought up. Unless, he was right - Drisana had been hired as a new tutor for him. He appraised her again. He guessed it wouldn't be too bad to have her for a teacher. At the least she was certainly more attractive than Hitrem. Plus, she was young and female. His smile widened at the thought of sharing hours alone with her, and he lost himself in her beautiful amber eyes. When she smiled back at him, he thought he would melt.

Elek cleared his throat, startling Treyas and bringing him back to the fore. He felt his cheeks grow hot, and he quickly averted his gaze. "So," he said, his voice squeaking unexpectedly. He turned his gaze on Elek. "Is Drisana going to be my new teacher?"

"Teacher?" Elek echoed, his eyebrows lifting in surprise.

Treyas shrugged. "Well, I thought you were quizzing me, trying to find out how much I knew. I admit, I guess I don't know as much as I should."

"You guess?"

Treyas rolled his eyes. "All right. I don't know as much as I should. But, Elek, I don't really see much point in learning about magic when there isn't any here to use anyway."

"It is here, Treyas!" Elek snapped. "It's all around us. We just can't use it!" He slammed his hand down on the table, startling both Treyas and Drisana.

"What do you mean?" Treyas asked. "I thought you said the elfin magic was locked up." His head was starting to spin, and he thought longingly of his bed.

 "Elek," Drisana said quietly. "Elfin magic will suffice. You'll see."

Treyas' confusion increased. "Suffice for what? What are you two talking about?"

Elek studied Drisana a moment longer, his anger seeming to calm, then he turned his gaze on Treyas. "There are always those who seek ultimate power, Treyas, who are not content with what they have. In this case, it's a wizard. His name is Colare. He split from the Wizard's House about twelve years ago. Since then, he has set about destroying all those who would oppose him. Each user of magic who is killed is one less obstacle in what he seeks - absolute power."

Treyas gaped at him. "Just like Aobe," he breathed. "But why can't someone just find him and...and imprison him...or..." 

"I'm afraid that Colare has proved to be very elusive. And he has many minions who help protect him. At the same time they carry out his orders on the promise of a wondrous life under his rule. They have attacked random targets all over Glede."

Treyas felt his stomach knot up. He hadn't heard about that. But then, he didn't usually hear about things unless Elek decided he needed to. "Do you think they'll come here?"

Elek paused, then sighed. "In due time, I expect they will. That is why we must stop Colare."

"But how?'

"With elfin magic," Drisana said. "From the Triskelion."

 Treyas looked at her confused. "But the Triskelion is in two places. And one of those is locked up by the wizard magic.

Drisana smiled faintly. "Not anymore," she said and pointed to the medallion Treyas wore.

Treyas started, one hand reaching for the medallion.  "This is the Triskelion?" he breathed. He held it up, watching the firelight sparkled on the silver.

"It is the Key. The High Wizard sent an emissary to retrieve the medallion before the House fell." 

Treyas looked at Drisana, his eyes wide. "You?"

She shook her head. "No. The dwarf."

Again, Treyas was startled. "How do you know about him?"

"I was in Ashali as well. Unfortunately, the dwarf was found before I could help him."

A cold chill crept across Treyas' skin, and he reflexively touched at his chest, remembering how the dwarf's blood had dampened his clothing. "What happened to him?"

"He is dead."

Treyas felt the color drain from his face. "Dead? Why? Dwarfs don't have magic. Do they?"

Elek shook his head. "No, they do not. However, Colare desired what the dwarf held, what you now wear."

"Why? He can't use elfin magic." Treyas fingered the medallion nervously.

"But if he has it, neither can the elves. And Colare will become what he seeks: Lord Wizard." He paused, placing one hand atop Treyas', and looked into the boy's eyes. "The Key must be taken to Lidgerwood. It must be combined with the power of the Circlet to release the elfin magic for the elves to use. King Brann van Tannen of Odora Dava should already be en-route to the Archives to retrieve the Circlet."

Treyas swallowed hard and looked again at the medallion. It felt strange in his hand, warm and alive. And achingly familiar. He didn't want to give it up. Still... He made to slip the medallion off over his head. 

Elek gripped Treyas' arm, preventing him from doing so. "You cannot give it back, Treyas. I suppose your path in life was chosen the minute you were born. I wish it could be different. I wish you had never been in Ashali. I wish the dwarf could have taken the medallion. It would have been safer."

"Fate dictates all," Drisana said quietly. "You know that."

Elek scowled. "Yes, yes, I know. Still, I don't understand. This task should have fallen to--" He broke off suddenly, then brushed one hand through the air, dismissing the rest of his sentence. "Well, that is neither here nor there. The decision has been made and, like it or not, I must abide by it."

Still holding the cord in one hand, Treyas took a deep, trembling breath. "What decision?" When he got no answer, he tried again, uneasy. "Elek, what decision? Why can't I give it back? Someone has to take it to Lidgerwood, don't they? Who?"

"You."

Treyas' eyes widened, his uneasiness giving way to panic. "What? Why? Just because that dwarf gave it to me? What if I don't want to go?"

They both looked at him with compassion.

"You were not given the choice," Elek said, and patted Treyas' hand. "Go on to bed. We will talk tomorrow."

"Bed!" Treyas cried, coming to his feet. "How can I go to bed? Elek, that dwarf died because of this! And you're telling me to go to bed?"

"Elek," Drisana interrupted. "The killers were valley trolls."

Elek's eyebrows rose. "In Kasal? How odd." He huffed out an irritated breath. "Then it's safe to assume they will be in Bailiwycke sooner than later." He rose. "You're right. You cannot go on to bed. Not now. Stay here with Drisana. Get packed. I'm going to fetch Quinlin."

"Quinlin? Why?"

Elek snatched his cloak off the peg by the door. "He will accompany you to Lidgerwood."

"What about you? Aren't you coming?"

Elek hesitated. "No, at least not at once. I will join you when I can. I have urgent business to attend to that may stop all of this insanity before it gets out of hand." Without waiting for further argument, he hurried outside, closing the door tightly behind him.

Drisana sighed and, for the first time, fear showed in her eyes as she regarded Treyas. "Colare has the land under watch. Our only advantage is that he knows neither you nor I--and that may prove a small advantage indeed."
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Jansson woke slowly, his head reeling, his cheek pressed against the cold ground. The full moon, low in the eastern sky, told him it was early night. With a moan, he tried to roll over and realized his hands were bound behind his back. He didn't remember being struck, but the painful throbbing behind his left ear left no doubt he had been. He only wondered why. Frantically, he struggled against his bonds and was rewarded with a hard kick to the ribs. His breath hissed out in agony, and he focused his eyes on the being that stood over him. His heart lurched. A Valley Troll.

The ugly creature hunkered close to him and grinned, further twisting his already disfigured countenance. One ear and the tip of his nose were missing. Beneath a mat of filthy black hair, his sallow, leathery face was a mass of jagged scars that continued down his neck and disappeared under the neck opening of his goatskin shirt. In one hand he held an open flask. He burped, emitting a rancid odor that had to come from something very unlike the fine wines served in Mayfaire Palace. "Thought you were so clever, huh, Princeling?"

Jansson had never been called a princeling before--no one would have dared--but he knew the epithet. Anger coursed through him, and he set his jaw, narrowing his eyes.

"Thought we couldn't track you here, huh?" the troll continued, rising again. "Easiest capture I ever made. Laid out like you was waiting for me. Trolls are the greatest trackers in the world, and I am the master. Pampered little Princeling." The troll lodged another kick to Jansson's ribs. 

Despite his resolve, Jansson cried out in agony.

The troll took another swig from his flask, then pulled his dagger and leered down at Jansson. "How about we cut some of those sweet little curls from your head, Princeling?"

"Whit! Enough!" An older troll shouted at him from his seat near a campfire in the small clearing. He rose and stomped toward Whit.

Whit turned on him, staggering. "What you going to do about it, Steg?" he challenged.

Steg replied with a swift blow to Whit's head, knocking him senseless to the ground, then leaned over Jansson. His breath whistled through holes left by several missing teeth. "Whit may be a master tracker, but he is a fool. A dead prince is no prize at all."

He wore Jansson's cloak, thrown carelessly over his filthy clothing. The smell of Steg's poorly tanned hide, still showing patches of goat hair, nauseated Jansson as the troll bent down and hauled him roughly to his feet. Steg looked him over for a long moment, then took another drink from the flask he held in his other hand. A hand missing two fingers. With a malicious gleam in his eye, the old troll pulled Jansson's head back by a handful of hair and poured some of the ale into his mouth.

Jansson sputtered and choked, then gagged as the vile liquid burned a passage to his stomach. Steg turned toward the campfire and addressed the three trolls sprawled there. Including Steg and Whit, who still lay unconscious, that made five of them, and any thought of escape fled Jansson's mind when he saw the heavy, curved swords bound at each troll's waist.

"You see," Steg mocked. "The boy is worthy to be a prince. Even keeps troll ale in the belly!"

The others laughed, a raucous sound that fouled the clean night air, as Steg roughly thrust Jansson toward the fire. A long dagger appeared in Steg's good hand, flashing in the firelight. Jansson's gut tightened and he squeezed his eyes closed, waiting for the feel of cold metal to skin. Instead, the troll pushed him down. "Sit!"

Jansson did as he was told. Steg sliced off a chunk of meat from one of the small animals roasting over the fire and shoved a handful of it against Jansson's mouth, forcing it in. The taste was not unpleasant, and Jansson was hungry. He ate willingly, stopping only when Steg did. Once again, the troll held the flask to Jansson's lips and poured the bitter ale down his throat. Though Jansson's eyes teared he managed not to gag this time. At least the putrid ale served to deaden the pain in his bruised ribs.

With a look upward at the night sky, Steg stood and yanked Jansson to his feet. The other trolls rose as well and shouldered their packs. The hilt of Ghel's sword protruded from the one Steg picked up, and suddenly Jansson remembered his father's ring. His gaze went to his tunic, then back to Steg. If Steg had Ghel's sword, and Jansson's cloak, it was likely he had the ring as well. Once again, anger raced through Jansson. 

"Walk," Steg commanded, and pushed Jansson forward. The others followed. No one paid any attention to Whit, leaving him where he lay.

Jansson wondered if these were members of the same legion that had attacked Mayfaire. If so, the horses they had stolen must have been ridden to death. This band seemed accustomed to walking, however, and prodded him along for the rest of the night, stopping occasionally for another round of ale.

Each time, Jansson was forced to drink as well, and it wasn't long before the intake of liquor began to affect him. His legs, already tired from his earlier flight through the forest, were weak and trembling. More than once he stumbled and fell. Each time, Steg would haul him back to his feet and shove him roughly ahead. Finally, at daybreak, the group stopped and Jansson slumped wearily to the ground.

The trolls threw down their packs and kindled a small fire. Three of them disappeared into the surrounding woods to hunt for breakfast, leaving Steg alone with Jansson. He watched the large troll through eyes heavy with fatigue, pain and drunkenness. Steg brought out his dagger and began to sharpen it on a whetstone.

"Where are you taking me?" Jansson finally asked, his speech slurred almost to the point of being unintelligible. "What use am I to you?"

Steg glanced at him, then returned to his task. He tested the blade edge against one finger, then, apparently satisfied, returned the weapon to its sheath and came to stand before him. Jansson braced himself for another kick, but Steg merely hunkered down beside him. "Of no use to me," he hissed. "To the Lord Wizard, though..."

Jansson drew back as far as he dared from the scarred face and the fetid breath. "Lord Wizard?"

"You ever hear of Aobe?" Steg paused. "Nothing compared to the Lord Wizard. Nothing."

Jansson knew something of Aobe, but his knowledge was by no means thorough. Still, he gathered that someone else had decided to follow in Aobe's footsteps; this time a wizard. And as before, the trolls were being used as mercenaries. It would explain much. While Jansson had not been formally briefed on the events in his father's kingdom, he had caught at bits and pieces of conversation. Enough to know that frequent skirmishes had been waged throughout Odora Dava and the adjoining countries. He hadn't realized that trolls were involved, however. He shuddered, remembering the stories of troll brutality. They'd kill their own if it was to their benefit.

He also knew something of the power of wizards, who had been frequent visitors to the palace. Although most of what he'd seen had been done for his amusement, he gathered they were capable of far more than what he had witnessed.

Steg leaned forward, eyes narrowed, his voice barely above a whisper. "'Course, me and you could strike some sort of bargain. Say, your magic for your freedom." 

"Magic?" Jansson stared at him blankly.

"Don't play stupid! I want the same thing the Lord Wizard wants. You show me the Bloodfire magic, I show you more leniency than he ever would."

Jansson shook his head. "I don't have any magic."

The response was not what the troll wanted, and Steg cuffed him soundly, nearly toppling him. Jansson's ears rang from the impact. 

As the other three trolls strode into camp, several squirrels hanging from their belts, Steg rose. "We'll talk again," he muttered, and joined his companions.

They ate in silence, Steg again cutting off chunks of the meat for Jansson. The trolls guzzled a quantity of ale; it seemed to be the only thing they carried in their packs. Before he lay down to sleep like the others, Steg allowed Jansson the chance to relieve himself and stretch his sore arms, before again binding him securely. The old troll tied Jansson's ankles, but said nothing more of the Bloodfire.

And so it went for the next two days, the long silent march through moonlit darkness and the making of camp with daybreak. The terrain was rugged, with patches of shale slides between thick stands of spruce and cone trees. At least Steg had rebound Jansson's hands at the front, which helped tremendously with both his balance and his pain. The trolls camped only in the few clearings and only during the daylight hours. It was as if something in the dark woods frightened them and made them keep moving, something that they did not have concern for in the light of day.

Each morning, Steg asked about the magic. Each morning, Jansson denied his knowledge of it and Steg forced the ale down his throat. Jansson had never consumed so much liquor and his stomach felt as if it were being eaten away from the inside out. He spent a lot of time vomiting instead of sleeping, and his energy was sapped from too much of one and not enough of the other. Still they marched on, the trolls uncaring of his plight.

On the third day, the routine changed. The three hunter trolls had gone out as usual, leaving Steg and Jansson alone. Usually, the old troll left Jansson tied until the others had returned. It was only then that he was allowed to relieve himself and stretch again. This morning, though, as soon as his comrades had left, the old troll hauled Jansson to his feet and unbound his hands, no doubt believing there was nothing Jansson could do in his current state of exhaustion. Jansson flexed his arms, grimacing at the pain the movement brought. Steg smirked and shoved the hilt of a heavy troll blade into his hand. Immediately, the sword tip dropped to the ground, Jansson's muscles cramped and aching from days of misuse and restraint. He stared at Steg, confused and fearful, but pleased to feel a weapon in his hands again.

"I hear Davans are pretty good with a sword. Especially those of royal blood. I've gone soft. Let's see how good you really are."

He swung forward with Ghel's blade, whisking it within inches of Jansson's face. Instinctively, Jansson brought his sword up in a two-handed block, trying to ignore the pain that shot through his arms. He was no match for Steg, especially in his present condition, and with a blade not matched to his size or strength. Still, his years of sword training took over, and he effectively countered most of what Steg tossed his way. But the troll was strong and quick, Jansson, weak and out of shape. Time and again, he caught the flat side of Steg's blade in a stinging slap.

They had sparred for nearly a quarter of an hour--Steg barely working at it, Jansson panting and staggering under the other's blows--when a shriek of pain came from the woods around them. Instantly, Steg struck Jansson with one muscular arm, knocking him to the ground, where he lay still, thankful that the torturous session had ended prematurely. The sword had been knocked from his grasp, but was within easy reach. Still, he was too weak and exhausted to retrieve it and soon lost his chance as the hunting trolls burst into camp. There were only two of them and their faces were contorted with fear.

They babbled in their native tongue, their swords flashing in the morning light, as they glanced furtively about the clearing. The only word Jansson understood was karkadann and he needed no further explanation. Many a Davan traveler had come up against the large wolf-like creature that inhabited the Baran-Ree forests. Most did not live to tell about it. Jansson had thought the animals to be nocturnal, but here they were, attacking in daylight. Even though he would be easy prey for the vicious beasts, he was nonetheless pleased that his troll captors now numbered one less.

Apparently Steg saw his look of satisfaction, for he hauled Jansson to his feet and rebound his arms, jerking the leather cord fiercely. Jansson bit his lip against the pain. The trolls broke camp without breakfast and marched at a steady pace the remainder of the day and night. Jansson's body screamed for rest and food and when, at last, they stopped, he collapsed upon the ground, his muscles quivering.

There was no further incident that morning, and sleep came easily to Jansson. Even the incessant burning of the ale and thoughts of being stalked by karkadann could not keep him awake. At nightfall he was roughly roused, and once more the trolls took to the trail. Morning came, and again the karkadann made their presence known, leaving only Steg, one hunter troll and Jansson.

The next morning the two remaining trolls argued as to who would go for food. Steg's size and strength decided the matter, and the hunter shuffled off into the forest. The old troll sat near the fire, fingering his dagger nervously, his gaze darting about the black-needled cone trees surrounding him. When the shriek Jansson had hoped for echoed through the forest, Steg rose swiftly with a yelp of rage. He turned on Jansson with such ferocity that he fully expected the troll to run him through.

"It's you, isn't it?" Steg seethed. "It's the magic of the Bloodfire. You use it against us!" He hauled Jansson to his feet, pulled him close, and brought the edge of the dagger's blade against his neck. "Tell me what it is, boy! Tell me the magic!"

A stealthy movement rustled the bushes to their left. Steg threw Jansson to the ground, dropped his dagger and brought his sword to the ready. The movement shifted, coming from the woods on their right. Again Steg turned, his sallow face beaded with sweat. Jansson sat up quickly and scooted backward. He pressed against a large boulder, his hands twisting frantically at his bonds. How could he escape the karkadann, bound and with no weapon, when the trolls could not?

Again the movement shifted. A small band of Dresari elves burst from the trees, swarmed silently across the rocks, and over Steg. In seconds, the old troll fell lifeless, never having swung his sword.
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Treyas paced the small kitchen anxiously. He was dressed in riding clothes: leather tunic belted at the waist and woolen leggings tucked into knee-high laced boots. His heavy winter travel cloak and a bulging pack lay at hand. Elek had been gone far longer than Treyas had expected, returning well after midnight. Drisana had settled into a chair by the hearth and had remained there, quiet, yet clearly on the alert. It had made Treyas edgy, and finally he had retired to his own room in an attempt at sleep. Still, every sound outside the cottage brought him awake and to his feet. In his imagination, murderers crept stealthily about the grounds, just waiting for a chance to slit his throat. It was with immense relief that he finally heard Elek call out to Drisana, then open the front door of the small cottage.

Treyas had meant to quiz Elek on his whereabouts, but exhaustion had won out and he had fallen into uneasy sleep. He was up with the first rays of morning sunshine, and his fears set with the moon. Despite all that had been said, he could not suppress a certain amount of excitement that tinged this journey. For the first time in his life, he was going on a true adventure. And just the thought that he was going to set foot in Lidgerwood sent chills running down his spine.

The sound of familiar voices carried from outside. He drained his mug of tea, collected his gear and stepped onto the porch. Quinlin had led three saddled horses from the stable and was securing his pack to one. Elek stood nearby.

"Hoi, Treyas!" Quinlin called. "So, how are you this morning? Elek's medicine working yet? Need another dose?"

Treyas made a face at the older elf's teasing, then moved aside as the door opened behind him and Drisana stepped onto the porch. She was dressed in the same traveling attire as he and Quinlin, although her leathers were of a pale gray.

Quinlin stopped what he was doing, staring in unabashed appreciation. Treyas rolled his eyes as Elek introduced them, adding, "Drisana will go with you."

Quinlin smiled and walked toward the porch. There was no mistaking the pleasure he got from Elek's announcement. He bowed in greeting, then kissed the back of the wizard's hand, barely shifting his gaze to Treyas as he spoke. "The morning is getting on. If we're to reach Falwel-Jarre by nightfall, we'd best be on our way."

Treyas looked up at Elek. "Falwel-Jarre? Why are we going there?"

"That will be your first stop-over," Elek replied. "From there you will continue to the Abbey then to Wayland, which is the easiest north pass over the mountains. Hopefully, I will meet up with you there."

Treyas frowned. "I still don't see why you can't come with me now," he mumbled.

Elek sighed and patted his shoulder. "I've already told you why. I don't wish to get into it again. Do you have your eye drops?" At Treyas' nod, he continued. "Remember to use them, without fail, every day."

"Why? What does it matter?"

"Do as I say," Elek replied. "Quinlin will see to it that you do."

Treyas' frown deepened, but when he started to protest, Elek held up his hand. His eyes were filled with the same sorrow and fear Treyas had seen the day before. Then, the usually undemonstrative man drew Treyas close and embraced him tightly. When Elek released him, tears glistened on the man's cheeks.

"Come back to me, Treyas Beckering," he said, his voice thick with emotion.

Trepidation rushed through Treyas. "I promise," he said, then quickly swung into the saddle. His heart heavy, his excitement doused, he put his heels to the roan's sides and, with a final wave at his guardian, followed the others out of the glen.

They traveled at a brisk pace across the coastal plains until late morning, stopping only occasionally to rest and to water the horses. By noon, they had reached a wide, well-traveled byway. On both sides of the road ahead lay open cropland and pastures. To their left rose forested foothills. This was the longest Treyas had ever ridden on horseback, and his backside ached. When Drisana reined her horse in and stopped, he hoped it was for another brief rest. 

Drisana scanned the roadway, then looked at Quinlin. "Is there another way to Falwel-Jarre?"

Quinlin nodded and gestured to the hills. A narrow overgrown trail meandered away into a stand of dark woods. "I think that trail eventually comes back to the main road. Why?"

"Then let's go that way." Without explanation, Drisana turned her mount toward the trail. Quinlin glanced at Treyas and shrugged, then followed. Treyas looked back with longing at the warmth of the lowlands, wondering if this other path would lengthen their travel time.

The woods soon became dense and the narrow path rutted, cut here and there by small streams that rushed downhill. The trio paused for a moment to don their hooded cloaks when the air took on a chill indicative of snow. The sunglow bushes were mere bundles of umber sticks, their leathery leaves furled tightly against the cold. A jackdaw perching among them looked like a purple-black seedpod. Bad weather seemed imminent, and Treyas was again reminded of how cold the highlands could be in the early springtime.

For a time, Quinlin broke the uncomfortable stillness by softly singing an old elfin tune, but eventually his words died away, and the group pressed on in complete silence. The slope gradually increased and the horses' breath steamed as they labored up the incline. The footing became soft and mucky and, more than once, the heavy steeds slipped and stumbled. At last, Quinlin brought his horse to a halt.

"We can ride no farther," he said.

Treyas slid from the roan's back and turned to assist Drisana, but Quinlin was already helping her down. Treyas sighed with disappointment, then flushed when Quinlin glanced his way. Drisana seemed not to notice, as she tilted her head back, her gaze uneasily searching beyond the dark canopy of leaves; then, gathering her horse's reins, she continued along the trail.

They walked for several hours, the little-used path sometimes almost indiscernible in the heavy undergrowth. More than once, fallen trees or a tumble of rocks necessitated a detour. Treyas wondered again why Drisana had chosen this difficult route when the main road would have served so well. He was tired, covered in a cold sweat, and hungry. Plus he couldn't shake a feeling of dread, which only increased the further he got from home. He wanted nothing more than to turn around and go home. He certainly didn't want to be witness to Quinlin wooing Drisana. Reason told him that she was more Quinlin's age than his, and that he was really too young to be wooing anyone, but he didn't feel like listening to reason at the moment. He scowled at the mushy ground, then nearly ran into Quinlin when the elf stopped in front of him.

"We're off course." Quinlin murmured. "This path should have joined the road long ago."

Treyas looked to Drisana, fatigue and the sting of her perceived rejection edging his words with anger. "We should have stayed on the road then."

"It was too open." Her retort was swift.

"Well," Quinlin said in a soothing voice, "there's nothing to do but move on."

Treyas frowned, but had no argument, and followed sullenly. The walk became monotonous, the placing of one foot in front of the other. Small pockets of snow dotted the path, and the air became increasingly chill. Shivering, Treyas clutched his cloak tighter around him. His fingers brushed against the Key, and he took hold of it. A tingle shot through him, and he stopped with a gasp, his gaze inexplicably drawn skyward where the heavy black clouds scudded through the sky. As he stared, the clouds began to spiral and wheel in every widening circles. He had often witnessed hawks flying the same type pattern over the croplands in Bailiwycke, searching for rodents. And suddenly he felt no more significant than a field mouse. "Quin! Do you see that?" he cried.
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