
        
            
                
            
        


	 

Guardians of Glede: Beginnings Book 2:

Dark Prince 

 

 

By JennaKay Francis

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 







Guardians of Glede: Beginnings Book 2: Dark Prince

Copyright 2004, 2015 Kay Allen

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: Laura Shinn and Jatin

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN 1920741968

 

Second Edition

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

Other Books In The Series:

 

Beginnings Book 1: The Triskelion

Beginnings Book 2: Dark Prince

Beginnings Book 3: Sorcerer's Pool

Beginnings Book 4: Dragons of Mere Odain 

Beginnings Book 5: DragonMaster

Beginnings Book 6: For the Love of Dragons

Beginnings Series Collection: Books 1 - 6 in one volume

 

 

Next Generation Book 1: Caves of Challenge

Next Generation Book 2: Blood Sacrifice

Next Generation Book 3: The Coven

Next Generation Book 4: Fire Stone

Next Generation Book 5: The Fane Queen

Next Generation Book 6: Battle for Argathia

 

Reckonings Book 1: Dukker's Revenge

 

 

 


 

 

[image: dedication-fantasy-chapter]

 

With special thanks and gratitude to John Groseclose,

Peter Radvan and Terry Brown, for your invaluable help

with the fight scenes. And thanks to all of the

fighters on the Western Arts list who answered my

question after question after question. You've all the

patience of a saint.

 


[image: Image]







 

 

[image: prologue-fantasy-chapter]

 

Crown Prince Rugan Merripen paced his large room. His hands flitted through the air and his lips moved as if he were having an animated conversation with someone. But he was alone. He stopped momentarily before the window, studying the bars that kept him a prisoner. He no longer saw the beauty of the landscape beyond, the rolling grasslands, the far distant high mountain peaks that sparkled with first snow. His vision had been reduced to the thick iron bars that prevented him from leaving.

Still, something was different today. Something picked at him, set his nerves tingling, his anxiety soaring.

A knock at the door brought him around. "Go away!" he snapped.

The knock sounded again.

"I said, go away!"

Instead, the door opened, and a tall, slender man stepped into the room. Rugan regarded him through narrowed eyes.

"Who are you?" he demanded.

"Your savior," the man answered.

Anger whipped through Rugan. "Cute. Now the who the hell are you?"

The man chuckled, and sketched a bow. "Count Vaalde Lerrak at your service, Your Highness."

Rugan studied him a moment, then turned away. "Another healer? Someone sent to examine the mad prince? You're wasting your time."

"Am I? Then you choose to remain here? Locked up? Away from your family? What's rightfully yours?'

The words intrigued Rugan, and he turned to face the man. "What are you talking about?"

"May I?" The man gestured toward a chair.

Rugan nodded, although his gaze shifted to the still-open door. He wondered why it had been left thus. Usually when a healer came to interrogate him, the door was firmly closed and guarded. The open door, and the lack of activity beyond, intrigued him as much as the visitor's words.

"Now then," Vaalde said, seating himself. "What if I told you I could remove you from this prison and return you to your rightful place? What if I told you that you would even have magic, your magic, at your disposal? And what if I told you that you could exact revenge on the meddling bastard child who usurped your rightful position as the Crown Prince of Lidgerwood?"

Rugan stared at him, stunned. Vaalde rose and came toward him.

"Do you feel that tingle, Rugan? In the air? That's magic, Rugan. Elfin magic. Your magic. Wouldn't you like to be able to command it as you were born to do?"

"I don't know how," Rugan said tightly.

"One needs only a teacher to learn," Vaalde said smoothly. "I am quite versed in magic. I could teach you much." He walked to the window, reached out and touched the bars. They disappeared in a flash of light.

Rugan's mouth dropped open, and he approached the window slowly. He waved one hand through the air to convince himself the bars really were gone. They were. His gaze swept to the door, sure that at any moment his elfin healers would come crashing into his room. But there was only silence. He brought his gaze back to Vaalde. "Where is everyone?"

"Everyone? Oh, you mean your wardens? They're gone. There's no one here but you and me."

Rugan hesitated a moment, then walked to the door. He reached out tentatively, but his hand made no contact with a WardSpell.

"It's gone," Vaalde said. "You're no longer a prisoner. Now, you can either leave here on your own, return home, continue to play second rate to your half brother, have your rightful magic denied you..."

"Or?"

"Or you can join forces with me."

"Forces? What do you mean?"

"Think about a few things here, Rugan. How many magics are there in the land?"

Rugan shrugged. He didn't know.

"Less than a dozen. Of those the two most powerful are elfin and sorcery. Now, if a man were to have control of both, think what that man could do."

"How could a man control both?" Rugan asked, his interest finally piqued.

"Simple. Sorcery magic has been banned for use here in Glede."

"Then what did you use there?" Rugan gestured to the window.

Vaalde laughed. "It's been banned for use, Rugan. I just don't happen to agree with that ban."

"So, you can use sorcery magic?"

"And you can use elfin magic. A perfect team, don't you think?"

Rugan paused, his gaze still on the window. "I don't know how to use elfin magic. No one would show me. They said my mind wasn't strong enough, that I wasn't capable of using the magic." He snorted his disdain at the mere thought. As if that half-elfin, half-brother of his was. And to make things worse, a Dresari elf was now king. The Dresari had no direct blood-ties to the elfin crown--none. It was only because of Kyel's close friendship with Fredek, now deceased, that the black elf had been elevated to such a position. A position that Treyas stood to inherit. Rugan had tried to deny Treyas' heritage, but the fact that the elf shared a strong heritance from their father would not allow such denial. Even now, Rugan could see the mis-matched blue and green eyes Treyas had inherited. It should have been me. I should have been the one to inherit that, not Treyas! Rugan scowled in rage, then started when Vaalde lightly touched him on the shoulder.

"I will help you, Rugan," the sorcerer said quietly. "But first we need to get you away from here, to someplace safe. We can't have those who would seek your power to try to keep you from it."

"Where will we go?"

"Leave that to me, Your Highness," Vaalde said smoothly.

Rugan regarded him suspiciously, then moved away. "Why do you want to help me? What's in it for you?"

Vaalde shrugged. "I already told you. Half. Half of the power, half of the glory, half of the lands."

Rugan pondered on the words for a moment, then asked the nagging question, "How? How do you propose to take control over the elfin magic?"

"With the Triskelion."

Rugan sucked in his breath, his thoughts spinning. He knew of the Triskelion. It was part of his family's legacy. Centuries ago, all elfin magic had been stored in the medallion, stripped from a land devastated by war. The theory was that without magic, things would be simpler, less violent. But it hadn't proved to be so. Just two years earlier, when another war threatened, the magic of the Triskelion had been freed. Two pieces had been re-joined by two people - the King of the North, and the Elfin Crown Prince. Only that prince hadn't been him. No, he'd been denied that right by the Triskelion itself. Anger gnawed at his gut, and his hands balled into fists, as he felt again the sting of rejection.

"Think, Rugan," Vaalde said softly, his words draping over Rugan like a comforting shroud. "Think what you could do with your magic."

Rugan did. He fairly trembled at the prospects. But...he half turned to face the man. "But I don't have the Triskelion," he pointed out, his tone surly. "Treyas does."

Vaalde smiled. "Come here."

Rugan did as told, sinking down in the chair opposite Vaalde. The sorcerer reached for his hands. Rugan allowed it, although his muscles tensed warily.

"Now, then," Vaalde said. "Think about the Triskelion, Rugan. Remember it. Picture it. At the moment, it's empty. Give it some magic, Rugan. Elfin magic. Your magic."

Rugan frowned. In his mind's eyes he could see the Triskelion. It glowed with an internal fire that called to him. It should have been his to carry. And he had never even touched it. His right, his legacy, had been stripped from him by his illegitimate half-brother, Treyas. And that cocky little bastard, King Jansson, had helped.

Rugan's anger increased. If he had the magic, he could get revenge. He would remove Treyas, send him packing back to the whorehouse he'd probably come from. And he would find a way to tear apart Jansson's life as well, to make the young king feel the pain of rejection and loneliness. Loneliness that he, Rugan, had grown up with, that had been his only companion these many years. Then he would follow his rightful path to the crown of the elfin empire. He would be King Rugan Merripen, King of the Elves. If only he had his magic!

He gasped and leapt to his feet as a jolt of energy shot through him. Vaalde looked up at him, smiling.

"Well done!" he cried, getting to his feet. "For someone who does not know how to handle magic, you did a splendid job!"

"What did I do?" Rugan asked.

"You just pulled elfin magic, my friend."

"I did? I pulled the magic?"

"Yes, and, as per your heritage as elfin royalty, you were also able to direct it straight into the Triskelion. And there it will remain until you, and only you, are ready to remove it. Ready to use it. Ready to reclaim your kingdom, and your magic."

Rugan stared at the man, excitement surging through him with as much intensity as the magic. Yes. He would reclaim his heritage! And no one, not Treyas, not even Kyel - no one would stop him. He looked at Vaalde, and smiled. "I think," he said, "this is the start of a wonderful and lucrative partnership."
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Treyas selected a MagicStrand, directed it toward the candle and concentrated. For a moment, nothing happened, then the candle exploded, raining flaming bits of wax onto the scarred tabletop. His instructor quickly extinguished the flames with a small bit of wizard magic. "You lost your focus, Treyas," he said, his voice calm.

Treyas whirled on him. "I can't do this, Van. I wish you and Elek would quit making me try."

Van's amber eyes flashed with exasperation. "It is imperative that you learn to control your magic. Lighting a candle requires pinpoint accuracy."

"Accuracy I don't have! Will never have!" Treyas snapped.

"With practice and patience--"

"What if that had been a person?" Treyas interrupted, gesturing wildly at the remnants of the shattered candle.

"He would be dead," Van said softly. "Exactly why you must learn to--"

"I don't want to learn," Treyas retorted. "I had enough of magic a year ago. If you give it the chance, it takes over."

Van sighed, and Treyas huffed out an exasperated breath and crossed to the window of the training facility. He threw open the shutters and breathed deeply of the salty air.  The sea, glossy green, sparkled under the slanting rays of the late afternoon sun. From here he could see the fieldstone cottage where Quinlin and Drisana lived and, if he leaned a little to one side, the thatched roof of the one he shared with his guardian Elek. Ravenscroft village itself lay north and west.

"It's hopeless," he mumbled.

"It is not hopeless," Van said firmly. "And it is something you must learn to do, Treyas! You've seen the results of uncontrolled magic."

Treyas winced, his memories never dull on that. He had killed hundreds in the breath of a moment. "But I didn't mean to," he whispered, pushing the torturous thoughts aside.

"But the results were the same. Precisely why you need to learn to control your magic."

Treyas shook his head. "Why can't I just give it back?"

"Give it back?" Van's voice held just a touch of amusement.

Treyas turned to face him. "Yes, give it back. Elek told me that Kyel was able to use the elfin magic at the Devil's Hold because I gave it to him. Why can't I give it to him again? Once and for all?"

Van was silent for a long moment. He carefully closed the thick books lying on the table before him. "Magic is not something that can be given back, Treyas. What Elek meant was that you allowed Kyel to use the magic at that time. It had chosen you, and only you could release it. Now," he spread his hands, "it no longer belongs to one person. It's free in the world, free for anyone to use...or abuse."

The last words sent a chill through Treyas. He sagged, and once more glanced out the window. "I'm tired, Van. I don't want to try anything more tonight. And I'm supposed to leave tomorrow to go see Nissa."

Van's bristly white eyebrows rose in surprise. "With Elek ill? He won't be able to accompany you. And Quinlin would surely be loath to leave Drisana right now with the baby due any day."

"Elek's already agreed to let me go alone this time."

Van's expression was one of astonishment. "Alone? But Treyas, you must remember your position! You are now heir to the throne, and--""

"Hush!" Treyas cried, and quickly closed the shutters. That was the last thing he wanted to get out in the village.

Van frowned, his displeasure obvious. "Treyas, you have got to stop this. You cannot change who you are, or your destiny. Keeping it a secret--"

"Is exactly what I want to do," Treyas said, interrupting once again. "It's what my father wanted, and it's what I want." He sighed, and approached the old wizard. "Please, Van, I'm just not ready to announce it to the whole world. I'm having enough problems just believing it, and dealing with it, myself."

Van shook his head and made a clucking sound. Treyas knew he didn't understand. Treyas wasn't sure he understood it himself. Most elves his age would have been yelling it from the rooftops. They would have taken King Merripen up on his offer to live at the beautiful, and lavish, elfin palace. They would have reveled in the finery, the money, the magic. Why didn't he? He shook the questions aside, and tuned in to what Van was saying.

"If Elek cannot accompany you to Wray, then perhaps I can do so," the wizard muttered.

Treyas rolled his eyes. According to Van, assassins lurked behind every bush, just waiting to waylay a gifted young prince. "I'll be fine, Van. I've been over that trail a hundred times."

"And always with an escort," Van pointed out. He stood and moved toward the door as if the decision had already been made.

Treyas intercepted him. "Come on, Van, I can do this. It's going to start looking suspicious if someone goes with me everywhere. I'm not a child any longer. I'm almost sixteen. I need to start doing things on my own. I'm more than capable."

Van's expression held a hint of puzzlement. He nodded slowly, then walked out of the room into the hall. Treyas followed, smiling, congratulating himself on his persuasive abilities, only to be caught up short by the wizard's stern warning as he closed the door after them. "Take your weapons, and ride your fastest horse."

"I promise," Treyas mumbled, and followed the wizard to the outside door. He took a deep breath of fresh spring air as they crossed the threshold. He'd been cooped up in the training facility all day. It felt good to be free of its confines. He bade Van a quick goodbye, fearful the wizard would change his mind, and turned toward a path that led through a small copse of cone trees to Elek's cottage. Evening shadows were already lengthening; the woods were cool and dim. He quickened his pace thinking of both a warm hearth and warm food. He was starved. He had just reached the backside of the small stables, when a voice called softly out of the dusk. Treyas started, whirling, Van's words of caution suddenly leaping to the fore. He relaxed as a familiar figure stepped from the shadows. The boy was of the same slight stature as Treyas, but he was human, with fair skin, expressive brown eyes and brown curly hair that fell to his shoulders.

"Gods!" Treyas cried. "Jansson! You scared me. Where in Tor's hell did you come from?"

"I'm glad to see you, too," Jansson said.

Treyas flushed, remembering who stood before him. Jansson van Tannen, just a few days short of his fourteenth birthday, and already with a year's time spent as ruler of the eastern kingdom of Odora Dava. Treyas bowed, then laughed when Jansson grabbed him in a friendly bear-hug. He stepped back and inclined his head. Jansson was attired in traveling clothes--leather tunic and leggings, and a dark brown cloak woven of llamaca hair.

"How did you get here?" Treyas asked glancing about for Jansson's guards. "Where's Kyel?"

"No magic. Kyel's not with me. I rode. At least most of the way."

"You rode? Alone?"

Jansson rolled his eyes. "Of course not. I'm not that stupid."

Treyas waited but it didn't seem an explanation would be forthcoming. "So, where's Ziv then?" he prodded. He found it very odd that Jansson would be in Ravenscroft without either Kyel or his bodyguard, Ziv. Usually the two elves watched him like a hawk.

"He's on furlough," Jansson said.

"Furlough? In Ravenscroft? Who does he know here? I mean, besides me and Elek?"

"All right!" Jansson snapped. "He doesn't know I'm here. Neither does Kyel. I went with them to Lidgerwood. From there Kyel went to the South Keep and Pendorelle. I gave Ziv furlough in Lidgerwood. I'm supposed to be on a game hunt with some of the elves from the Council Chambers, and some of my guards from home."

Treyas gaped at him. "And you slipped them?"

"No! Well, sort of."

"Sort of?"

Jansson huffed out an irritated breath. "Gods! You're as bad as Kyel! Can't I do anything on my own?"

Treyas winced, hearing the frustration behind the words. "Gods," he mumbled. "I'm as bad as Van. I'm sorry." He looked around. "Where's your horse?"

"He's already in the stables with yours. And I'm sorry I snapped at you. It's just that it's been unbearable these past six months or so. I can scarcely breathe that Kyel doesn't know about it. It's a good thing I didn't think about coming here until after he'd left, or he would have known."

"Is he still reading your mind?" Treyas asked.

"He doesn't call it that. He calls it a MindLink. And he says he can do it only because I subconsciously want him to." Jansson sighed. "And maybe I do."

Treyas well knew of the close bond between Jansson and Kyel--a father-son relationship equally as strong as the one Treyas shared with his guardian, Elek, if not stronger. They had saved each other's lives, and Treyas could think of no stronger bond between two people. And it would do no good to remind Jansson that Kyel was no blood relation to him, that he could send the elf packing at any moment. He knew Jansson would never do that, that he looked to the elf as a mentor, an advisor, and a father figure.

"Can't he MindLink you here?" Treyas asked as they walked.

"I guess not. I haven't felt him, anyway." Jansson frowned. "Come to think of it, he didn't TravelSpell to the South Keep this time, either. He rode." With a shrug, he added, "Maybe he's decided to give up magic for a while."

Treyas shook his head. "I doubt that. Not when he embraced it like he did." The words were said with a certain amount of jealousy and awe. Treyas still could not figure out how Kyel could so expertly use magic that had not been in the land for decades, while he and every other elf had to start from scratch. He led the way into the stables, and put a spark to a small lantern that hung from a support post.

Jansson glanced at the riding gear at the ready and the pack lying on the floor. He waved one hand. "I'd forgotten. Full moon and all that. You're off to see Nissa, aren't you?"

Treyas nodded. "Tomorrow."

"Oh." Jansson shrugged. "Well, if you already have plans, then I guess I can go on without you..." He let his voice trail off, heaved an exaggerated sigh and turned toward the door.

"Go where?" Treyas held him back.

Jansson glanced about as if he expected eavesdroppers to be lurking in the hay, then leaned close to Treyas. "Do you remember the sword I left at the Devils' Hold?"

Treyas nodded. "The one Lyn gave you."

Jansson regarded him steadily. "I'm going back for it."

"What?" Treyas asked, aghast. "Why? The one I left there once belonged to King Gwillim. Still, I don't care if I ever see it again. Especially if I have to go back to that horrible place."

"Well, mine holds different memories than yours. I want it back."

"Why don't you send some of your soldiers after it, then?"

"Are you mad?" Jansson cried. "Kyel would have me on library duty for a month if I sent soldiers on something so trivial as retrieving a sword he thinks I don't need. And he's been so preoccupied lately that I didn't dare ask him about going after it myself."

Treyas brought an armful of hay for Jansson's horse. "What's bothering Kyel?"

"I don't know." Jansson flung up his hands. "Every time he comes home from visiting Rugan, it takes him days to get back to normal. And the last two months have been the worst. Kyel's practically locked himself in either his study or his precious workrooms. I rarely even see him anymore. And when I do, he's so testy I'm not sure I want to be around him. And it's all Rugan's fault. That blasted prince has caused me nothing but grief since the first day we met."

Treyas shook his head, as he thought of the prince. Rugan not only hated Jansson with the passion found only in diseased minds, but had enough animosity left over to hate Treyas, as well. If he ever escaped from the South Keep where he was undergoing mental evaluation...the thought sent a chill crawling along Treyas' spine. Even though he and Rugan were half-brothers, he certainly wouldn't trust the prince close by, dagger in hand. He paused. Once more he addressed Jansson. "It's been well over a year. You'd think he'd be cured by now. Have the practitioners made any progress at all?"

"Kyel won't comment," Jansson said, and waved the subject away. "Anyway, he'll be gone for days, if not weeks. Plenty of time for us to get to the Devils' Hold and back."

Treyas thought about it, then nodded. "Let me talk to Elek, and -"

"No!" Jansson interrupted. "If you tell Elek we're going to the Devil's Hold, the first thing he'll do is contact Kyel, and that will be the end of it. No, you can't tell him."

"But,"

"No!" Jansson said again. He gripped Treyas' arm. "I just want to do this on my own, Treyas. I've spent the last year so cooped up I'm about to go mad. I'm never alone, never out of sight of a bodyguard. Even being a prince was nothing compared to this. I feel...suffocated, trapped. More like a prisoner than a king." He sagged onto the nearest bench. "I want it to be like before. Some of the best times of my life were wandering through the forest with Kyel. No pressures, no one telling me how to act, what to say. I was just myself, Treyas, not King Jansson. Just Jansson. I want to do that again. I want it to be just me and you."

Treyas regarded the young king thoughtfully. While he could understand Jansson's lament, he could also understand Kyel's watchfulness. King Brann van Tannen had no other children. Jansson had been the sole heir to the Davan crown. Treyas couldn't even begin to guess what life must be like to be a king at so young an age. 

Thoughts of royalty brought back his own newly discovered heritage. An heir to the elfin crown. Or so everyone said. To Treyas' way of thinking, there was no such lineage. He was only half elfin, and could never see the elfin empire accepting him as anything more than what he was, a bastard child of the crown prince.

Jansson looked up at him, his brown eyes full of despair. Treyas sighed, frowning. He couldn't stand the look of disappointment and resignation.

"It only takes two days to get to Wray, another two back. Even if I add on the three days of land time, that's not enough time to get to the Devil's Hold and back."

"Well, what if you told Elek you wanted to stay and visit for a while?"

Treyas looked at him for a long moment. "I don't like lying to Elek. I feel like I'm breaking a trust."

Jansson sighed, and got to his feet. "Fine. Do me a favor though. Don't tell Elek I was here." He turned toward the horse stall. "The way I figure it, I'll have about a two -day head start on Ziv, before he'll be pounding after me."

"You can't go alone," Treyas said quietly.  He thought again of the rigorous training schedule Elek was holding him to, as if learning to use his magic was the most important thing in his life. Well, it wasn't. Spending time with a good friend like Jansson was important, too. He reached out and gripped the young king's arm. "I'll go with you."

Jansson studied him a moment. "And you won't tell Elek?"

Treyas drew a deep breath. "No. We'll go together. Just you and me."

Jansson smiled, and gave Treyas a brief, heartfelt hug. "Thank you, Treyas. You are truly a one-of-a-kind friend."

Treyas smiled back, although trepidation tore at his gut.
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Excitement and deceit made poor bedfellows. Treyas was up at sunrise. He had never done anything to deceive Elek before, and it ate at him to do so now. He glanced out the window toward the stable. Jansson had insisted on staying in the stables, keeping his presence a secret from Elek. The thought of the King of Odora Dava bedding down in the straw made Treyas smile. What a contrast it must be to Jansson's sumptuous living quarters at the palace in Mayfaire. Treyas had never been there, but he supposed it would be as rich and opulent as the quarters at Lidgerwood.

Treyas looked around his own bedroom, at the low hand-hewn bed, the oft-patched coverlet, the worn and sagging reading chair next to the fireplace, the rugs made from scraps of discarded clothing. This was home. It was comfortable and welcoming. Then again, he supposed that since Jansson had grown up in riches, that was comfortable and welcoming to him.

He finished stuffing his pack, hoping Elek wouldn't notice he had taken extra clothes and food. As he started for the door, he reconsidered, and tossed the pack out the window, wincing as he saw it land in Elek's herb garden. Tens! He'd have to come up with an explanation for that.

Elek's room was across the hall from his, and he listened for a moment, trying to catch any sound that might indicate his guardian was awake. The room was quiet. Cautiously, he pushed the door open and peeked inside.

"Looking for me?" Elek said from behind him.

Startled, Treyas turned his gaze back to the hallway. Elek stood there, wrapped in a heavy winter night robe. Like most humans in the province, he was tall and muscular. At the moment, his thick black hair was tousled and his face wan, but his onyx-black eyes showed no loss of perception.

"Oh...you're...you're up," Treyas stammered.

"Yes," Elek replied, "and you as well. You must be eager to be on your way, to get up before noon."

"No!" Treyas cried. Then, "Well, yes..." By now he had become aware of Elek's pallor. "Gods! You look terrible. What were you doing out of bed?"

Elek closed his eyes briefly. "I made you a small pack of medical supplies for your trip. Just in case. Oh, and I included your eye drops. Be sure to use them as instructed." He squinted at Treyas.

"I used them this morning already. See?" Treyas opened his eyes wide. His usually blue left eye was now green, matching his right eye. After all that had happened the previous year, Elek had thought it wise to continue to disguise the mis-matched eyes Treyas had received through his father's bloodline.

The sorcerer nodded. "It was wise of you to plan an early start. You have a long ride ahead." He allowed Treyas to help him back to bed.

"Is Talbot here yet?" Treyas asked.

"He's in the kitchen, making tea," Elek said, settling the covers over his chest. 

Treyas sank down on the bed beside his guardian. For several moments, he stared into Elek's eyes and said nothing, torn between feeling an obligation to stay with him and desperately wanting to go with Jansson. Finally, he sighed and said softly, "I can't go off and leave you. Nissa will just have to wait." All the while his mind screamed, Please let me go! Please!

"Treyas," Elek said, a small frown creasing his brow. "I appreciate your concern, but I have Talbot here. And you do need to get away from home once in a while."

Treyas was taken by surprise, although his heart leapt in excitement. "But you're ill--"

"And I am a Healer," Elek responded. "By the time you return in seven days, I shall be quite recovered. There is much to be said for allowing some illnesses to run their course."

Treyas hesitated and turned his gaze toward the window, afraid Elek would see the lie in his eyes. "Actually, I was thinking of taking a little extra time...to visit the dwarves as well as Nissa. Maybe another week or so." He glanced sideways at Elek, his next words coming in a rush. "But if you'd rather I didn't--"

"No, no, don't be foolish." Elek waved away the protest, although the small frown persisted, as if he were preoccupied with other concerns. "You haven't had a good visit with your friends in Wray for several months. Take as much time as you'd like."

Treyas was puzzled by Elek's quick capitulation, but before he could dwell on it, Talbot came in with the tea. The elf gave Treyas a weary smile, and Treyas tossed him a sympathizing gaze, knowing that Elek was probably the worst patient in the entire province. Talbot was about the only one left in the township who would even consider caring for the man.

"I will be fine," Elek insisted. "Now, go."

Treyas rose, then bent and kissed his guardian's forehead, feeling a little pang of remorse at the feverish warmth of his skin. "I'll be back before you know it," he said and hurried from the room. He picked up his medical supplies in the kitchen and snagged his extra pack from the herb garden as he crossed the yard to the stable.

Stepping into its dimness from the bright morning sunlight, he didn't clearly see the figure leaning over the nearest stall gate. "Tens! The things I do for you."

"For me?" The words were followed by a chuckle, and Treyas recognized Quinlin Thomarius as the speaker.

Treyas gaped at the tall, slender elf. "What are you doing here?" His tone was not as polite as it should have been, considering Quinlin was twelve years his senior and was not only his friend, but also a mentor and confidant.

"Just thought I'd drop by to check on Elek, and to see my favorite elf on his way," Quinlin replied, his green eyes glittering with amusement. "Imagine my surprise when I found this..." He gestured to a sullen-looking Jansson standing behind him..." lurking in your stable."

Treyas flushed.

"Care to explain?" Quinlin asked.

"He...came for a visit, is all."

"And you routinely put kings up in the stable? My, where did I miss that little lesson in royal protocol? And I see no guards either. Another curiosity." Quinlin looked from one to the other. "I'm waiting."

Treyas and Jansson exchanged quick glances before Jansson finally spoke. "I only came to visit. But I'd forgotten about the full moon thing, so I just decided to go along with Trey when he went to see Nissa. I figured we could visit on the trail as well as here."

Quinlin's eyebrows rose and he shifted his gaze to Treyas, who turned away and made ready to lead his horse out of the stall.

"I see," Quinlin said, once more addressing Jansson. "And you actually preferred to sleep here and not in the guest room?" he prodded.

Treyas closed his eyes. Quinlin knew something was up. It was time to end the charade, throw himself on the ground and grovel. But before he could do so, Jansson answered, his voice so assured that Treyas almost believed him.

"Actually, yes. I knew Elek was ill, and I didn't want to disturb him with our early awakening. I also didn't want to get sick myself. Nor did I want my guards sick. That's why they are housed in town."

"And I'm to presume," Quinlin said musingly, "that Kyel knows you're here? Without Ziv?"

"Of course," Jansson answered, too quickly.

"All right, you two." Quinlin's voice was stern. "The truth, or we go to Elek."

"That was--" Jansson began.

Treyas grabbed his arm, then turned to face Quinlin. "All right, Quin," he said. "Kyel doesn't know Jansson's here. Neither does Ziv. But Elek did say I could make this trip without him. He just doesn't know that Jans is going with me."

"Why didn't you tell Kyel you were coming here?" Quinlin asked Jansson.

"He was already gone when I decided. He's out of Mayfaire on business. I left a message."

"And Ziv?"

"He's Captain of the Guard, Quin. He does have some duties besides accompanying me."

Quinlin frowned. "Somewhere I got the impression that being your bodyguard was his duty."

Treyas turned a beseeching gaze on the older elf. "Come on, Quin. Even royalty needs a little freedom."

"Besides," Jans said, "my guards are in town. It's not as if we're going alone."

Treyas held his breath, his heart pounding. He doubted Quinlin would let them go until he fully checked out the story, until he saw the guards for himself. 

Quinlin was silent for a long moment. "I'm still not sure if I believe all this," he said. "But I know how you two must feel. You are both rather over-protected. I'd come with you as well if it weren't for the baby being due just any moment." He eyed them both suspiciously. "You are going to Wray, aren't you?"

"Yes," Treyas answered. Or at least very close to it, he thought. We might even stop there on the way back. Once again, he found himself pleading mentally with Quinlin to just let them go. It must have worked, for Quinlin abruptly sighed, then reached out to tousle Treyas' hair.

"All right. Have a good time. Just make sure you pick up those guards on the way out of town."

Relief surged through Treyas and he grinned. "We will. Thank you, Quin!" He turned to Jansson. "Come on, let's get saddled."

While Jansson readied his horse, Treyas began to saddle his old roan gelding.

"Maybe you should take the bay," Quinlin said. "He's a little younger and faster."

Treyas' thoughts went to Van's words: "Take your weapons and ride your fastest horse.' He wasn't going to let himself fall victim to fear. He shook his head. "No, I think this one will be fine." But he did strap on his scabbard and sword.

His expression thoughtful, Quinlin watched as Treyas and Jansson mounted their horses, then he took hold of the roan's reins and looked up at Treyas.

"One day out," he said firmly. "One day out and then I'll have to tell Elek. It's my duty and obligation."

"But, Quin--"

"No 'buts'," Quinlin interrupted. "I'll accept your word that Elek agreed to let you go without me. I'll just mention in passing that Jansson and his guards accompanied you instead."

"Quin, that's not fair!" Jansson cried.

"Very fair, Your Majesty. I don't have to let you go at all." He turned his gaze on Treyas, his eyes full of concern. "Just promise me that you'll be careful."

Gods! He was as bad as Van. "It's only two day's ride, Quin. Quit worrying. I've been over that trail more than a dozen times."

But after he and Jansson left that trail, then what? It was a long way from there to the Devils' Hold. With a sigh, Quinlin released the reins. Treyas forced a confident smile, prodded the gelding into a canter and followed Jansson from Ravenscroft.
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Quinlin took a deep breath, reached out and rapped on the door to Elek's cottage. He was not looking forward to the news he was about to share. He still could not imagine how he had been talked into letting Treyas and Jansson ride off without first verifying they had an escort. He had finally checked in the village, and found that no Davan guards had stayed there, or even arrived there. It irked him no end that Jansson had lied about it, but what really ate at him was that he had not even thought to check out the story until now. He couldn't believe his own lack of attentiveness.

The door opened and Talbot greeted him with a feeble smile. His cap of dark hair was tousled and his brown eyes were shadowed as if he had been rousted out of bed without enough sleep. "Ah, Quinlin, come to rescue me?" he muttered.

Quinlin winced. "He's in a bad mood, then?"

Talbot shrugged. "They always say that Healers make the worst patients." He motioned Quinlin inside.

The quiet house reeked of onions mixed with something Quinlin couldn't quite identify. He wrinkled his nose. "What is that awful smell?"

"Some concoction Elek had me brew up. Onions, chili peppers and mint." Talbot grimaced. "I just hope he only intends to breathe the fumes, not ingest it."

Quinlin nodded his agreement. "Do you think I could speak with him?

"I don't see why not. He seems verbal enough."

As if in proof, Elek's bellow sounded from his room, along with the ringing of a bell.

"Coming!" Talbot yelled back, then murmured, "I wish to the gods I'd never given him that damned bell!"

Quinlin suppressed a grin and followed the young elf down the hallway. As Talbot opened the door, the bell sailed out and struck the opposite wall.

"Temper, temper," Quinlin admonished lightly.

"Quinlin!" Elek glared up at him from the bed. "Gods! I hate being sick. Talbot, is that mixture boiling yet?"

"Not quite."

"Well, when it does, pour it into that big pot on the kitchen table, then bring it here. Oh, and this compress is dry. It needs fresh mint as well. And some chamomile tea would be appreciated."

"Yes, Elek." Talbot took the compress, shot a weary look at Quinlin and left.

Elek grunted, studying Quinlin. "What's wrong? It's not Drisana, is it? The baby?"

"No. Drisana's fine. I...uh...I came here to talk to you about Treyas."

"Why? What happened?" Elek brushed away a crumb of bread caught in the folds of his nightshirt.

"Nothing," Quinlin said quickly. "I came by yesterday to see him off to Wray. I just wanted to reassure myself that you said he could go there alone."

Elek rubbed thoughtfully at the stubble of beard on his chin. "Yes. Well, I must say, I surprised even myself, agreeing to that." He eyed Quinlin with mild curiosity. "Why do I get the feeling there's something else you want to tell me?"

Quinlin hesitated, then blurted, "King Jansson went with him."

"Jansson!"

"He was out in the stable, waiting. He said he was going to accompany Treyas to Wray."

Elek pondered for a moment, then said slowly, "Well...I suppose if Kyel thought it was all right...and as long as Ziv is riding along--"

"Apparently, Kyel doesn't know," Quinlin interrupted. "And Ziv wasn't with Jansson. No guards were."

"What?" Elek roared, sitting up straight. "You let Jansson ride off with...and Kyel...what were you thinking?"

"Obviously, I wasn't," Quinlin replied weakly. "I can't for the life of me understand why I let them go. It just seemed plausible at the time. Elek, I take full responsibility. I'm packed and ready to go after them."

Elek threw back his covers and stood shakily. "Give me my robe," he ordered.

Quinlin handed him the robe, frowning. "What are you doing? Where are you going?"

"To the stable. Lend me an arm."

"Why? I mean, why go to the stable?" Quinlin took the man's weight and helped him down the hallway.

"I need my boots," Elek muttered.

"What's going on?" Talbot asked as they entered the kitchen into a heady rush of onion scent.

Ignoring him, Elek braced himself against Quinlin and shoved his bare feet into his boots.

"You shouldn't be up!" Talbot cried, then added forlornly, "You'll set your healing back!"

Elek threw open the door. Gratefully sucking in deep breaths of fresh air, Quinlin helped him cross the yard. They stepped into the stable, where Elek peered about intently.

"What are you looking for?" Quinlin asked.

Elek's dark eyes narrowed. "Feel that? That tingle?"

Quinlin frowned, puzzled. "No."

"Magic," Elek murmured. "Residual magic."

"How can you feel magic?" Quinlin asked in surprise.

Ignoring the question, Elek turned to face him. "This explains your willingness to go along with Treyas' and Jansson's plan. You were Spelled."

Quinlin started. "Spelled? By Trey?"

Elek nodded, then swayed and clutched at his arm. "Help me back to my bed."

Quinlin did so and, by the time Elek was settled in, anger was gnawing at the elf. "Exactly what kind of magic did he use on me?" he asked tightly.

Elek grunted. "The same thing he used on me. Damn! If I weren't so sick, I'd have noticed. He's getting too big for his breeches, I'd say."

Quinlin sighed. "I'll follow him. He can't have gone that far in one day." He looked up as a panicked banging sounded at the front door.

"I'm coming!" Talbot yelled from the kitchen. "Hold yourself! Now, what...hoi! Where are you going? You can't just barge in here!"

Quinlin tensed, his hand on his dagger as someone pounded down the hallway, bellowing Elek's name. A tall, muscular white elf stomped past, caught sight of Quinlin, turned and strode into the room.

"All right, where is he?" he demanded, brown eyes alight with anger. "Where is King Jansson hiding?"

"Ziv," Elek greeted. "Why am I not surprised to see you? Jansson is not here."

Ziv drew a deep, calming breath. "I tracked him," he stated. "He came here."

"He did," Quinlin agreed. "But he and Treyas left early yesterday for Wray. If it makes you feel any better, Jansson did say he was accompanied here by some of his guards."

Ziv snorted. "He lied! He dismissed his guards in Falwel-Jarre. Told them he was going to bed, and he flat disappeared. Dammit! I knew something was up. He said he wanted to go on the hunt with the elves. He even gave me furlough in Lidgerwood. A furlough I cut short so I could check up on him. Imagine my surprise when I find he didn't return with the hunting party as scheduled. Damn!"

"Something's up, Elek," Quinlin said. "Jansson wouldn't go to all this trouble just to travel to Wray."

Ziv nodded. "I think you're right, Quin. There's got to be more to it than that. Jansson knows I would have come with him if all he wanted to do was go with Treyas to visit Nissa." He exhaled, one hand worrying at his sandy hair. "Gods! When King Kyel finds out about this, Idak will be Captain whether he wants it or not. I have to find King Jansson."

"Then join me," Quinlin said. "I'm going after Treyas. He has some explaining to do." His gaze traveled to Elek. "I've already discussed this with Drisana. She realizes this is something I have to do." And, he thought, I'd damn well better be back home before my baby is born.
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Quinlin and Ziv rode at a rapid pace the rest of the day and well into the evening, stopping only when total darkness demanded it. Ziv now rode the bay Treyas had refused to take, having left his tired horse at Elek's. Quinlin had an uneasy feeling they were being followed, though he never caught a glimpse of anyone. Still, as he and Ziv ate their evening meal, he kept a wary eye for movement among the trees. Ziv was extremely quiet, his lean face set in a mask of concern and trepidation.

"Ziv," Quinlin said, finally, "I don't think Kyel is going to be as upset with you as he will be with Jansson. After all, Jansson is the one who lied numerous times to get here." When Ziv didn't respond, but only continued to stare gloomily into the flames, he went on. "I presume you left Idak in charge?"

Ziv nodded absently. "He's a good man."

Quinlin didn't know Idak well and felt he would be as good a topic as any to get Ziv's mind off Jansson.

"He doesn't show any resentment about you coming to Mayfaire as Ghel's replacement?" Quinlin asked as he nudged a pot of water closer to the flames.

"No. Apparently Idak isn't anything like his brother. Ghel had been Jansson's bodyguard for thirteen years and was perfectly happy with the arrangement. Idak is more the warrior type. Even more so since the Valley trolls killed his only brother." He dug into his supplies and brought out a packet of tea leaves and a mug. "It was Idak who held the remnants of the Northland Guards together while the Davans waited to hear what was going to happen next. They, of course, didn't know if King Brann's son had survived."

"They must have been very surprised when their young king returned with a black elf for an advisor."

Ziv handed the tea packet to Quinlin, smiling. "Yes, I remember that homecoming well. Word of Colare's demise had preceded us, and the trolls were already withdrawing. Idak and his men were helping them on their way. The palace grounds were filled with Davans of all ages. They recognized King Jansson, of course, and what few of King Brann's staff were left came to greet him, fawning all over him. You know how much our young king loves that!" He glanced at Quinlin, who smiled knowingly. "Then King Kyel rode off to join Idak in driving away the remaining trolls and when he came back, there was no question as to King Jansson's choice of advisors."

Quinlin cocked an eyebrow. "Swords or magic?"

"Both," Ziv said grimly. "But it was King Kyel's incredible expertise with his sword that impressed Idak." He leaned forward to test the water in the kettle. "After that, humans or not, the Davans were more than agreeable to accepting Kyel. And me." He dropped some leaves into the hot water. "And now, if you feel that you've sufficiently diverted my attention from my gross negligence of duty, let's have some tea."

Quinlin grinned and pulled a mug out of his pack. "That obvious, was I?"

Ziv's dark eyes glittered with amusement. "Well, it's not as if you don't know the story already, Quin," he teased, then stiffened slightly as his gaze shifted to the brush in the darkness beyond their camp. His hand strayed to his sword. Quinlin stilled him with a glance, then rose and stretched.

"Before I take in any more liquid, I need to get rid of some. Back in a minute."

Ziv nodded his understanding. Quinlin rose and disappeared into the darkness. He crept toward the bush, then saw a small figure creep into the camp, coming up on Ziv's back. Quinlin caught the glint of silver in the moonlight - a dagger. Ziv sat motionless, not turning or reacting to the threat he knew to be there, obviously putting his trust in Quinlin. 

Quinlin moved quickly, but quietly. In one smooth movement, he gripped the assailant's forearm, forcing the dagger skyward, while his other arm wrapped about the small neck. "Drop it," he commanded.

The dagger fell to the ground with a soft thud, and Ziv rose, turning. His eyes went wide. "It's a boy!"

Quinlin twisted the youth's arm behind his back, holding firmly.

"Ow!" The child cried. "You're hurting me!"

"That's the intent," Quinlin replied. "Now, suppose you tell me what your intent was."

The boy was quiet a moment, and Quinlin turned him around to face him.

"Let me go!" the boy snapped, struggling against Quinlin's hold.

Quinlin's eyes narrowed. "I asked you a question."

"I was hungry! I just wanted something to eat."

"A more proper way would have been to simply ask," Ziv said quietly. "We have plenty. We would not have been opposed to sharing."

"You look familiar," Quinlin said, peering at him more closely. "Who are you?"

The boy seemed startled. "You...you couldn't know me. I'm...not from around here."

"Oh? Then where are you from? And what are you doing out here all alone?"

"I...I'm not alone," the boy said quickly. "I...I'm with my father. He'll be plenty mad about you hurting me. He's big. Real big. And strong. You'd better let me go."

Quinlin exchanged a glance with Ziv, then propelled the boy into the camp. He pushed him down on the ground beside the fire. "Then we'll just wait for your father to join us," he said, and sat down.

Ziv sat down as well, effectively blocking the boy in. "While we're waiting, would you like something to eat?" he asked. He held out a thick chunk of bread.

The boy hesitated only a moment, then snatched the bread away and shoved a huge bite into his mouth. He had barely swallowed before he was forcing more in. Quinlin watched him with growing concern. He was small and dirty, wearing the expression of the hunted. His blond hair was tangled and matted, bits of plant matter stuck in it.

"Here," Ziv said, holding out the waterskin. "You're going to need something to wash that down with."

The boy grabbed the waterskin and tipped his head back to drink. His hair fell away from pointed elfin ears. Quinlin started in surprise. "An elf," he said.

The boy shot him a glance. "So? You're an elf. What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing. It's just that I know most of the young elves in Ravenscroft. And, although you look familiar, I'm not sure that--" He broke off, his memories washing over him. He snapped his fingers. "You're Peyton Jarre's nephew, Bredy!"

The boy startled so badly, he nearly dropped his bread. "You...you know my uncle?"

Quinlin nodded. "Quite well. I was up there about a month ago. I remember now. You had just arrived. I saw you on the porch of the inn. What are you doing way out here? You're leagues from Falwel-Jarre."

The boy crossed his arms tightly. "You can't make me go back," he said. "I won't."

"You ran away?" Ziv asked.

"No!" the boy retorted. "I don't live there. That's not my home. You can't make me go back."

"Nor do we have the time to take you," Quinlin said, exasperated. "Do you have a horse?"

Bredy nodded, and whistled softly. A black mare melted from the darkness and moved toward the camp. Bredy got to his feet, then reached out to pat her nose gently. "This is Estara. Isn't she beautiful? I bought her in Ravenscroft with the money my father left to me."

The mare nuzzled the little boy's cap of curly blond hair affectionately, as if she had belonged to him all her life. Ziv rose.

"She's a beauty all right. Let's make her comfortable." He took the reins and led the horse toward the others. There he began to unsaddle her.

Bredy watched uneasily, then jumped when Quinlin touched his leg.

"Sit down," the elf said. "You're not going anywhere tonight. Now then, suppose you tell me why you ran away. And why you were following us."

Bredy's dark gaze danced between the two older elves. "I wasn't following you. I've been out here for a week or more. I...I was going back home."

"Where is home?" Quinlin asked.

"Ashali."

"Ashali! Good gods! That's leagues from here. How did you expect to make it on your own?"

"And going the wrong direction?" Ziv added, a touch of amusement in his eyes.

Bredy gasped. "The wrong way? But...I'm going north!"

"No, you're going southeast."

"South?" Bredy whispered, his brow wrinkling. "But Dandy told me--" He broke off with a puzzled frown, then grimaced. "Dandy told me to go this way. Why would he do that if it was the wrong way?"

"And did Dandy also try to talk you out of leaving?" Ziv asked.

Bredy shook his head. "No, not really. He agreed with me, that I should go home. He even gave me some king's money, and some extra food. It wasn't very good food either. It stunk and got moldy too fast."

"Where's the money?" Quinlin asked. He had never heard of king's money.

Bredy opened his pack and held out several shiny coins. Or what could have passed for coins. They were actually only metal slugs with some sort of imprint stamped on them. Worthless.

Irritation broiled through Quinlin.  "I take it you and Dandy weren't the best of friends?"

"He hates me, and I hate him," Bredy said, his voice full of venom. "And I hate my uncle. He...made fun of me. Just because I didn't want to throw bags of stuff around, or go and kill animals. He said I had a tenuous attachment to manhood, that I was just like my father. I don't know what that means, but I don't like it. My father is the greatest man who ever lived!"

Quinlin saw Ziv's jaw muscles tighten in annoyance. "How old are you, Bredy?" Quinlin asked.

"I'm almost nine. Why?"

Quinlin shrugged. "A nine-year-old boy needs a home, Bredy. You're far too young to be living on your own."

"No, I'm not!"

"You're lost and hungry," Ziv pointed out. "Hungry enough to threaten a stranger."

Bredy reddened. "I...I wasn't going to hurt you," he mumbled. "I...I just wanted some food. And water. My waterskin leaked." He looked back at Quinlin. "I'm not going back. If you take me back, I'll just run away again. I can't live there. Not with him. Not with Dandy. Please, don't take me back."

 Quinlin sighed. "Where are you parents?"

"Dead." The word was barely audible. "That's why I was sent to Falwel-Jarre."

"I see." Quinlin paused. "So, your Uncle Peyton was to take you in?"

Bredy nodded solemnly. "But he doesn't want me. He doesn't like me."

"I don't think that's true," Quinlin told him. "I know that it's hard to lose your family, to go someplace new, but--"

"I don't want to talk about it!" Bredy snapped, abruptly surging to his feet.

Quinlin rose just as quickly and blocked the boy's path. "Running away is not the answer to grief."

"What do you know of it?" Bredy cried, trying to move around him.

"A lot," Quinlin replied calmly. "I also lost both of my parents at the same time. I wasn't much older than you."

Bredy looked up at him, tears shining his eyes. "But could you have stopped it? Could you have helped them? Could you have helped them and were just too scared to?"

Quinlin frowned, confused. "I wasn't with them. But I fail to see how a child could prevent--"

"I could have," Bredy interrupted, tears trailing down his pale cheeks. A sob escaped him. "I should have." He sagged, his knees buckling.

Quinlin caught at him, falling with him to the ground. He was thoroughly startled when the little boy threw himself
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