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King Jansson van Tannen added his signature to the trade agreement, then raised his wine glass, smiling. "Lord Bowle, let this be the beginning of a profitable and equitable partnership. I assure you that Odora Dava will do everything in our power to see to a peaceful exchange of goods."

Lord Bowle of Kartonn raised his glass in response. With an inner sign, Jansson watched him drain the goblet. He hated these formal dinners, the politics, the policies. But it came with running a kingdom. Still, he was a bit miffed that his advisor King Kyel Sylvain had not been in attendance. Things always seemed to go smoother with the elfin king's eloquent speech and royal manners. Not that he hadn't tried, over the years, to mold Jansson in his likeness. It was just that Jansson, being a human, seemed to lack the natural grace of an elf, and the verbal power of this particular elf.

Jansson sat his glass down, his thoughts more on Kyel than the stony-faced Lord before him. Kyel would be leaving within the hour. Without him. The idea grated on Jansson nerves and caused his dinner to congeal into a hard lump in his stomach. It wasn't fair. While he would be left to entertain Lord Bowle and his pompous, self-centered son, Kyel would be merrily traipsing through Winze on a quest he hadn't even approved of less than six months earlier.

"M'Lord?" The page appeared at Jansson's elbow, startling him. "Dessert?"

Jansson flushed, realizing the page had already asked him the question twice. He nodded. "Yes, Noa. You may serve dessert."

Lord Bowle stroked his thick, brown beard thoughtfully. "Your attention seems to be divided, Your Majesty. I do hope you were fully aware of the agreement you signed." He chuckled lightly, although his point stung.

Jansson's flush deepened and, for the first time that night, he was glad Kyel was not in attendance. He had learned in his twenty-three years as the elf's adopted son that even at the age of thirty-six, he was never above a lecture or a reprimand. He forced a smile to his face.

"I assure you, Lord Bowle, I know every word on that agreement. Bards are often accused of not paying attention when, in fact, we notice a great deal."

Lord Bowle laughed and leaned back in his chair. "Ah, yes. I have heard wonderful things about your talents as a bard, Your Majesty. Perhaps after dinner you could--"

A loud crashing in the corridor outside the dining hall interrupted him. Jansson came to his feet as a loud, offensive epithet echoed shrilly. Gods! He knew that voice! He moved quickly to the door and flung it open, Lord Bowle close behind.

Two boys were scuffling on the shiny, stone floor, the shattered remnants of several porcelain statues scattered about. As Jansson watched in horror, the smaller of the boys, an exact image of himself, drew back his arm and landed a fist square on the other boy's cheek.

"Brann!" Jansson snapped. He strode forward and yanked his son up.

Blood ran from the boy's nose, and his left eye was an angry red. His brown curls hung in unruly, wet masses across his sun-touched face, and his clothing, what there was of it, still showed signs of a day spent at Lake Mayfaire.

Jansson's gaze went to the other boy, a young man really, two years Brann's senior at seventeen. Lord Bowle's son Floy was tall and willowy, but his arms beneath his silk tunic showed muscles not even Jansson could match. Floy came to his feet, his dark eyes angry, his fists clenched.

"He is mad!" he seethed, jabbing a long, white finger at Brann.

For a moment, Lord Bowle merely stared at the boy, then he abruptly stepped forward. "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded.

"Brann?" Jansson asked in a tight whisper. "Would you care to explain?"

Brann glared at his father and crossed his arms defiantly over his bare chest. "No!"

Jansson started, caught off-guard by the retort. "Brann, perhaps I was not clear in my request. What happened?" Anger swelled inside of him when Brann remained quiet.

"I'll tell you what happened!" Floy exploded. "Your son lacks breeding. I quite politely inquired about his further use of a courtesan--"

"She's not a courtesan!" Brann shrieked, his arms snapping to his sides, hands balled into fists.

Jansson physically restrained him, trying to make some sense of the words as Kyel strode down the hallway to join them. The black elf's crystal blue gaze danced over the statuary destruction, Floy's split lip, Brann's bloody nose and blackening eye, then settled on Lord Bowle.

"Lord Bowle," he said softly, "there appears to be a miscommunication on our part. Mayfaire houses no courtesans. I apologize if one of our staff alluded to that."

"That's not true!" Floy cried. "I saw the brand! She's a Kartonnian slave woman."

"She isn't!" Brann screamed.

Kyel laid a hand on Brann's shoulder and, though the black elf's expression never changed, Brann stiffened and fell silent.

"I know of whom you speak, Master Floy," Kyel said calmly. "At one time, perhaps that was her place. It is no longer. Noa!"

"Yes, Your Majesty?" The page came forward and bowed deeply.

"Noa, take Master Floy to his quarters. Have Healer Kirsi see to his wounds. King Jansson, perhaps you and your son would like to talk in private. Lord Bowle, please, accompany me to the study. I am most interested to learn more of this mining technique your people have devised. Though," he chuckled, "as you well know, iron is not an elf's best friend."

Lord Bowle paused a moment, then clasped his hands behind his back. "Actually, Your Majesty, I think rest would be appreciated. I'm afraid that I've overindulged in the exquisite food presented at dinner."

"As you wish," Kyel said smoothly. "Allow me to accompany you to your quarters."

Again, the Lord hesitated, then nodded, and strode away without another word to his son, Kyel following silently. Jansson frowned, then turned his attention to Floy. The young man tore his gaze from the retreating figure of his father, gave Brann a last scathing look, then stomped down the hallway, more leading than following Noa. Jansson heaved a sigh of relief, then eyed his son with a mixture of anger and understanding.

"Come on, let's get you cleaned up," he said, and steered the boy into the kitchen.

Nelda, the dwarf cook, looked up and gasped. "Prince Brann!" she breathed, then bustled about, seeking various treatments for his injuries.

Jansson motioned Brann to sit, which the boy did with an angry huff. Jansson waited until Nelda had treated the bloody nose with staghorn, and given Brann a chamomile poultice for his eye before speaking.

"Tell me what happened, Brann," he said quietly, sitting down opposite his son.

Brann looked up and there were suddenly tears in his brown eyes. "He wanted to bed Kitiara," he mumbled, then winced at a gasp from Nelda. He drew a long breath and continued. "He...he asked me if I was done with her."

"I see." Jansson sighed. As an empath, he was acutely aware of Brann's turmoil. It had been going on ever since he had met the girl over a year earlier in Kartonn. She had saved his life and, in the process, Brann had fallen in love with her. Or so he thought.

But their backgrounds were as different as their personalities. Brann had grown up as a prince with all of the benefits of such. Kitiara had grown up hard and fast, forced to take care of herself at an early age. And she had found one way to do that was to sell herself. That she had used her 'talent' to help free dozens of slaves hadn't seemed to matter to the rest of Kartonn. Nor did her position in the royal household. Apparently, she was still seen as only a possession. A possession who could be passed around. The thought disgusted Jansson, and he wondered again about this trade agreement with Kartonn.

Yet, he couldn't let his son's personal problems affect his entire kingdom. Kartonn had iron. Iron made for strong tools and cooking utensils, although Mayfaire palace used no such metal. Iron was a threat to elves, binding their magic, making it useless and rendering them powerless. And, even though Kyel and his family were the only elves at the palace, Jansson had a lot of elfin friends who visited on a regular basis. He wasn't about to risk any of them being caught without their magic.

"Papa," Brann murmured, regaining his attention. "Am I doing the right thing? I mean, in asking Tia to stay here?"

Jansson sighed and reached out to pat Brann's hand, then noticed his knuckles were red and scratched. "I don't know, Brann. That's a hard question to answer. Have you thought of an alternative?"

"Well..." Brann brought his gaze up to meet Jansson's, "...I could go with her."

Jansson's stomach knotted up. "No, Brann, you couldn't. You're a prince. Like it or not, one day you'll be king. You don't have the freedom to simply run off and live where you want to. Especially not in another country that has its own king."

"But, papa, I'm so tired of this. Why won't everyone just leave Kitiara alone? Gods! Didn't she prove herself to them already? She almost died trying to protect the whole of Glede. Her daughter is the Fane Queen for gods' sakes!"

Agony twisted through Jansson at the mention of the Fane Queen. His daughter. Xyza. The infant he had rescued from the Caves of Challenge, had raised for almost nine years as his own, and had lost to her heritage. A heritage Jansson had known nothing about until that fateful day when Xyza had been called back to her own kind. It brought his mind back to Kyel's trip.

The elf was taking four of the nineteen children they'd rescued from the Caves of Challenge to Winze in an effort to locate their parents or their siblings. It was an effort Jansson wholly supported and he wished he could go along on the trip. But Kyel's words of responsibility still rang in his ears, words very similar to those he, himself, had just uttered to Brann. He shook himself mentally, hating himself for saying them, yet knowing they were true. More than once, he had run up against the reality of his position. He still didn't deem it as fair, and thought again of his plans to form a council, instead of a king, to rule Odora Dava. Instead of him and Brann and Brann's firstborn son. He looked up, startled, as Tavin, Kyel's youngest at fifteen, burst breathlessly into the kitchen.

The boy was disheveled, his emerald green eyes questioning. He went immediately to Brann, his friend and SoulMate.

"What happened?" he asked softly, then shook his head. "It was Kitiara again, wasn't it?"

Brann nodded, and Jansson watched as the two boys slipped into a MindLink that left him feeling awkward and intrusive. He didn't fully understand the SoulMate thing. He knew that his best friend, Treyas Merripen, Crown Prince of the Elfin Empire, had such a bond with his squire Druce Sinclair and his own wife Cynthe. It was something possible only through an elf, and usually elf to elf, such as the bond between Kyel and his wife Willow. But twice now, Jansson had seen it involve a race other than an elf. Try as he might, he just couldn't fully grasp the connection. Now, he rose and squeezed Brann's shoulder gently.

"I'll leave you two to talk."

"Papa." Brann looked up at him. "Did I make a mess of the trade agreement?"

"No. Don't worry about it. Kyel has a way of smoothing things over." He put one finger under Brann's chin and tipped the boy's head back. "You're going to have one fine black eye."

"Danns," Brann murmured. "I need to have this healed before..."

"Brann!" A young woman burst into the kitchen, her green eyes glowing with excitement. Her copper-red hair has escaped its ties to frame her delicate features, and Jansson was once again taken with her frail beauty. She wore only the shortened tunic and knee-length hose popular with the young people for swimming. While her left leg was normal and svelte, her right leg was shriveled due to her past exposure to a disease of her homeland. At first, she had been shy about showing her leg, but, in her time at Mayfaire, she had relaxed enough that she no longer kept it hidden.

She held a container in her hands that showed a small, green shoot just poking through the dirt. It was a seed from her native Kartonn, something she had been trying to grow for months. Apparently, the flower had finally decided to cooperate. Unfortunately, the timing was bad. She gasped as Brann looked her way, then hurriedly turned his face. Jansson braced himself mentally against the emotions that slammed into his Empathic Gift.

"What happened?" Kitiara breathed.

"I...I fell," Brann lied.

For a moment, Kitiara was quiet, then she drew herself up stiffly. "Into whose fist this time?"

"Tia." Brann turned to look at her. "It was nothing. Just a misunderstanding."

"About me?"

"No. No, it...it was about--"

"Me," Tavin put in quickly. "Me and Brann and...and the Jodau issue."

Kitiara's gaze went from one boy to the other. "You lie badly, Tavin."

Brann rose, but Kitiara stepped back from his reach. Jansson took a deep breath, clearly reading her hurt, anger and self-pity.

"I'm tired of this, Brann," she said, her voice shaky, tears collecting in her eyes. "I'm tired of seeing you bruised and bleeding because of me."

"Tia, it's not because of you," Brann retorted. "It's because of me. Because I can't ignore other people's stupidity."

Tears overflowed and ran down her cheeks. "It's not stupidity, Brann! It's the truth! You know it, I know it and all of Glede knows it!" She hurled the container to the floor, spun and bolted from the room.

Brann stared at the spilled dirt and the small, now broken, sprout. Without a word, he knelt and began to scoop up the remnants of the plant. After a moment, he sighed and sat back. "Papa, how did Floy know about Tia's past?"

Jansson shrugged and knelt beside his son, spurred into action by the question. He scooped up a handful of dirt and placed it in the container. "I don't know, Brann. I really don't. I can't imagine that Kitiara had access to Kartonn nobility."

"Maybe Floy was just trying to start a fight," Tavin put in.

"I don't think so," Brann returned. "To be truthful, he was polite in his asking about her. As if he'd done it dozens of times before with other women." He gently placed the sprout into the dirt. "He said she bore a slave brand. I've never seen a brand on her, and I've seen more of her than Floy ever has." He blushed suddenly and shot a quick glance at Jansson. "I mean, I've seen only what...well, except for that one time, I've..." His words trailed off.

Jansson kept his grin to himself. He fully remembered Zira telling him about their son's first encounter with Kitiara, and the fact that Brann had seen the girl in the gods' own attire. Unquestionably, the image had etched itself into the boy's mind.

"Maybe you should ask her," Tavin said. "About the brand, I mean."

Brann rose, cradling the re-potted plant in his hands. "Why didn't she just tell me? Gods! Why does she keep things from me all of the time? Just like she kept the information about Xyza and Xyza's father from me."

"Brann," Jansson said quietly as he straightened. "You have to realize that Kitiara's past is hard for her to accept. She did what she had to do to survive, and talking about it reminds her of things she's obviously not proud of."

"I suppose." Brann sighed. "I just wish everyone else wouldn't be reminded." He handed the plant to Tavin. "I'm going to find her. Are you and Jayet still planning on--" He stopped abruptly.

Tavin's brown cheeks flushed and he quickly averted his gaze. Jansson chuckled.

"Are you speaking of the moonlight horse ride?" he asked.

"How did you know?" Brann gasped.

"Because, my young prince, all such excursions are cleared by me to ensure adequate protection for you."

Brann's eyes went wide, and he shot a glance at Tavin, then looked back at his father. "You...you mean that all of the other times we went...riding...there were soldiers watching us?"

Jansson curtailed his laughter, almost overwhelmed by the embarrassment rolling off the two boys. "Yes. Is that a problem?"

"No!" they cried together.

"Good. I'll see you both later." Jansson flashed them a smile and left the kitchen. He paused outside the door just long enough to hear Brann and Tavin's groans of dismay, then, shaking with silent laughter, he went in search of Kyel.

He met the elf on the stairway, alone, and sighed with relief. "I take it you smoothed things over with Lord Bowle?"

Kyel nodded as they turned their steps toward the library. "I do hope that you impressed upon Brann that there are other ways to solve a dispute than with violence."

Jansson hesitated just a moment too long in his answer, and Kyel stopped, his gaze parental.

"Apparently, you and I need to talk about it as well," he said sharply.

Jansson flushed. "Well, gods, Kyel! What would you have done? That mouthy little---"

"King Jansson!" Kyel interrupted. "Floy is the son of a visiting dignitary. As such, he commands respect from this household. If Brann cannot afford that respect, then he needs to confine himself to his room during such visits." Kyel turned and once more began to walk.

Jansson grimaced and hurried after him. "That seems a bit harsh."

"Harsh? More harsh than pummeling each other like peasants on a drunk?" He stopped outside the library, his gaze locking onto Jansson's. "We also need to discuss, once again, your seeming inability to keep your thoughts on the matter at hand during a political dinner."

Jansson stared at him, aghast. "But, Kyel, my mind was on..."

"Me and my trip," Kyel interrupted again. "You may have thought that I wasn't present at the meeting when, in fact, I was." He tapped his forehead, then went into the library.

"The MindLink?" Jansson was astounded. Usually, he knew whenever Kyel connected with him. He couldn't believe that he had been so distracted he hadn't noticed. With a frown, he followed Kyel.

Five people waited in the library - Treyas, three adolescents and a black elf. The latter rose and gave a slight bow to Kyel, although the elder elf was his cousin, then prodded the two young men to do the same. Kyel acknowledged the bows with a smile.

"Elvy," he said softly. "I've told you before that bowing to me isn't necessary. You are blood-related, and Maslin and Wight are not elfin."

"I know, but I think it's good practice," Elvy returned. "Living at Mayfaire has afforded them many opportunities for proper conduct. And, besides, Grandfather Reyuann does expect it."

Jansson thought he detected just a trace of a grimace cross Kyel's face at the mention of his uncle. "Reyuann would," the bard muttered.

"Kyel, are you sure you should go alone?" Treyas asked. His mis-matched blue and green eyes held true concern, with none of the longing Jansson might have expected. Especially when this whole trip had been his idea in the first place.

"I will be fine, Treyas. I am not planning on going out of Herrick's coven. And I will have Galen with me."

Jansson frowned. Somehow that thought didn't comfort him. It wasn't because Galen was untrained. Quite the opposite. The Merian was Captain of the Guards at the palace in Mere Odain. His sword skills were outstanding. And he was a true and devoted friend. But he was Jodau, and Winze despised Jodau men almost as much as they despised elves.

"Kyel, are you sure Herrick's coven will be enough protection?" Treyas asked, voicing Jansson's next question.

Kyel sighed and studied them, before drawing them aside. "Your reticence is frightening the children. This plan was forged months ago," he said quietly. "The only thing that has changed is that I am going instead of you two. Has the danger in Winze suddenly become any different?"

Jansson and Treyas exchanged sullen glances. "No," they mumbled at the same time.

"And do either of you feel as if you are more capable at handling the Sorcery Web during the TravelSpell?" Kyel asked.

They shook their heads, frowning. Kyel eyed them with a quiet chuckle, then placed one of his hands on each of their shoulders. "I appreciate your concern, but I will be fine. I am not planning on an extended stay. Herrick has done his best to move word through the underground about the reason for my visit. If the children's families are not at the coven, we will return."

"Kyel," Jansson said softly, "will our MindLink be compromised?"

"Not if there is enough magic available in the coven. However, I wouldn't expect it to be elfin. I will most likely be forced to use sorcery."

"What does that mean to me?"

"Nothing really. You may not even notice. Now then," he steered them back toward the others, "does everyone have a pack?"

The three children nodded, and the lone girl pressed against Treyas. "I'll miss you," she whispered.

Treyas stroked her dark hair. "I'll miss you, too, Sylvie. But you won't be gone long and you may come back with a brother or sister." He obviously didn't want to say the rest - that she might want to stay in Winze with her family. He bent and kissed her forehead.

"Are we ready then?" Kyel asked.

The two boys hugged Elvy, their adoptive father, and stepped close to Kyel. Treyas reluctantly let Sylvie join them.

"You be careful," Jansson said, his gaze on Kyel. "And you Link me the minute you get to Winze."

Kyel smiled, touched Jansson's mind gently with his, and cast the TravelSpell. In seconds, he and the children were gone. A heavy silence fell on the room, and the three men looked at each other.

"Well," Treyas finally said. "I guess I'd better get back to Lidgerwood. Kyel left me a stack of work to finish."

Jansson nodded knowingly. "Busy work. He left me some, too."

"Well, he didn't leave me any," Elvy mumbled. "I think I'll take Tanler fishing. Jansson, will you..."

"I'll let you know the minute I hear from him," Jansson interrupted. "You, too, Trey."

Elvy sighed and left the library, but Treyas paused. "Did we make the right choice here, Jans?"

"Well, up until now, it seemed right," Jansson replied, sagging into a chair. He thought for a moment, then shook his head. "No, it is right. People have a right to know their past if they desire to. And parents have a right to know their children's past. I wish I had known about Xyza's. Not that it would have changed anything. Losing her would have hurt no matter what."

Treyas sat down in the opposite chair. "Has she been to see Kitiara at all?"

"I guess a few times. At least, that I know about. I'm sure Kitiara doesn't share everything with me. Gods! She doesn't even share everything with Brann. It drives him mad."

"Did something happen?"

Jansson glanced at him with a small grin. "You learning to be an empath, too?"

Treyas chuckled. "It doesn't take an empath to read you, Jans. You pretty much wear your emotions."

"So I've been told." Jansson rose and poured two glasses of wine. He handed one to Treyas and took a sip of his before reseating himself. "I'm not sure what to make of Brann and Kitiara. He keeps getting himself beat up defending her. I caught him pummeling Lord Bowle's son earlier."

"Why? What did they boy say?"

"Apparently he knew of Kitiara's past in Kartonn. He wanted to take her as a courtesan. I guess he thought he was being polite in asking Brann's permission first. What he got was a fat lip and black eye."

"Ouch." Treyas winced. "And Lord Bowle?"

Jansson frowned. "Kyel talked to him, smoothed things over for me. Again. Gods, Trey, I don't know what I'd do without him." He stared into his wine glass, watching the firelight dance in the red depths.

"He'll be all right," Treyas said.

"Hold on! He's Linking me already." Jansson sat back. ::Kyel? Where are you?::

::In Mere Odain at the palace. We are preparing to leave for Winze in just a few moments. I forgot to tell you something. Lord Bowle expressed an interest in your Bardic talents. I told him that you would perform for him later this evening.::

::You what? Kyel, the last thing I want to do is entertain that pompous, fat--::

::Jansson!:: The verbal reprimand was accompanied by a stinging mental slap, something Kyel had not done for years. ::I thought perhaps it would help ease the tensions brought by this afternoons...altercation. I would also suggest that you keep Brann in check and away from Master Floy.::

Jansson sighed, subdued. ::All right. I will.::

::Good. I'll Link you when we get to Winze. Q'egoshay, Jans.::

Jansson started, then smiled, at the elfin term of endearment. ::Q'egoshay, papay. And, please, be careful.::

::As always,:: Kyel returned and ended the Link.

"He's in Mere Odain," Jansson told Treyas. He drained his glass. "And he's promised Lord Bowle a Bardic presentation tonight." He rubbed at his eyes. "Gods! Just what I wanted to do!"

Treyas grinned. "Well, you could always toss in a little Bardic magic. Maybe a SleepSpell."

"Say!" Jansson looked at him, his mind working on that idea.

"No! Wait! I was only joking. Gods! If you did that and Kyel found out, it would be more than that slap you just got."

Jansson flushed. He'd forgotten how Treyas could sense magic. Getting punished at his age was one thing, but getting punished and having your best friend witness it was quite another. He gave Treyas a sour look.

"Well, I'll tell Kyel it was your idea," he mumbled, rising.

"You'll do no such thing!" Treyas laughed, also standing. "And if you do, I'll deny it vehemently." He clapped Jansson on the shoulder. "I'll see you later. Enjoy your concert."

Jansson grimaced and opened his mouth for a retort, but Treyas vanished. "All right!" he called to thin air. "Run and hide! Elves." He shook his head and went in search of a page.

When he found one, he instructed the boy to tell Lord Bowle that he would be performing for him later that evening. In truth, he wanted to get the presentation over with and go to bed, no matter how early it was. Still, he had some paperwork to finish up in regards to the trade agreement, and turned his steps toward his study.
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The two hours flew by, and with a heavy sigh, Jansson entered the music hall and stopped in surprise. His wife Zira was there, along with his eldest Chaia, Willow, and three of Kyel's children. Zira smiled and rose to greet him with a kiss.

"We didn't want ye to perform for only one," she said.

Jansson grinned, his love for her overflowing. He took his place up front and picked up his flute, the one Zira had given him so long ago. She turned to greet Lord Bowle as he was escorted into the room by the page. Without further words, Jansson put the ebonywood instrument to his lips and began to play, wondering where Floy was.

Much as he had dreaded the presentation, once the music began, he became lost in its mystical spell. He fell into the usual dreamlike state, and played piece after piece. Sometime during his concert, he noticed Floy slip into the room, but time was lost on him. He played each note as if it was an exquisite silver gift that he bestowed upon his audience, who sat in rapture. At last, Lord Bowle rose, his clapping loud and intrusive in the delicate web Jansson had created, but none-too-subtly indicating he had brought an end to the concert he had requested.

Jansson looked up at him, startled.

"Magnificent!" the Lord cried. "Absolutely splendid! I have never heard a flute played with such perfection, such grace, such beauty! You are definitely a Bard, King Jansson. A Bard of the highest rank."

Jansson blushed at the gushing compliments, not so much from the words themselves, but from the lack of true emotion his empathy picked up. He stood, his body stiff from sitting so long. "I'm glad you enjoyed it, Lord Bowle," he said, then glanced up as the clock struck midnight. No wonder the Lord had called a close to the presentation! He turned contrite eyes on the man. "I hadn't realized it was so late! My apologies. You must be exhausted. Allow me to have my page escort you to your room."

"Thank you, Your Majesty. And again, it was magnificent! Truly magnificent!"

Jansson smiled, shot a quick glance at Zira, then summoned a page. The little boy arrived half asleep, and bowed deeply, nearly tumbling over.

"Show Lord Bowle and his son to their quarters," Jansson instructed, then whispered, "then you get to bed, as well. And start your morning two hours later than usual."

The boy nodded, his eyes showing his appreciation, then led the Lord and Floy away. When they were well gone, Jansson turned to his family.

"Thank you for being here. I'm sorry I kept you all so late. Someone should have cut me off."

"Why, Jans?" Zira purred, slipping her arms about his waist. "Ye're music is a great gift. One that should be shared."

Jansson hugged her to him, then looked at the others. "Well, off to bed, all of you!" he snapped teasingly. "Go on."

They rose and filed out, yawning. Willow stopped to pat his shoulder.

"Nicely played, Bard. Kyel would have been proud. Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Willow," Jansson mumbled absently. He was suddenly reminded that Kyel had not Linked him from Winze. He thought about asking Willow if she'd heard from him, then decided against it. There was no use worrying her. Besides, Kyel had probably tried and not been able to break through Jansson's BardicSpell. He would most likely try again. Jansson moved away from Zira to repack the flute in its protective case. She followed him and ran one finger along the fine leather.

"It reminds me of the night we met," she said softly. "The night ye played and captivated my entire clan." She brought her gaze up to meet his. "I loved ye the moment I saw ye, Jans. And there's been no turning back in all these years. I love ye now more than ever, and my love will only grow stronger in the years to come."

Jansson pulled her into his arms, then kissed her long and gently. "My heart and soul are yours, Zira. They always have been." He moved to kiss her again, but at that moment, the page burst into the room, his eyes wide, his face flushed.

"M'Lord, Your Majesty!" he gasped, then gave a hurried, jerky bow. "M'Lord come quick! It's Prince Brann. He's been hurt!"
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Jansson strode down the hallway, Zira at his heels. His heart hammered wildly as he followed the page to the kitchen. He burst into the room and stopped with gasp. Brann was laid out on the large, wooden table, two stablehands and Nelda hovering over him. Even in the dim light, Jansson could plainly see his son had been savagely beaten. His face was swollen, his lips split, his nose bleeding. He clutched his ribs, his breath coming in tight little gasps.

Zira cried out in horror. "Brann! Good gods! What happened to ye?" She started to brush his hair from his face, but he groaned in agony.

Jansson whirled to the page. "Get Willow here at once!" he ordered, then strode to the table. He quickly pulled Bardic magic to him and washed a Spell over Brann to ease his pain, then leaned over him. "Who did this to you?"

"Papa," Brann whimpered, tears coursing from his swollen and bruised eyes. "Papa, they took Tia."

"Who did?"

"Kitiara?" Zira breathed.

"Brann," Jansson said, "who took Kitiara?"

Brann tried to answer, but instead broke into sobs. Zira reached for him, then, obviously afraid to hurt him, drew back again before breaking into tears of her own. Rage boiled through Jansson and he addressed the two stablehands.

"Who found him? And where?"

"Your...Your Majesty...he...his horse, it came back with him," one of the boys stammered.

"His horse?" Memory jolted Jansson. The moonlight ride! Brann had planned it with...He jerked his gaze to Brann. "Where's Tavin? And Jayet?" His gaze shot back to the stablehands. "Where are they?"

"They...they haven't come back yet, Your Majesty."

"Oh, gods! Where's Ziv? You!" He stabbed a finger at the taller of the boys. "Get Ziv here at once!"

"Yes, sire!" The boy bolted from the room through one door as Willow entered through another.

Her green eyes went wide, but she said nothing. She moved purposefully to the table and, a second later, elfin magic washed over the room. Brann cried out in pain, and Zira buried her face against Jansson's chest. He wrapped one arm about her, while taking Brann's hand with his.

He knew how painful healing could be. Especially if the wounds were severe. He began to hum softly, trying to ease Brann's pain and fear with his Bardic magic. Willow gave him a sharp glance but did not ask him to stop. He felt her work her own magic around his, moving methodically along Brann's body, healing as she went.

Brann's grasp tightened on Jansson's hand as Willow began to work on his ribs, and his sobs increased as she repaired his damaged lungs, allowing air to flow easier. Zira trembled and turned to her son to gently stroke his legs, about the only uninjured part on him. Jansson continued his soft humming, although his gut raged. He wanted to know who had done this and why. Beating any child was unjust, but beating the crown prince was treason.

"P...papa," Brann managed, gripping his hand tighter. "We have to find her. They'll hurt her. Sh...she can't...wh...what if they..." His words trailed off in a groan as Willow moved to his arm and his shoulder.

Jansson saw a look of disgust and anger flit through the elf's green eyes, but she said nothing and continued with her healing. Ziv arrived, looking sleepy and disoriented. Jansson spun to the man, his humming stopping. Brann cried out in surprise and pain as the Bardic magic was dropped, but Jansson's anger took control.

"What the hell happened?" Ziv gasped, his eyes going wide.

"That's what I'd like to know!" Jansson snapped. "Your men were supposed to be watching him! Where were they?"

Ziv paled, and Brann squeezed his father's hand to catch his attention. "No, papa!" he whispered. "My fault."

"What?" Jansson and Ziv asked at the same time.

"We...Tav and me...we..."

"You slipped the guards?" Jansson finished, then sighed. "Tors hell, Brann! They're there for a reason! How could you?"

"And Tavin?" Willow asked, moving her healing to Brann's face. "Where is he?"

"I...I don't know. We split up."

"But you're Bonded," Jansson said. "He'd know what happened. Ziv, get some of your men together. Brann, were you are the lake?"

"No. We went toward the caves." Brann grimaced as Willow healed his nose.

"The caves? I told you to stay out of those caves, Brann," Jansson chastised. "They're unstable."

Willow glanced up at him. "They've been unstable since you were a child, Jansson, yet you played there."

Jansson flushed. "Well, some things we learn with age," he muttered. "Go to the caves, Ziv. See if you can roust them out. And send a contingent toward the river, as well. Just in case."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Ziv gave a hurried bow and turned to the door just as Tavin and Jayet stumbled in.

They were both out of breath, sweaty and disheveled, as if they'd run a goodly distance. Tavin's green eyes were red and swollen from crying, and Jayet looked no better. But what startled Jansson, and brought horrified gasps from Willow and a shriek of pain from Brann, were the iron manacles bound about both children's wrists.

"Mother!" Tavin screamed. "Get these off me!"

"Tavin! The iron!" Willow cried. "It's binding my magic!"

"Outside!" Jansson ordered as Brann writhed in pain. He herded Tavin and Jayet back out into the dark, Ziv following. "Come on, to the smiths. We'll get these things off. Who did this?"

"Is Brann all right?" Tavin demanded. "Is he all right? They beat him up! I felt it. And I couldn't get to him."

Jansson stopped and whirled on him. "Who beat him up?"

"Floy's servants!" Tavin spat, tears coursing down his cheeks.

"What?" Jansson stared at him, unable to see him clearly in the feeble moonlight. "Tavin, are you sure?"

"Well, almost."

Jansson sighed and urged them to walk. "Almost is not good enough."

"Well, I didn't see Floy but I'm sure I heard his voice," Tavin insisted. "He said something about Kitiara belonging to Kartonn and that he would take her back."

Ziv turned away. "I'll get some men and search the river."

Jansson nodded and took Tavin and Jayet into the smithy. Even here there wasn't much in the way of iron. The smith at Mayfaire had learned to use other metal in his craft. Still, there were vicious cutting tools, and Jansson chose one, then motioned Tavin to the bench.

Tavin cringed. "You'll be careful, won't you?"

"Of course. Let's just get these things off."  Jansson gently cut the iron rings from first Tavin, then Jayet.

She sighed with relief but Tavin gasped. Without the iron blocking them, his emotions were no doubt assailed through his MindLink with Brann. He spun and, without a word, bolted for the house. Jansson picked up the manacles with a grimace.

"These are pure iron. They knew what they were doing, that's for sure," he muttered. He looked at Jayet. "Did you hear what Tavin heard?"

She shook her head. "No. They hit me and I guess I fainted."

"They hit you?" Jansson dropped the manacles. "Why didn't you say something? I'll have Willow check you out." 

"I'm fine," Jayet assured him. "But Jansson...they...I think they were teasing Tavin about being Jodau. And they took his horse. They took Sheehan."

"Oh, firesass," Jansson mumbled. It had taken him many, many long months of Bardic counseling to help Tavin deal with what the Rendars had done to him. In Kartonn he had been physically raped, at Mayfaire emotionally raped. Because of his beauty, his grace, his exquisite singing voice, and his SoulMate bond with Brann, the two had been declared lovers. It hadn't seemed to bother Brann, but it had deeply scarred Tavin. That the taunting happened at all was bad enough, but that it happened at his own home, a place he considered a safe haven, enraged Jansson.

And Sheehan? The horse had been a secure point for Tavin. Something that accepted him and asked no questions, held no opinion, that loved him unconditionally. Now, apparently the horse was gone, too.

Jansson grimaced and led Jayet back to the house and into the kitchen, relieved to see Brann now sitting up on a bench, Tavin at his side, sharing both emotional and physical support. Jansson looked to Willow who sat nearby, exhaustion evident on her face.

"I hate to ask this of you," Jansson said softly, "but Jayet was hit on the head."

"I'm fine, really," Jayet insisted.

"Let me judge that," Willow replied, motioned her forward. She examined the girl briefly, then looked at her, alarmed. "Good gods, Jayet! What did they hit you with?"

She shrugged, her gaze shifting to Tavin. He made no notice that he had even heard Willow, and Jansson cringed under Jayet's emotional response.

"I'm going to heal this," Willow said. "And then you're going straight to bed."

"May as well," Jayet mumbled, relinquishing herself to Willow's magic.

"Brann, Tavin," Jansson said. "I think you'd be wise to follow Willow's suggestion."

Brann turned to him, tears still glistening in his eyes. "But, papa, Tia is still out there! We have to find her!"

"Ziv's men are out searching for her right now. There's nothing further you can do."

Brann's countenance darkened. "I can find Floy and beat the information out of him."

"No!" Jansson snapped. "There's been enough beatings for one night. And, besides, there are other ways to handle things. I'll speak with Floy's father and his servants in the morning."

"In the morning?" Brann cried. "Gods, papa! By morning, who knows where they'll be? We can't wait that long!"

"Brann," Jansson consoled softly, "we don't have a choice. I can't go barging into Lord Bowle's room at this hour of the night. But if it'll make you feel any better, I'll put the palace guards on alert for any suspicious movement by him or his son." Jansson plainly felt Brann's resignation as he nodded, and decided to place the guards on watch for Brann and Tavin, as well.

Tavin rose and helped Brann to his feet, then held out his hand to Jayet. "Come on. I'll help you both to your rooms."

Jayet hesitated, and Jansson cast her a none-too-subtle glance. Apparently, she understood, for she accepted Tavin's offer. Jansson watched the three of them leave, then turned to Willow.

"I'll WardSpell all of them," she said before he could speak. "No one is sneaking out tonight." She rose. "By the way, have you heard from Kyel yet?"

Jansson's heart flipped. "No. I was hoping you had."

Willow frowned. "I have not. Nor can I reach him."

"Hellfires!" Jansson raged. "I knew I shouldn't have let him go. Something's happened. I just know it."

Willow gave a small smile. "Do I need to Ward you, as well?"

"No! No, I'm not going anywhere. Hell! How would I get to Winze anyway?" He flushed at his own incriminating words. "Not that I would even if I could. Brann needs me here. Besides," he added with a weak smile, "I'm not up to a lecture from Kyel tonight."

Willow laughed lightly, although Jansson still read her concern.

"See to it that you remember that," she said. "I've been practicing scrying. I'm going upstairs and see if I can locate Kitiara or Sheehan. And, perhaps, even my wayward husband. Goodnight, Jans." She kissed him lightly on the cheek and left him alone.

At least he thought he was alone, until a crash and a yelp of pain sent him whirling. Camlo, the little stablehand, had fallen asleep in the corner, while waiting to be excused, and had toppled over, chair and all. He staggered to his feet, confusion in the dark eyes. Jansson grinned and went to help him. Camlo looked up and gasped.

"Your...Your Majesty!" He bowed hastily and cracked his head on the chair Jansson was just righting. He yelped again, then went red. "I...I'm sorry, Your Majesty!"

"It's all right," Jansson said quickly. He hunkered down to examine the little boy's head, then pulled a BardicStrand and touched at the lump, reducing the swelling and easing the pain.

"Baerns!" the boy breathed, his eyes wide with amazement and awe.

Jansson eyed him closely at the use of the word. "Where are you from?"

"Karsaba, M'Lord. King Darosenim sent me here." He abruptly went pale. "Are you angry, Your Majesty? Are you going to send me back? Oh, please, Sire, don't send me back! My father will be so disappointed. We're not barons, Your Majesty. My father is only a liveryman. He thought only to better my life. Oh, please, Your Majesty, please..." Tears pooled in his dark eyes, although he fought bravely to keep them in check.

Jansson stared at him, aghast. "Camlo, calm down. I'm not angry with you. Not at all. So, your father is a liveryman? And King Darosenim sent you to me? Well, if he sent you here, then you must have a way with horses." He straightened and took Camlo's small hand in his. "From here on out, Camlo, I'm putting you in charge of my stallion. But you'll have to be careful with him. He's a temperamental old thing, much like his master."

Camlo looked up at him in shock. "Y...your stallion? Grahsid?"

"Oh, I see you know of him." He led the boy from the kitchen into the hall.

"Yes! He's beautiful! He's majestic and proud," Camlo breathed, following Jansson obediently. "He's...he's regal. M'Lord, I....I'm honored. I don't know what to say, how to thank you."

"Just thank me by doing the best you can with him," Jansson said, as he stopped outside a guest room. He pushed the door open and urged Camlo inside. "You can sleep here tonight. With everything that's happened, I don't want you walking back to the stables alone." He pulled the covers back on the large, soft bed. "In you go. I'll have someone wake you for breakfast."

Camlo's mouth dropped open in surprise. "But, Your Majesty, I...I'm so dirty."

"Then wash up in there, get on a clean nightshirt and get to bed. Goodnight." Jansson tousled Camlo's hair and left him alone. He was tempted to peek through the keyhole to see if Camlo had actually moved or if he would simply stand where he was all the night. Instead, he was interrupted by an unusual MindLink from Willow, requesting him to meet her in her solar. With a tired sigh, he did so, but not before finding the house guards and giving them instructions regarding Brann, Tavin, Jayet, the visiting Lord and his son. He joined Willow a few moments later.

She was seated at a small table, staring intently into a round hand mirror lying before her. She glanced up at Jansson's arrival and beckoned him forward. "Come take a look at this."

Jansson sat down next to her and looked into the mirror. At first, he saw nothing save his own reflection. Slowly, though, this faded as if some unseen hand had pulled away a layer of the glass. What Jansson saw startled him.

Several large Kartonn ships were tied up along a section of the Kedar River, not far north of where that river joined the Kartonn. Crews were busily unloading cargo to open-backed wagons. The wooden boxes looked heavy and more than once man faltered under its weight.

"Now, what do you suppose that is?" Jansson mused. "Was Lord Bowle that sure of himself in securing this trade agreement that he came fully loaded?"

"Don't you have some Davan wool set aside for these cases?"

"Yes, but as a token, as a sample, not as a full trade." He watched as a full wagon rumbled off. "I wonder where they're taking it."

"I thought you might." Willow moved her hand over the glass and another scene appeared. A scene very familiar, very surprising, and very disconcerting.

"The foothills of Aelfdene!" Jansson gasped. "What in Tors hell is he putting it there for? He knows how iron affects elves." He rose angrily. "I need to speak with our beached Lord Bowle."

"Diplomatically," Willow reminded him. "And in the morning. We don't know for sure that it's iron being unloaded."

Jansson scowled. "Of course. By the way, any signs of Kitiara? Or Kyel?"

"No. Neither. And I am beginning to get concerned. Though I can still feel his Link, I cannot access it. That is very unusual. I think I will go to Lidgerwood. Being in full elfin magic may help. Will you be all right here?"

"Yes." Jansson rubbed wearily at his neck. "There's not much left for me to do but wait for Ziv's report." He rose and started for the door, then paused. "Willow, am I just being paranoid here? I get bad feelings about Lord Bowle. It's nothing I can put my finger on. Just inconsistencies in his behavior."

Willow didn't answer him at once, but she, too, stood, her green gaze on him. "Kyel and I have always trusted your intuition, Jansson. It is closely linked with your empathic gift. Watch it carefully. Let me know."

"I will. Goodnight, Willow." He watched as she cast her TravelSpell to Lidgerwood, then looked once more at the mirror on the table. But it had become only a mirror again, and, with a sigh, he made for his study to wait word on Kitiara.
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He was wakened hours later by Ziv himself. Jansson jerked his head up from his desk, momentarily confused. A piece of parchment was stuck to his cheek, and fluttered away when he brushed at it. Ziv smiled.

"Your Majesty," he greeted.

Jansson waved one hand through the air, then groaned and rubbed at his sore neck. "Dispense with the titles, Ziv," he grumbled.

"I know," Ziv said softly. "You just act normal and I'll just act normal." He moved around behind Jansson to massage his shoulders. "You've been telling me that since you were a child."

Jansson groaned in appreciation and leaned into Ziv's strong hands. "One would think, then," he said, "that after twenty some years, you would remember. So, what did you find out about Kitiara?"

"Not a lot, I'm afraid. Whoever took her, covered their tracks well. Apparently, they expected to be followed. They set out numerous diversions. Oh, by the way, I found this." He reached into his pocket and drew out his kerchief. "Open it."

Jansson unfolded the cloth, then grimaced. A tooth lay in the folds. "Brann's?"

"Or Kitiara's. I'm not sure."

"You think they beat her like that?" The thought made Jansson sick, but his next thought shot a wave of horror through him. "Ziv, do you think they killed her?"

Ziv paused in his massage. "Again, I don't know. I can't see what point there would be in taking her, only to kill her."

"You don't know Kitiara. She may have fought them to her death." He refolded the kerchief. "Ziv, when Willow scryed the area, she saw some Kartonn ore ships unloading."

"We saw them, too. In fact, I've got some of my men stationed to watch them."

"Could you tell what was in the boxes?"

"No, just that it involved iron. That much I could feel."

Jansson frowned. "They're taking the wagons to the border of Aelfdene."

Ziv started. "What? Why? The Kartonns know about elves and iron."

"That's what I'm afraid of." Jansson looked at the clock in the corner. "I think it's late enough in the morning to pay a visit to Lord Bowle." He rose. "How do I look?"

Ziv smiled. "Like you slept at your desk."

Jansson groaned. "Well, I'll take a moment to freshen up then. Oh, by the way, one of the little stablehands slept in a guest room last night. Would you tell the stablemaster where he was?"

Ziv chuckled. "I don't think I need to. Half the palace has already heard Camlo's story and his appointment to Grahsid. He's riding a high cloud right now amongst his peers. And taking it to heart, too. When I came in he was brushing Grahsid. You could use that stallion for a mirror."

Jansson laughed and headed for the door. "I'm glad I could make his day."

"His day? You made his world, Jansson." He picked up the kerchief with the tooth. "What do you want me to do with this?"

"Just hang onto it. I don't want Brann to see it if it's not his. And I don't want Zira to see it if it is."

Ziv nodded knowingly, and Jansson turned his steps toward his bedroom. He was met halfway there by Brann. The boy's face was dark with bruises, his eyes darker still with rage.

"He's gone!" he roared. "You said you'd post guards! But he's gone."

"Who? Floy?"

"Yes, Floy! He and his father are gone!"

"They can't be gone, Brann," Jansson replied, although his stomach knotted up. "Perhaps they're at breakfast."

"No!" Brann shouted. "I checked. They're gone. And they took Tia with them."

Jansson stiffened in anger, then pushed past Brann and stormed to the guest rooms. The guards were still there, standing outside the doors, but they showed no recognition of their king. They stared straight ahead, unmoving, unseeing. Jansson shot a glance at Brann and the boy shrugged.

"They were like that when I got here. They didn't talk to me either. I walked right past them. What's wrong with them?"

Jansson hesitated, then touched at the nearest guard empathically. At once, he recoiled with a gasp of horror. The man was dead! A quick check showed the other guard to be in the same state.

"What is it, papa?" Brann whispered, clutching his hand.

"N...nothing," Jansson stammered, then added, "A Spell. They're under a Spell. Brann, do me a favor. Find Tehras. Have him MindLink his mother and have her come here immediately. And see if you can find Ziv. I left him in the study. Have them both come to my quarters." He looked down at Brann, then cupped the boy's face in his hands. "We'll get to the bottom of this, Brann. I promise. Now go."

Brann nodded and hurried off. Jansson took another glance at the dead guards, shuddered and went into the guest room. As Brann had said, every trace of Lord Bowle and his son was gone. It was as if they had never been there at all. Jansson retreated, puzzled and upset, then rushed to his own quarters. Thankfully, Zira was not there. He took a moment to freshen up, and had just finished when Ziv arrived, Brann following. Before Jansson could say anything, Willow appeared, her brow furrowed in question.

"Brann, I'd like to speak with Willow and Ziv alone please," Jansson said.

"But, papa, you..."

"Brann! Leave! And don't even think of going out of the palace."

"He won't," Ziv said pointedly.

Brann spun, then gasped at the sight of the two guards who stood in the hallway. "Papa!" he wailed. "How could you?"

"Easy," Jansson replied, thankful for Ziv's understanding of the situation. "All I have to do is remember saving you from the Rendars a year ago." His tone softened and he went to his son. "Please, Brann, just give me some time to sort things out. Then, we'll find Kitiara. I promise. By the way, did we miss anything in your healing?"

"Like what?" Brann grumbled.

"I don't know. It was just a question. I just want to make sure you're all right."

"I'm fine. I just hope Kitiara is," Brann said and stomped away, pushing past the guards, who wordlessly followed him down the hall.

Jansson sighed and closed the doors to his solar. "Willow, something really strange is going on. Lord Bowle and his son are gone. Vanished without a trace."

"That's impossible!" Ziv cried. "My men are posted outside his door. I saw them there this morning."

"Did you speak to them?" Jansson asked.

"No," the elf admitted. "I simply verified their presence. Why?"

"I think you both had better come with me." He led them to the guest room, where the two guards still stood motionless.

"You there!" Ziv snapped. "Bow to your king!"

"Ziv, wait!" Jansson restrained him and looked at Willow. "Tell me what you make of it."

Willow moved forward slowly, while Ziv frowned in puzzlement. After a moment, she looked back at Jansson. "I would say they were killed by Dirin magic."

"Killed?" Ziv echoed, and reached out to touch the guard nearest him.

As if a puppet cut from its strings, the man collapsed. Ziv leapt back with a gasp. Willow touched the other man, and he, too, fell. Jansson grasped her arm, his emotions tumbling wildly.

"Kyel," was all he could manage.

From the look in her eyes, she had already thought of that. Still, her voice was calm. "I am not going to jump to conclusions here. I can't see how this incident could be related to not hearing from Kyel. We both know about the lack of elfin magic in Winze. And we both know about the distortion the Sorcery Web can cause. Still, I am going back to Lidgerwood and have Treyas contact Elek. Perhaps he can give us some answers. Ziv, in the meantime, you need to take care of these men. Jansson...well...find something to do." She cast a TravelSpell and was gone.

Jansson stared at the place she had been standing, then started when Ziv touched his shoulder.

"Perhaps some time with Brann would help you both," the guard suggested.

Jansson nodded numbly, looked once more at the dead guards and went in search of Brann. He found the boy in the library, but could see through the open doors that Tavin was with him. Empathically, he could tell that they were MindLinked as they often did when they were alone. And he could also sense that whatever they discussed was emotional for them both. Probably Kitiara.

He hesitated, then sighed. Perhaps this was one of the times when a best friend was more needed than a father. Or a son, he suddenly thought. He turned and headed toward Kyel's private study. He was sure to find Kyel's eldest Tehras there. The seventeen year old often did work for his father in his absence.

Jansson's knock was answered at once by a questioning voice and he pushed the heavy, wooden door open. Tehras was not sitting at the mahogany desk, but standing before one of the large, wide windows that looked out on the expanse of the palace lawns. He had turned slightly at Jansson's entrance and now smiled in greeting. Once more, Jansson was taken with the exquisite beauty of Kyel and Willow's children. All four of them had delicate light black skin, a crop of shiny black curls and finely boned features. All, but Tavin, carried their father's blue eyes, a sign of renounced necromancy. And, all but Tavin, could call upon that darkest of magics if pressed to do so.

"Uncle Jansson," Tehras said. "You caught me daydreaming, I'm afraid."

Jansson smiled and approached him. "Daydreaming or worrying?"

"Ah, that empathic gift of yours can be telling." Tehras sighed. "Mother MindLinked me about those two guards. In all honesty, I am worried about father. Mother says not to jump to conclusions, but...well, how can one not?"

"My thoughts exactly," Jansson replied. "Would you like to talk?"

Tehras stroked the heavy, blue velvet drapery at his fingertips. "Actually, Elecka and Janna will be here any moment to do just that. I'm assuming Tavin is with Brann?"

"You assume correctly."

Tehras glanced at him. "And what about you? Do you want to talk?"

Jansson gave a small smile. "I guess I do wear my emotions. In fact, I was wondering if you would Spell me to Lidgerwood?"

"Of course, but why not use the Portal?"

"Brann and Tavin are in the library. I didn't want to disturb them."

"I see." Tehras looked toward the door as his two sisters arrived, then back at Jansson. "Well, if you ever do want to talk, Uncle Jansson, I'm here."

Jansson grinned. "That's my line, Tehras. I'm the Bard."

Tehras chuckled and cast the TravelSpell to Lidgerwood. Jansson arrived in Treyas' study with a yelp of pain. He collapsed against the nearest chair, his head reeling.

"Jans!" Treyas leapt up to catch him, and eased him into the chair.

"What the hell was that?" Jansson groaned.

Willow's angry voice floated to him. "That, Jansson, was TravelSpelling directly into a Sorcery Pulse."

"Gods!" Jansson shook both hands. "My fingers are tingling."

"I'm not surprised," Willow replied.

"Why are you TravelSpelling?" Treyas asked. "Why didn't you just use the Portal?"

"Because my library was in use. I'm sorry, Willow. Did I mess up the pulse?"

The elf sighed. "I don't think so. And I'm sorry I snapped at you."

Jansson looked up at her, easily reading her concern over Kyel. She caught his eye and gave a small smile.

"I'll let you and Treyas talk. When Elek arrives, have him go to the kitchen. I need a cup of tea."

Treyas nodded. "I think Cynthe will be there."

Willow laughed. "Thank you for Linking her." She paused for a moment longer, sighed again, and left the two men alone.

Treyas turned to Jansson. "How about you? Would you like some tea?"

"No. What I'd like are some answers. I assume Willow told you about my guards?"

"She did. And I can't say that I like what's going on. She also told me about those wagons full of iron. What in Tors hell is Lord Bowle doing?"

Jansson leaned back in his chair. "It's not Lord Bowle. Not alone. It can't be. No, someone else is behind this whole mess. My men are watching those wagons. I'm not letting them cross the border, Trey. I'm not letting iron get into Aelfdene Valley."

Treyas walked to the window to peer out at the gray skies. "You know, Jans, this thing with the iron...it really bothers me. Do you realize that the entire elfin empire could be brought to its knees by a chunk of metal?"

"The sorcerers wouldn't let that happen," Jansson told him. "They have a bond with the elves. You know that."

"But it's scary, Jans. I remember how I felt in Kelta when I was imprisoned with iron. And in Kartonn. That feeling doesn't go away. It's like...well, it's like I've been violated, shamed somehow. And I know Pepin feels the same way about it."

"So do Tavin and Jayet," Jansson murmured.

Treyas turned to face him. "So, what's on your mind? I can sense things going on, ideas. What do you have planned?"

"Planned? Nothing. Not really. I think I'm too confused right now." He paused, then continued. "Well, there is one thing I'd like to do. I'd like to go to Mere Odain to see how Avenal is holding up. He and Galen are so rarely apart that I'll bet he's a mess."

Treyas chuckled. "And, besides, it'll get you that much closer to Winze, right?"

Jansson surged from his chair, his gut tightening. "Well, firesass, Trey! I'm worried about Kyel. This is so unlike him. If he could contact Willow, or me, he would. You know that. Something has happened. I can feel it. I just..."

A flash of light and Elek's arrival interrupted him. The sorcerer smiled a greeting.

"So! What's the crisis this time?" he boomed, flinging his red cloak over a chair back. "One of the children missing again?"

"One of the parents this time," Jansson mumbled.

Elek's gray eyes narrowed and he stroked his black beard thoughtfully. "And whom might that be?"

"Kyel," Treyas answered. "He went to Winze yesterday and no one has heard from him. Willow sent for you. She's waiting in the kitchen."

"And ask her to fill you in on the Kartonn barges unloading iron into Odora Dava," Jansson put in.

"What?" Elek's gaze shifted from one to the other.

"It's all very confusing," Treyas told him. "Why don't you speak to Willow? Jans and I are going to Mere Odain to talk to Avenal. We'll catch up with you later."

Elek nodded, his brow furrowed, and he hurried from the study, red robes billowing out behind him. Jansson grinned at Treyas.

"Thank you, Trey."

"What are friends for?" Treyas asked.

"Wait! What about Druce? Will he let you go off alone?"

"We're not going to be gone that long, and I think he's at swords anyway. And I just Linked Cynthe and told her. If he comes looking for me, she can fill him in."

"All right, then let's go. At the least, I'll feel like I'm doing something." He stepped closer to Treyas, then on impulse, took hold of his arm. He had been separated far too many times during TravelSpells to trust them. As he waited for Treyas to prepare the Spell, he quietly reached for Kyel empathically.
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"Mama?" Brann tapped on the solar door, then pushed it open.

Zira shushed him and laid a sleeping Amaris down in her bed. Brann stepped back into the hallway to wait.

"What is it, love?" Zira asked quietly as she joined him.

"Where's papa? I can't find him."

"He went to Lidgerwood. Why?"

"Lidgerwood?" Brann cried, then winced as his mother frowned. Amaris shifted but didn't wake, and Zira guided Brann down the hall. He turned on her angrily. "He said he was going to look for Kitiara. What's he doing in Lidgerwood?"

"Perhaps just that, Brann," Zira replied calmly.

"In Lidgerwood? Even I know that's not where Floy took her. Gods, mama! If we don't do something soon, it'll be too late."

"Brann, calm yereself. Did ye know that Kyel was missing as well?"

"Grandpapa? I thought he went to Winze?"

"Aye, he did. But he's contacted no one since he left. Willow and papa are concerned."

Brann sighed, struggling with his emotions. "But, mama, grandpapa can take care of himself. He has magic. Kitiara doesn't."

Zira put her arm about his shoulders. "Neither does your father. Leastwise, not the kind he'll need to find Kitiara. He'll need help from Treyas or Willow. Now, why don't ye find something to do to take your mind off it?" She brushed his hair back gently from his face and studied him. "Och! I'd like to have a word or two with the heathens who bruised ye so!"

Brann scowled. "So would I," he seethed.

"Brann," Zira warned. "Ye're not to be taking this on yourself. Do ye understand? Let your father handle hit. I'll not have ye missing, too."

Brann frowned, his shoulders sagging.

"Promise me," Zira demanded.

"All right," he mumbled. "I promise I won't be taking off on my own anywhere. Can I go for a horseback ride?"

Zira hesitated, then kissed his forehead. "Aye. Off with ye. But ye be here for dinner or I'll call out all of the guards to look for ye."

Brann rolled his eyes, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and hurried away, fuming. It wasn't fair. Everything seemed to happen at once. And if Jansson was away searching for Kyel, his thoughts weren't going to be on Kitiara. If anyone's ever was.

He stomped through the kitchen, ignoring the cook's greeting, and headed for the stables. He shouldn't be surprised really about the lack of empathy toward Kitiara. She was, after all, probably not the best choice for him. She was almost two years older and had experienced far more of life than Brann had ever dreamt of. She had been with child at least once, maybe more, and had given birth. She had used her body to gain both her survival and the freedom of countless Rendar captives. And she had loved another. Strangely, that was what bothered Brann the most. That Kitiara had wanted to marry another man. And no doubt would have had he not been killed. It made Brann feel like second choice somehow. Still, he couldn't deny his feelings for the girl. He loved her. She had claimed his heart, though he wasn't altogether sure he had claimed hers. With a heavy sigh, he entered the gloomy coolness of the stables.

"Finally!"

A voice from the darkness startled Brann and he stopped. "Tav?"

The brownling melted into view, leading two horses. He gave a slight grin. "I thought you might want to go for a ride." He handed a set of reins to Brann.

Brann couldn't help but smile. "Like maybe to the river?"

"Maybe." Tavin swung up into the saddle.

Brann followed suit and they left the stables at a slow trot. They hadn't gotten far when Ziv roared up, bringing all of the horses to a grinding stop. The elfin guard eyed them suspiciously.

"And you're going where?" he demanded.

Brann's anger returned. "For a ride," he snapped. "What does it look like?"

"Brann!" Tavin chastised. 

"Well, gods! Why does everyone have to suspect me of something? What am I going to do? I don't have any magic. I can't go anywhere."

Ziv remained nonplussed. "Like you haven't disappeared before."

"That wasn't my fault! That was an accident. You think I wanted to be caught by the Rendars?"

"No, that's not what I think," Ziv told him. "Just the same, it happened and it caused your father and mother a great deal of heartache. Not to mention your own."

Brann's eyes went wide. "What's that supposed to mean? Are you talking about Tia? Is she my big heartache?"

"Brann, that's not what..." Tavin tried, clearly astonished.

"That's what everyone thinks!" Brann interrupted hotly. "No one likes her. No one wants her with me. No one even wants her here. They're probably glad she's gone." Tears sprang to his eyes. "That's why no one is out looking for her. Because no one cares!" He wiped his face furiously, dancing his stallion aside. "Except me! I care! I love her, dammit. I love her!"

He jerked his horse's head around, jabbed his heels into the gray's side and thundered away, Tavin's cries ringing in his ears. Blinded by his tears, he let the stallion have its head and crouched low in the saddle as the horse raced through the Davan grasslands.

He was aware of Tavin trying to MindLink him, begging him to slow down, but he ignored the call and continued west. West, away from the Kedar River, Kartonn and Kitiara. Away from the pain and uncertainty of the last eighteen months.

And it had been a grueling eighteen months for Brann. Though technically he had been right in saying the original incident had been an accident, he wasn't entirely not at fault. The float trip had been his idea in the first place. And if he hadn't lost his temper and loosed the raft when Janna tried to join them, they wouldn't have been sucked from the Kedar River into the Elkarr, and they wouldn't have been captured by the Rendars.

And I wouldn't have met Kitiara, he thought glumly. But maybe that would have been for the best. With a heavy sigh, he slowed his stallion's pace. It was obvious that Kitiara didn't want to be here. She had tried once to run away to Karsaba, to find a magic pocket that would drain her memory. In so doing, she had found a daughter she'd given up for dead. Unfortunately, that daughter was Xyza, Brann's adopted sister, and the Fane Queen. And now Xyza was gone, too, returned to her heritage deep inside Rune Mountain. Brann knew how much that loss hurt Kitiara.

He drew his horse to a stop at the top of a boulder-strewn ridge, and glanced back over his shoulder. From here he could see the palace and the town of Mayfaire beyond. And farther still, the powerful Kedar River sparkled in the morning sunshine, a ribbon of blue in the surrounding fields of golden grass. Kartonn held a similar landscape, although it was much more vast. That similarity had convinced Brann that Kitiara wouldn't be too homesick. And perhaps, in that respect, she wasn't. But she yearned to be in a place where she was accepted, where people didn't know of her torrid past, where she wasn't given glances and words of disapproval. Who could blame her? Still such a place would have to be without him. He couldn't leave here even if he wanted to. He was the Crown Prince, in line to inherit the throne after his father. And, like his father, he sometimes viewed it more of a curse than a privilege.

A sudden cry of pain drew his attention and he snapped his head around. "Tav?" he called. "Tavin?" He allowed his MindLink with the elf to connect and winced as shared pain flooded through him. "Tavin!" He hurriedly dismounted, heart pounding, then sighed with relief when he saw Tavin limping toward him. "What happened?" he asked, as he rushed to help.

"That stupid horse threw me!" Tavin spat. "Hit a little loose shale and went wild. Tors hell! I'm bleeding."

Brann followed his gaze to his torn and bloodied knees and hands.

"Sheehan wouldn't have thrown me," Tavin muttered, sinking down on a boulder.

Brann grimaced, looking over Tavin's head. "Where's Ziv?"

"I told him to wait, that I would bring you back," Tavin replied, then sighed, his gaze dropping to the ground. "There is no other horse like Sheehan. He's brilliant, sure-footed, smart, talented, sweet, loving..." His words trailed off with a soft sob. "Firesass, Brann, why did Floy have to take him? He's mine. I love him and he loves me. He's probably going crazy right now trying to escape." He surged to his feet, nearly knocking Brann over. "He'll kill himself trying to away, Brann. I have to find him! I have to!"

For the first time in hours, Brann's attention was diverted from his own personal agony to Tavin's. He cast a surreptitious glance across the fields, almost hoping to see Ziv riding up. But there was no sign of the elf, and Brann wondered just what Tavin had said, or done, to the elf.

"Floy would take him back to Kartonn," Tavin said. "He could get good stud money for him. Anyone can plainly see the lines Sheehan has." He gripped Brann's arm. "Will you help me find him, Brann? We could look for Kiti at the same time."

Brann's shoulders sagged. "We can't, Tav. Besides, maybe Kitiara doesn't want to be found. Maybe...maybe she went with Floy willingly."

Tavin gasped. "You can't believe that!"

"Oh, hell, Tav! I don't know what I believe anymore. But I don't think she wants to be here with me." He pulled free of Tavin's grip and climbed up on a large boulder. He was silent for a moment, letting his gaze wander. Finally, he glanced back at Tavin. "Did you know she's been getting letters from Carao?" He paused, then gave a dry laugh. "Of course, you do. You know all of my turmoil."

Tavin grimaced and shrugged. "Just goes along with being SoulMates I guess."

"I guess," Brann murmured.

Tavin hesitated, then climbed up to sit next to Brann. "Carao loves her."

"I know. He always has. Tav...do you think Tia might be in love with him?"

"Gods, Brann, I don't know. I'm your SoulMate, not hers. But I..." He was interrupted by a sharp whinny, and the sound of men's voices. "Sheehan?" He rose to stand on the rock.

Brann hurriedly got to his feet and glanced about. "Tav, look!"

A small group of men on horseback, and an open wagon, trundled into a clearing just down the brushy hillside. One of the horses, a beautiful, shiny, black stallion was challenging its rider, a figure at once familiar to both boys. Floy.

"Sheehan!" Tavin growled. He leapt from the boulder before Brann could stop him, and started towards the men.

"Tav, wait!" Brann whispered, then hurried after as Tavin ignored him.

Floy was kicking at Sheehan's sides and slapping the stallion with the reins as he tried to control the agitated animal. Brann could actually feel Tavin's rage build with each step forward.

Finally, Sheehan got the upper hand in the struggle. He reared back and shook violently, toppling Floy to the ground where he lay while the other men laughed. The boy came up with his dagger in his hand.

"That horse is good for nothing but meat!" he seethed.

"No!" Tavin shrieked. "Up, Sheehan!"

Sheehan rose up, striking at the air with sharp hooves and coming within inches of Floy's face. The boy staggered backward as his men swarmed to help, weapons drawn.

"Damn!" Brann mumbled and whirled to Tavin. "Do something! Get us out of here!"

Tavin stared at him, wild-eyed. "I...I can't! It...it's iron!"

"Then run!" Brann whirled and bolted.

He didn't get far. The footing was too unstable, the men too quick and strong, and he was grabbed in a fierce grip. He saw Tavin struggling wildly against those who held him as well.

"Sheehan," Tavin yelled. "Go home! Go!"

The stallion spun, throwing up loose rock, and bolted. In seconds, he was gone. Floy stared after him in fury, then strode forward and back-handed Tavin soundly across the face.

"Stop it!" Brann shrieked and brought his heel down sharply on his captor's shin.

The man yelped in pain and loosed his grip. Brann wriggled free and threw himself at Floy. They landed in a heap on the rock-strewn ground, and Brann slammed his fist into the boy's face. It was the only good blow he got in before he was hauled away. Floy lay where he was, dazed, bleeding from a split lip.
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