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Pepin Merripen sat back in his chair with a grin. "Check," he proclaimed. "Let's see you maneuver your way out of that!"

His opponent, a beautiful, black elf smiled back, toyed with her pearl necklace and moved her knight. "Checkmate."

Pepin sat bolt upright, staring at the board in disbelief. "No," he whispered, then louder as the finality of the move sank in, "No! How do you do that?"

"You always forget about the knight," she said, and reached across the small table to pat his cheek.

For a split-second Pepin's world stood still. He wanted to reach up, take that soft hand, and pull her to him. To feel her lips on his, her supple form pressed against his. To experience first-hand the wondrous joy of first love. Instead, he did nothing.

She withdrew her hand as the clock in the hallway outside Pepin's bedroom began to chime. He could see her mentally counting the strikes and, as they stopped, she leapt to her feet, her blue eyes wide with alarm.

"Oh, gods, Pepin!" she cried. "It's midnight! If Cynthe catches me here... I have to go!" She whirled toward the door. As she did so, her necklace caught at the back of the chair. There was a snap and pearls flew in all directions, disappearing into the cushions of the chair, bouncing across the chess board, and rolling into a hundred hiding places on Pepin's somewhat littered floor.

"Oh gods!" Her wail went up in pitch as she grabbed desperately for the pearls still remaining on the string. "This is Aja's. She'll kill me! Help me, Pepin! Help me find the pearls."

Together they began to search, scooping pearls from every conceivable place and piling them in the center of Pepin's unmade bed.

"You know," she said, holding up a smelly pair of riding leathers, "you're somewhat of a pig."

Pepin flushed and snatched the leathers from her. "I don't have a lot of time to clean, with lessons and all."

"That's a lie," she replied. "We all have the same lessons, Pepin, and not even Keelin's room is this messy."

Pepin stopped his search and looked at her sharply. "And what were you doing in Keelin's room, Nila?" His voice cracked on the last three words and he grimaced. His voice had a habit of doing that lately, usually at the most inopportune times.

Nila gave him a sly smile and dropped to her knees by the bed. "The same thing I do here," she said. "'Best' him at chess." She disappeared under the bed in search of pearls.

Pepin frowned and belly-crawled in from the other side, picking up pearls as he went. "Is that all you do then?" he asked cautiously. "I mean, you and he aren't..."

She stopped her search just inches from his face. "Well, I've never crawled around under a bed with him if that's what you mean," she whispered.

He stared at her. Even here in the semi-darkness he could see her beauty. Her smooth, black skin, her soft dark curls, her mesmerizing blue eyes. And those lips. Full, sensuous, and so close. So incredibly close. Kiss her, you idiot, his mind screamed. This is your chance! Kiss her! He reached forward, she leaned toward him.

"Pepin! Nila!" A woman's voice cut through the air, startling them both.

Pepin jerked upward, smacking his head soundly on the underside of the bed. He uttered a quiet oath and scrambled out, coming to his feet. Nila was standing on the other side of the bed, a red flush on her dark cheeks. The woman standing before them was small and lithe. Her long, blonde hair was gathered into a loose, thick plait down her back, but strands had escaped to flutter about a face that was set in an accusing mask. Her violet eyes regarded Pepin and Nila angrily.

"Mamay!" Pepin squeaked. "We... Nila...her necklace broke," he stammered, then held out a handful of pearls as proof.

"It is past midnight." The woman crossed her arms.

"Cynthe, I'm sorry," Nila mumbled. "We were playing chess. The time got away from us. And then, when I got up to leave, my necklace broke. Pepin was helping me find the pearls."

Cynthe looked at the pearls piled on the bed. "Isn't that Aja's necklace?"

"Yes, ma'am," Nila whispered.

"And I suppose she knows you're wearing it?"

Nila withered. "No, she doesn't. But I'll fix it for her! I promise!"

"I think we found all of the pearls," Pepin put in, sagging as his adoptive father, Crown Prince Treyas Merripen, joined Cynthe at the door. Things had just gone from bad to worse.

"What's going on here?" Treyas asked sleepily.

"Hopefully nothing," Cynthe snapped. "Gather up your pearls, Nila, and go to your room. I will discuss this with Kyel and Willow in the morning. Treyas, I'll leave you to speak to Pepin on conduct befitting an elfin prince."

Nila hurriedly did as she was told, and slipped between Treyas and Cynthe into the hallway. Cynthe gave Pepin one more scathing look before she left. Treyas stepped into the room and closed the door quietly. His gaze darted across the scattered belongings, the unmade bed, and came to rest on the chessboard.

"She beat you again, didn't she?"

Pepin rolled his eyes. "As always." He watched Treyas approach the chess set and settle himself in the same chair Nila had been sitting in.

Treyas took a deep breath. "Mmmm, nice perfume," he murmured.

"Papay, nothing happened!" Pepin cried.

Treyas looked at him. "Ah, but who outside this room knows that? Discretion, my young prince, would be appropriate in a house with so many tongues to wag."

Pepin frowned, dropping down on his bed. "That's just it, Papay. There's so many people in this house, the only place I can be alone with Nila is here."

Treyas rose and joined him on the bed. "So," he said after a moment, "did you kiss her?" And in that instant, he became not so much a father as a co-conspirator.

Pepin grinned. "Almost," he replied, his voice edged with excitement. "We were this close." He gestured with his fingers. "Then wham! Mamay came in! She spoiled everything!"

"Or saved everything," Treyas teased.

"Papay!" Pepin cried, honestly chagrined. "I would never take advantage of Nila! Or any other woman, for that matter!"

"Oh!" Treyas' eyebrows went up in mock surprise and his mismatched blue and green eyes sparkled with mischief. "And just how many woman have you lured here on the pretense of a chess game?"

"Papay!" Pepin's voice cracked and he looked at his father in disbelief. Treyas laughed, as Pepin flamed red. "All right!" he cried, throwing himself backward onto the bed. "I give up! Dozens! I've had dozens! All lusting after my tiny, little, Merian, elfling body!"

Treyas laughed again, though there was a note of seriousness in his words. "Do you feel you lack somehow because of your size?"

Pepin shrugged. "I've gotten used to it. I think. Everyone knows Merians are small. And it helps that..." He stopped quickly, sitting up, his gaze darting to Treyas. Though the Crown Prince stood a good head and a half taller than Pepin, he was still the shortest elf in Lidgerwood. In fact, in all of Aelfdene Valley.

Treyas chuckled. "I've gotten used to it, too. And being half naiad has its advantages. Who else can dive for pearls without fear of drowning?"

"Me," Pepin returned, grinning. "Diving under the bed that is."

"And drowning in a sea of love," Treyas finished.

Pepin flung himself backward with a heavy sigh and stared up at the ceiling. "You were only seventeen when you met Mamay," he said.

"So?"

"I'm just trying to sort out my feelings is all. Do you think someone could fall in love at my age? At fourteen?"

"Fourteen? Seems you have a few weeks left before that happens," he teased.

Pepin rolled his eyes. "A few weeks is nothing. I feel fourteen already. Do you think it's possible to be in love?"

Treyas paused. "I suppose it's possible. Jansson wasn't much older than that when he met Zira."

"Yes," Pepin murmured, lost in his own thoughts. "But Uncle Jansson didn't get married until he was older. I mean, if I got married now, there would be a risk of having children at a young age."

"Married?" Treyas asked. "At fourteen? Don't even think about it. I would never even consider it." He rose. "Nor would your mother. Speaking of whom. She's expecting me to be in here lecturing you on proper behavior. I can understand your quest for privacy may be a long one in this house, but your bedroom is not the place. Understand?"

Pepin nodded, feeling the heat go to his cheeks. "I understand, and I would never do anything immoral, Papay, you know that." He paused, picking at the bedcoverings. "But do you have any suggestions of a place where I could just be alone with Nila? Just to talk?"

"Just to talk?" Treyas grinned. "Jans always found the loft above the stables suitable. In fact, sometimes I wonder if that isn't why he wanted me to have stables built in the first place." He bent and kissed Pepin's forehead. "But you're far too young to be worried about putting them to use. Good night, Pepi."

"Good night, Papay." Pepin watched him leave, then gave a slow, heavy sigh. What his father had said was true. There really was a problem with privacy. Even though the Elfin Council Chambers were enormous, there were three separate families living in it. Kyel, King of the Elves, his wife, Willow, their offspring, plus the four young black elves Kyel had adopted four years earlier, of which Nila was one. Then there was Druce, Treyas' SoulMate and squire, and Druce's wife. Not to mention Pepin's own family - Treyas, Cynthe, the twins Vantann and Thomlin, Dru, and the newest addition, Elek the second. Plus servants, instructors and a constant flow of guests, both elfin and otherwise.

Pepin often wondered how the adults found either the time or the privacy to keep producing offspring. He grinned to himself, remembering Cynthe's words just six months ago when she'd delivered Elek. She vowed no more children and swore Treyas would be moving his things to new quarters. But then, she'd said the same thing after the others too. She was exhausted, which probably accounted for her anger this evening. Thank the gods she has Aja to help, Pepin thought. As his thoughts went to Aja, they also went to her broken necklace. He rolled himself out of bed to search for any more stray pearls he and Nila might have missed.

He found several under his nightstand, more under his chair and still more when he managed to move the heavy wardrobe aside. And it was there that he found the letter from El'leigh, right where he'd hidden it two years ago. He drew it out, caressing the royal seal.

El'leigh, child queen of Mere Odain, his cousin, for a time his ruler, for a longer time, his love. But no more, he told himself, returning to his bed with the letter. I've broken free of her hold over me, both politically and emotionally. He looked up at the sound of something scratching at his window.

"Fayemera," he cried softly and rushed to open the window to admit a large orange and white cat. "Where have you been? It's been days." He scooped the cat into his arms and buried his face in her soft fur. "Mmm, you smell like mint. You've been down visiting that brownie again, haven't you?"

Fayemera purred loudly and butted her head against his chin. He grinned and once more settled down on the bed, his thoughts drifting to the cat's namesake, as they so often did. Still, about the only things the two had in common were their name and their expressive blue eyes.

Fayemera had been a dragon, a huge red and gold dragon with eyes the color of a summer sky. And she had been his, willed and LifePledged to him by his birth father, Pe'pinlaidh, the DragonMaster of Mere Odain. Then, four years earlier, Fayemera had given her life for Pepin and Treyas in a battle against Irida, El'leigh's mother. That fact alone should have made Pepin despise El'leigh. And it had. For a time. But as his grief over Fayemera's death had abated, so had his anger at El'leigh. After all, she had been as much a pawn in Irida's plan as he had been. And she was alone. Dreadfully alone.

That was the primary reason Pepin had given her the kitten four years ago. Fayemera's twin. It had felt like he was giving El'leigh a direct link to him through the kitten. Pepin shivered now, recalling the MindLink he had once shared with El'leigh. Sometimes, he wished he carried it still. But El'leigh had blocked him when he'd sworn allegiance to Lidgerwood and his elfin half. He had forsaken his Merian heritage and his role as DragonMaster. And, in El'leigh's eyes, her.

Still, two years ago, she had written the letter he now held, the letter asking him to return to Mere Odain and his past, to take up where he had left off, to become Merian, and renounce his elfin heritage. Though Pepin had never even entertained the thought, he couldn't bring himself to throw the letter away. He opened it now and ran his fingers across her signature, bringing up a mental picture of her. She was small, like him, a brownling, like him, half Merian, half-elfin, like him. Their mothers had been identical twins in King Be'an's court, though their temperaments were about as far apart as they could get. Irida had been cold, calculating and manipulative, willing to do anything to get her way. Alita had been warm, gentle and caring, willing to give fully of herself to help others. In the end, their temperaments killed them both. Alita had been killed trying to protect her son, Irida had been killed trying to possess him.

All that was left were two children without parents to love them and guide them. Yet, both children had been lucky in their ways. Pepin had lived in relative happiness in Dalach with a clan of brown elves for six years before Treyas had found him and taken him into his home and heart. Still, the pain of those six years was hard to forget. He had thought his father dead, his father had thought Pepin dead. Pe'pinlaidh had cared for El'leigh for seven years, loving her as the child he thought he'd lost. Pepin had always resented El'leigh for that. After all of this time, he still did.

And, he admitted to himself with a sigh, he still loved her. He had an overwhelming desire to care for her, to protect her, to shelter her from any further pain or loneliness, though why he had such desires he couldn't say. She was beautiful, there was no denying that, with her dark brown skin, long wavy black tresses and dark eyes. But there was more to it than beauty. There had to be. The two of them fought like animals whenever they were together. Which was precisely the reason Treyas had ended the frequent visits two years ago. Everyone at both palaces got tired of hearing the bickering.

Pepin grinned, addressing the cat. "How can she irritate me so badly and yet hold a place in my heart?" He exhaled loudly and settled back against the pillow. Well, no matter. Nila would soon occupy that place. Hopefully. He closed his eyes to sleep, a smile on his lips. The letter fluttered from his fingers to the floor, where it came to rest on a pile of soiled tunics.
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"Pepin! Wake up! Come on, get up!" The high-pitched voice was joined by another, no less enthusiastic. Pepin's five-year-old twin brothers bounded into the room and onto his bed, shaking him awake.

Fayemera fled the bed with a hiss and a snarl. Pepin groaned, yanking his pillow over his head. "Go away! It's Saturday. There are no classes today. Let me sleep."

"I thought you might enjoy a day at the beach," Treyas said from the doorway. "I've invited Nila."

Pepin jerked the pillow away. "Papay!" he wailed. "Now everyone will know!"

"Pepin's in love, Pepin's in love," the twins chanted together, jumping up to stomp around the bedroom.

"Oh, gods!" Pepin moaned, hiding his head again.

Treyas chuckled. "Vans, Thoms, that's enough. You've done your job here. Go down to breakfast."

"Papay, can we take Rainbow to the beach with us?" Vantann asked.

"That's a stupid name for a dog!" Pepin grumbled, his voice muffled by the pillow.

"Is not!" Thomlin retorted hotly, his keen elfin hearing working perfectly.

"Can we, Papay?" Vantann asked again, his blue eyes pleading. "Please?"

"I suppose. But you two will be the ones to wash her when we get home. Not me, not Mamay, not Druce."

"We will, we will!" they cried happily and tore from the room with the same exuberance they'd entered.

"Come on, sleepyhead," Treyas prodded. "Breakfast waits."

Pepin groaned as Treyas snatched the pillow away. "Can't I just stay here?"

"I thought you wanted some privacy with Nila?"

"There will be. If everyone is at the beach, I'll have the whole palace virtually to myself."

Treyas grinned. "No such luck. Jansson and Kyel have business to discuss, so Zira is bringing the children over to play while she visits with Brynne."

Pepin groaned again, thinking of his uncle's brood. There would certainly be no privacy at the beach, and once the twins started telling everyone...Pepin groaned a third time, and covered his face with his arm.

Treyas laughed, then bent and retrieved the letter from the floor. "What's this?"

Pepin gasped and made a desperate grab for the letter, but came up short as Treyas stepped away, reading. He looked up, his eyes questioning. "When did this come?"

"It's old," Pepin said quickly. "I've had it for a couple of years."

"You never mentioned it." Treyas' voice was flat, empty.

Pepin shrugged and climbed out of bed to take the letter from his father. "I never answered it either," he said.

"I see." Treyas regarded him for a long moment, then abruptly turned toward the door. "Breakfast is ready. Be down in five minutes. We're leaving within the hour."

"Papay." Pepin took his arm. "I really didn't answer it."

Treyas reached up to touch his son's face gently. "I believe you," he said quietly, and left.

Pepin frowned, then folded the letter carefully and tucked it into the tunic he would wear later. Why, he didn't know.
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Treyas took a sip at his wine, sighed and squinted into the sunshine toward the ocean. Pepin, Reya, Nila and the twins were having a great time throwing sticks for Rainbow to retrieve, something the big dog was doing with abundant enthusiasm. Three-year-old Dru was huddled sleepily by his side, Cynthe was in the cottage with Drisana, no doubt feeding baby Elek yet again, while Quinlin and his foster son, Bredy, put the finishing touches on the grilling fish. It should have been the perfect afternoon, would have been except for that letter.

The words kept coming back to haunt Treyas, teasing him with their temptations, taunting him with their power. Pepin had said he didn't answer. I should accept that and let it go, Treyas thought. It's been almost four years since Fayemera died, since Pepin chose Lidgerwood and the elves over Mere Odain and the dragons. Four years. If he were going to change his mind, surely he would have done it by now. Wouldn't he?

He sighed again, rubbed his eyes and took another drink.

"That's about the hundredth sigh I've heard today," Quinlin said softly, dropping down beside him on the sand. "What's bothering you? Did Cynthe really exile you to separate quarters?"

Treyas grinned, glancing sideways at this friend. "No," he said. "Not yet. But if another baby follows Elek, I could be in for trouble."

"Drisana can fix that," Quinlin suggested.

"How?"

"A little wizardry to either one of you and poof, no more babes." He leaned back on his elbows, stretching out his long lanky form. "So, will you tell me?"

"I'll talk to Cynthe about it."

"Not that," Quinlin interrupted. "And besides, Drisana already has. Cynthe knew two babes ago."

"She did?" Treyas looked at him in total surprise, then laughed. "Why that little vixen. Her and her line about wanting a small family."

"I suppose when you come from a family of thirteen you get used to crowds. Anything less feels empty. That's not to say you need to have six more children to keep up," he added hastily.

Treyas grimaced, looking at the children playing in the water. "If I did that, Pepin would leave for sure. He's already complaining about lack of privacy."

"And about leaving?"

Treyas looked over at him. "You're awfully perceptive. Bredy's not that much older. Is he starting to feel caged?"

Quinlin shook his head. "No. Bredy's a homebody, though we have been talking about him spending some time with Elek Senior to further his healer training. But I did raise you, remember? And it seems to me you were about Pepin's age when the whole situation with the Triskelion was thrown at us."

"That's just the point. I was forced to leave. There's nothing forcing Pepin."

"Well, you may have been forced, but it wasn't as if you regretted it. You yearned for adventure, remember?" He looked toward Pepin. "He seems perfectly content to me. Especially with Nila around."

"You've noticed?"

"Hell, Trey," Quinlin replied with a chuckle, "who hasn't noticed. Actually, if Reya has her way, Pepin and Nila will be married well before his sixteenth birthday! She's quite the little matchmaker. Wedding bells could be--"

"Not likely!" Treyas interrupted with such emotion that Dru startled and began to whine. He scooped her into his arms and rocked her gently, lulling her back to sleep, as he continued in a softer voice. "No one is getting married at sixteen!"

"Oh, ho!" Quinlin teased. "Becoming a parent does strange things to one's sense of age."

"I was eighteen when I married Cynthe," Treyas pointed out.

"Sixteen, eighteen, what's two years?"

"A lot, if you're speaking of maturity and men," Drisana said from behind them.

Quinlin tilted his head back and smiled at the tall, lithe, copper-haired beauty. "Ah, my love, you wound me."

Drisana smiled. "I doubt that," she returned, then looked to Treyas. "Cynthe would like to see you in the house. I'll call the children in for dinner. Quinlin, beloved, I think your fish is burning."

"Oh, Tor's hell! I thought Bredy was watching it!" Quinlin shot to his feet and darted for the grilling pit.

Drisana laughed, shaking her head. "It's nice to see he can move quickly when he wants to." She reached for Dru. "Here, let me take her. I'll bring her up with the others."

Treyas shifted the sleeping child into her arms, noticing the easy way she cradled the little girl. "It's probably none of my business, but how come you and Quin never had more children?"

"I don't know. We have Reya and Bredy." She curled Dru's blond hair around one finger, her face pensive. Finally, she answered. "I think Quin's scared. Scared that something will happen to him or to them. Almost losing you several times really made an impact on him. Especially the time in Vaalde's Keep. He came back from that a changed elf." She sighed. "Now, he says he's too old."

"Old?" Treyas scoffed. "Kyel is older than Quin and look at the ages of his children. For all I know, he and Willow could be planning on having more. I'll have to have a talk with Quin."

"Talk away," Drisana replied, her amber eyes on Dru, "for all of the good it will do you." She walked away, leaving Treyas alone.

::Myshay?:: Cynthe MindLinked him. ::Are you coming?::

She sounded upset and, without linking an answer, Treyas headed toward the cottage. He stepped inside, blinking the sun away at the sudden darkness. When his eyes had adjusted, he saw Cynthe standing near the hearth, a piece of parchment clutched in her hands. She held it out to him.

"This fell out of Pepin's pocket," she said quietly. "What does it mean, Treyas? Is Pepin going back to Mere Odain?"

Treyas approached her, took the letter, refolded it and returned it to the pocket in Pepin's tunic.

"Is he going back, Treyas?" Cynthe asked again, her voice cracking with emotion.

Treyas took her in his arms. "Pepin tells me the letter is old, at least two years. He assures me that he hasn't answered it."

"Then why did he keep it? If he's not considering it, then why did he keep it?"

Treyas felt her trembling and he kissed her gently. "I don't know. Maybe as a momento of their lives together. Maybe as a reminder of what he gave up. I just don't know."

"Do you think he's unhappy with us? Oh, gods! I shouldn't have yelled at him and Nila last night."

"Cynthe, stop it!" Treyas cried. "You would have done the same thing if it had been the twins."

"Well, of course! They're only five!"

"You know what I mean," Treyas said firmly. "Pepin is our son and he will be treated as our son. We can't treat him any differently for fear he'll leave us."

"But what if he does? I couldn't stand losing him, Trey. I just couldn't. He's been with us since he was seven. He's my son, Trey, as surely as Vans and Thoms are."

"We're not going to lose him, Cynthe," Treyas said with more conviction than he felt. "Pepin knows how much we love him. And he knows where his home is. He gave up Mere Odain for us and I don't believe he'll suddenly change his mind. Now, come on, dinner's ready. Let's join our family." He took her hand, then stopped, looking down at Elek, who slept peacefully in his reed basket. "Have you given any thought as to how many more babes we'll have?" he asked softly.

"Treyas Merripen!" Cynthe gasped. "Elek is only six months old! Let's not talk of more right now."

"Then when?" he pressed, trying to keep the grin from his face. "I understand you can stop whenever you want to. With a little help from Drisana."

Cynthe went bright red and she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. "You know?" she whispered, then giggled, then laughed.

"Why didn't you tell me you really wanted more children after the twins?" Treyas asked, smiling.

"Oh, myshay, I made such a big fuss about not wanting more children, I was too embarrassed to say differently." She shrugged. "So, I just let it happen."

"Yes. And made me feel guilty with each one," Treyas pointed out.

"Oh, Treyas!" Cynthe's violet eyes widened in true despair. "I'm so sorry! I never thought of that. I'm so sorry. Forgive me." She kissed him tenderly, her voice sultry and teasing. "Please, myshay, forgive me?" She kissed him again and he gathered her up tightly.

"You're forgiven, myshay, but it'll make the next babe that much more exciting to create," he whispered.

"All right, you two," Quinlin interrupted from the doorway. "Dinner is waiting and so will you."

They laughed and followed him outside to the front porch. The children had already attacked the food, ravenous from their hours spent playing in the sea. Treyas smiled, looking at those around him. He knew he would have to speak to Pepin about Cynthe finding the letter, but for now, he was content to simply enjoy his family and the delicious possibility of adding to it.
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Later that evening, when they'd all returned home and the younger ones had been settled in bed, Treyas went to Pepin's room. He tapped softly, and opened the door, halfway expecting to see Nila in the room. But Pepin was alone, curled up in bed with a book and his cat.

"So," Treyas said quietly, "the wayward Fayemera has returned." He sat down on the foot of the bed.

"She came back last night," Pepin replied. He put his book down and picked up the cat. "And she's put on weight again."

"I wonder where she goes on these little adventures?"

"Oh, I know where she goes," Pepin said. "I just don't know why. She goes down to see Girvan."

"So, what's wrong with that?" Treyas asked. "Girvan's a nice old brownie."

Pepin snorted. "He's about as belligerent as they come!" he returned. "I can't see how Uncle Dar ever fell in love with Gerowen when brownies are as nasty as they are."

Treyas laughed. "Gerowen is neither belligerent or nasty, and you know it." He paused, wondering how to bring up the subject of the letter. He bent forward to read the title of the book Pepin had been reading. The boy followed his gaze and snatched the book up, but not before Treyas had absorbed the information. Treaties and Boundaries of Mere Odain. Treyas felt his stomach lurch, and he regarded Pepin steadily. "First the letter, now this. Are you trying to tell me something, Pepin?"

"No!" Pepin retorted quickly, his voice squeaking in alarm. "No. The letter just got me thinking about Mere Odain, and I realized I hadn't kept up on the politics. You know that's an interest of mine. That's all. Really."

Treyas rose, chewing thoughtfully on his lip. He looked down at Pepin with a sigh. "Cynthe found the letter, Pepin. It fell out of your tunic at Quin's house. Why you had it there I don't know. But now she's worried sick that you're planning to take up the offer in that letter and go back to Mere Odain. And quite frankly, I'm beginning to share the same concern."

Pepin stared at him in disbelief, then leapt from the bed, sending Fayemera bolting in panic. Pepin grabbed Treyas' arm. "No, Papay," he cried. "I'm not leaving you. Not ever! I promise!" He clutched Treyas to him in a fierce hug.

Treyas' arms went around the boy slowly and he kissed the top of Pepin's head. "You can't say not ever. I don't expect that. But give me a few more years, Pepi. Just a few more."

Pepin looked up at him. "I will, Papay. I'm only fourteen. This is my home. I love it here."

"No matter how crowded it gets? And how your privacy will suffer?"

Pepin grinned awkwardly. "There's always the loft."

Treyas chuckled, ruffling Pepin's short dark curls. "Don't tell your mamay I let on about that," he cautioned. "And don't let her see you reading that book. It'll send her into hysterics."

Pepin fetched the book from the bed and pressed it into Treyas' hands. "It's boring anyway," he said and stood on tiptoe to kiss Treyas' cheek, before leaping back into bed. "Don't worry about me, Papay. I'm not going anywhere anytime soon. I promise."

Treyas smiled, blew out the candlelamp and started for the door. Fayemera darted in front of him, gained the bed in one graceful leap and climbed onto Pepin's chest. "I guess your promise is cast in stone," Treyas said softly. "Who else would take care of all of your animals? Remember, tomorrow is cage cleaning. Oh, and Pepin, you're not fourteen...yet. Good night, Pepi."

Pepin groaned in response and Treyas chuckled, stepping into the hallway. He pulled the door closed and hefted the volume in his hand before turning his steps for the library. He found Kyel there, sprawled half-asleep in a chair by the fire, an empty wine glass in his hand. A decanter and extra glass sat on the nearby table. He looked up at Treyas' entrance.

"Seeking some solitude?" Treyas teased.

"Waiting for you," the black elf returned.

"For me? Why?" Treyas collapsed into a chair near Kyel. "Does this have to do with Jansson's visit today?"

Kyel ignored the question and glanced at the book Treyas held. "Treaties and Boundaries of Mere Odain. Some bedside reading, Treyas?"

Treyas regarded the book with a frown, then rose and firmly re-shelved it, before regaining his seat. Kyel poured himself another glass of wine, then one for Treyas as well. He held it out with a slight smile.

"You shelved it in the wrong place," he pointed out as Treyas accepted the wine.

Treyas took a drink and shook his head. "No, I didn't. It's right where I want it. Where no one else can find it."

Kyel extended his long legs toward the fire. "No one, meaning Pepin?"

Treyas shot him a sidelong glance. "How do you do that?"

Kyel shrugged. "It's a gift. So, go on. What's going on with Pepin?"

Treyas leaned back in his chair with a sigh. "Maybe nothing. Probably nothing. Just my insecurities resurfacing again. I found an old letter El'leigh had written to him asking him to return to Mere Odain and his duties as DragonMaster."

"I see. And Pepin's explanation was?"

"He says he never answered the letter and doesn't intend to, but then I caught him reading that book on treaties." Treyas took another drink of his wine and rubbed his eyes wearily. "And here I sit, once more cursing King Be'an and Pe'pinlaidh for involving my son in their war. Gods, Kyel! Pepin's been with me for almost seven years and the whole time I've felt like he was on loan. Like he's not really here. One foot always seems to be in Mere Odain."

"And probably always will be," Kyel replied gently, his blue gaze on Treyas. "That's part of who he is. Just as being a naiad is part of who you are. Could you forsake the water now that you know of its wonders?"

Treyas shook his head. "I see what you're saying, Kyel, but it doesn't make it any easier to bear."

"It's never easy to watch your children grow to their own independence. There comes a time when you need them more than they need you. But it all evens out. They leave for a while, they assert themselves, they learn who they are, and they come back. Sometimes not physically, only emotionally, and the bond between parent and child grows stronger."

Treyas took a sip of his wine and glanced at Kyel. "That sounded awfully wistful," he said softly.

Kyel tore his gaze from the fire where it had come to rest and chuckled. "I admit it. I miss Jansson."

"Mayfaire's a big place," Treyas said.

"Yes, and Jansson and Zira seem determined to fill it." He shook his head. "No, I can't move back. Not now. Jansson is almost twenty-three years old, a man with a family to raise and a land to govern. He's no longer a boy who needs his guardian hovering over him every second. My role as advisor seems to be quite adequate for him right now." He chuckled again, though it was filled with sadness. "I seem to be at that place where I need him more than he needs me."

Treyas studied him for a long moment, watching the firelight play on the smooth black skin, dance in the shiny black curls. He was a striking elf, lithe, yet powerfully built, his finely chiseled face holding both wisdom and compassion. And right now, the crystal blue eyes were just a little too distant.

"So, what's bothering you to the point of melancholy?" Treyas asked.

"Melancholy? Me?" Kyel teased, then rose, stretching and groaning. "It's just my age, Treyas. It starts an elf to thinking."

"Oh, please," Treyas said softly. "You're barely middle age, Kyel." He paused regarding Kyel thoughtfully. The elf had been slipping in and out of these morose moods ever since his friend Ashton had died over a year ago. And Treyas knew for a fact that it wasn't Jansson who wanted Kyel to move out. Still, Treyas didn't think it was his place to quiz the black elf on his reasons. He put down his wine glass and rose. "Have you thought anymore about my suggestion to speak to Bard Webb?"

Kyel shot him a quick glance. "Bard Webb is exhausted. He has Darosenim, Alinaena and Lorid to deal with. And I am not sure which is the more distressed."

"Then what about Jansson?" Treyas pressed. "You know he'd be willing to help. And, yes, I remember what you said about being uncomfortable asking him to--"

"Actually," Kyel interrupted, "it wasn't uncomfortable at all. Though the first session is always the most difficult."

Treyas' eyebrows rose in surprise. "Today? The business Jansson had with you? Gods, Kyel, your first session with bardic healing and you had the presence of mind to ask me about my troubles? You are truly one amazing elf."

"And one very tired one," Kyel returned.

"Not too tired for an old friend, I hope." The voice preceded a tall, muscular man into the room.

"Elek!" Treyas cried and leapt at the man as if he were a small child again. "Where did you come from? I didn't even sense your magic. How did you get here?"

Elek swept him up in a tender hug and kissed him on the top of the head, much the same way Treyas had earlier kissed Pepin. "I've been here for a few minutes. You seemed preoccupied. How's my boy?" Elek asked and held Treyas' at arm's length. "Still as skinny as ever. Don't you ever eat?"

"I eat plenty," Treyas assured his guardian. "It's just that five children burn it off rather quickly."

"Five!" Elek cried. "Last count Dru was youngest."

"We've added Elek since then. Six months ago. And your namesake. If you weren't always off in some other dimension, you'd know that."

"My namesake? Well, then he must be a damned handsome boy." Elek grinned, then turned his gaze on Kyel. "Well met, old friend," he said softly and embraced the black elf.

"What brings you here?" Kyel asked, his blue eyes twinkling.

"A visit!" Elek retorted. "Can't a man visit his own family?" He brushed past Treyas, shedding his red sorcerer robes as he went. "Besides, I need to get away once in awhile. That Sorcery Guild is too damn serious." He shuddered and poured himself a glass of wine. "They've forgotten how to have fun. Oh, Yalena and I try to spice it up every once in awhile, like the time we put a backwash on one of old Barnez's spells, but they're an incredibly stuffy lot." He turned back to Treyas and Kyel, who were both smiling at him knowingly. "All right, all right! A certain bard may have suggested a visit, but I was planning on it anyway! It's that damn time distortion in the dimensional planes. Time gets away from me. Five children!" He shook his head in wonderment. "Who'd have thought?"

"Certainly not me, Grandpa," Treyas teased. "But growing up as an only child puts strange desires into one. I'll leave you two to talk, but be forewarned, Elek. The children in this house rise early and full of life. If you want any peace in the morning, you'd best hide the evidence of your arrival." He gathered up Elek's robes and placed them over the back of a chair, kissed Elek goodnight and went to his own room.

Cynthe was asleep on the bed, Elek cradled next to her. Treyas smiled and gently picked up the sleeping infant. He looked down at the little boy, taking in the soft, round cheeks, the tiny little upturned nose, the head of downy blond hair. Yes, he was a 'damned handsome boy'. The thought of him one day leaving seemed so remote, so far away. And yet, the time would come sooner than Treyas expected, sooner than he would be ready for. He kissed Elek gently and laid him in the cradle. He wriggled about, opened his blue eyes for a moment, found his thumb and drifted back to sleep.

"Myshay?" Cynthe whispered sleepily.

Treyas shushed her and quickly changed into his nightshirt before crawling into bed. He pulled Cynthe close, ran his fingers through her hair, loosening the braid, and kissed her.

She looked at him suspiciously, no doubt smelling the wine on his breath. "And what's all of this about?" she teased. "It's far too soon to be thinking about adding to our family."

Treyas grinned and kissed both of her cheeks, her eyes, and finally her lips. "Things just feel right tonight," he said. "Pepin says he's not going anywhere and I believe him. Kyel has started sessions with Jansson, and Elek is here for a visit."

"Elek!" Cynthe cried. "Treyas, you know his language--"

Treyas put a finger to her lips. "I'll speak to him about it in the morning," he promised, then chuckled. "Gods, this is a switch. He used to be on me constantly about my language. And on Jansson as well. Now, I'm chastising him. What's that saying? The child shall become the parent--"

"And the parent the child," Cynthe finished.

"--and the circle continues to move through time," they said together.

Cynthe stroked his cheek gently, then wrapped her arms about his neck and delivered her own passionate kiss.

"Careful," he warned, "or that new family member may be added sooner than you think."

Cynthe laughed. "Q'egoshay, beloved. And good night."
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Pepin woke early to Fayemera's yowling. The cat was pawing desperately at the closed window. Pepin stumbled over to it and popped it open. Fayemera darted outside, leaping from the windowsill to the heavy tree branches that grew nearby. From there it was an easy climb to the ground, where the cat vanished into the gardens surrounding the palace. Pepin sighed, wondering how long it would be before the animal once more returned and graced him with her presence. Well, no matter, he had other pets and today was cage cleaning. He quickly dressed, splashed his face with cold water and hurried down the stairway. A flash of red caught his eye as he strode past the library and he stopped, smiling. Elek was here. Those garish red robes could belong to no other.

Pepin slipped into the room and flung one robe across his shoulders, rubbing his cheek against the fine silk. He wondered what it would be like to be a sorcerer, to have such immense power at one's fingertips. Literally. Pepin had seen such a display of power only once. Two years earlier Elek had snuck him away to another dimension for a sorcery tournament. The spectacle had been well worth the lecture and punishment Treyas had doled out upon their return. Pepin smiled now, recalling how remorseful Elek had tried to look. He hadn't succeeded and Treyas had thrown his hands up in resignation.

"Red's not your color, Pepin," Treyas said now, as he stopped by the library door.

Pepin laughed, spinning around. The robe swirled out around him, then wrapped about his legs like a cocoon. "Where is Grandpapay?"

"Asleep, hopefully," Treyas answered. "But he won't be for long once the twins see those robes. Do you want to run them up to the guest room?"

But it was too late. Dru stumbled sleepily down the hallway to hug Treyas' leg. She took one look at Pepin and her eyes brightened. "Grandpapay's here!" she shrieked. "Vantann! Thomlin!" She whirled and made for the twins' bedroom, her excited squeals piercing the morning air.

Treyas grimaced. "That's going to wake the baby."

"Not to mention everyone else," Pepin agreed. He dropped the robe onto the chair. "I'm going out to the barn."

"What about breakfast?"

"I'm not hungry. I'll eat when I'm done with the animals." Pepin slid past Treyas and took the stairs two at a time, almost colliding with Jansson, who leapt aside, yanking his harp out of harm's way.

"Firesass, Pepin! Slow down!"

"Sorry, Uncle Jansson." Pepin slid to a stop. "You're here awfully early. Papay's in the library."

"Thank you. Where are you headed?"

Pepin grimaced. "Cage cleaning."

Jansson glanced up the stairs, then drew Pepin aside. "Have you told Treyas about the rats yet?"

Pepin cringed. "No."

"When?"

Pepin spread his hands helplessly. "I don't know. Mamay will never let me keep them. Can't they stay at Mayfaire, Uncle Jansson? Please?"

Jansson rolled his eyes, his voice low. "You either bring them here or you let them go."

"But Uncle Jansson, it took me weeks to train them!" Pepin cried.

"Those are your options, Pepin. I can't keep Zira out of the stables forever. She's already getting suspicious. And if she finds them..." Jansson let the sentence drop.

Pepin frowned but nodded. "I'll move them. But give me a day or so to find a place for them."

Jansson agreed, grinning. "Just to even things out, I won't make you move Mada and her new offspring."

Pepin gasped. "Mada had more babies?"

"That seems to be a rabbit's favorite pastime," Jansson replied with a chuckle, then added under his breath, "and your father's."

Pepin ignored him and hurried through the kitchen, snatching a sweetcake on the way.

"If you're going to eat, eat like a person!" the cook snapped good-naturedly. "Not like one of your animals."

Pepin laughed, darted outside and across the wide expanse of grass. He took the hedge in one leap, landing easily in the coarse gravel outside the stables.

"Go around the hedge, Prince Pepin!" the groundskeeper scolded. "It'll never get any taller if you keep breaking off the new growth!"

"Sorry!" Pepin dashed into the cool darkness of the stables, startling the doves that roosted there. They scattered in a flurry of wings and feathers, which, in turn, caused the horses to dance about in their stalls in alarm.

"Prince Pepin!" The groomsman stepped from the tackroom, brandishing a brush in one hand and a piece of rein in the other. "If you cannot enter the stables with some degree of restraint, I will be forced to speak to your father about moving your...pets elsewhere."

Pepin drew a deep breath and rolled his eyes. "I'm sorry. I'll try to be quieter." He slipped down the aisle to the last stall. "Hoi, babies, how is everyone today?" he called softly.

"We're just fine," came a high squeaky reply, followed by a giggle. Nila dropped from the overhead beam, landing directly in front of Pepin.

Pepin stepped back, startled, then fell over the lizard cage and sprawled into the hay. Nila's giggle turned to laughter. Pepin flushed.

"What are you doing here?" he asked, grimacing in pain.

"Waiting for you."

"Are you going to help?" He righted himself and opened the lizard cage. He drew out the long, green lizard and stroked it tenderly, then handed it to Nila, who took it with a wrinkled nose. Pepin laughed as he started cleaning the cage. "Don't you like Sanderson?"

"He's all right, I guess," she replied, climbing up to sit on the gate. "I like Fluff better though."

Pepin made a face, looking over at the lemming. "That is such a stupid name," he groaned. "I never should have let Dru name it."

"Oh, and I suppose Ears is a better name," Nila teased.

Pepin glanced at the fennec fox that was curled into a tight little ball. "At least it's fitting."

"So, did you get into much trouble last night?" Nila asked, watching him work.

"No. Papay's young enough to sympathize with me. What about you?"

Nila frowned. "Well, Willow's not so young. And she's also very proper. I guess she'd have to be to be married to the King. Anyway, I've got double sword lessons for two weeks. She says if I have the energy to stay up until midnight entertaining young men, than I certainly ought to have energy for extra sword practice."

Pepin shrugged. "Well, you could use it."

She gave him a hard kick to the arm. He yelped, reached out and yanked her from her perch on the gate, then overcompensated as she fell against him. They both went down, Nila landing on top. Sanderson escaped to the safety of his cage. Nila pushed up on her hands and smiled down at Pepin. He stared back at her, very aware of her body pressed atop his.

"Well, now," she murmured. "This is interesting."

"Nila!" Pepin squeaked, his mind whirling. He was torn between pulling her down and planting a kiss on those exquisite lips or throwing her aside in a state of panic. The panic won out and he scrambled away from her. He got shakily to his feet, cursing himself for his cowardice.

Nila rolled onto her back and regarded him coyly. "What's the matter?" she purred.

"What's the matter?" he cried. "What's wrong with you? That's all we need. To be found rolling around in the hay in the stables. I seriously doubt Papay will overlook a second incidence. Especially one so...so..."

"Obvious," she supplied, then giggled.

Pepin looked down at her, shook his head and grinned. "You're wicked," he murmured, then hunkered beside her. "Besides, Papay told me of a place where we can be alone and no one can see us."

"Where?" Nila sat up, her blue eyes glowing.

"Help me clean these cages and I'll show you."

Nila's eyes narrowed in suspicion, then she nodded. "All right. But if you're lying to me just to get my help, I'll tell your father that you attacked me in the stables."

"Oh, please, Nila," Pepin groaned. "He'd never believe you."

"Then I'll tell him that I attacked you and you shoved me away and hurt my feelings."

Pepin laughed and hurled a handful of hay at her. She responded with the same, then the two set to work on the cages. An hour later they were done, and Pepin returned Ears to her cage with a gentle kiss and a scratch between the ears. "I'll walk you later," he promised, then turned to Nila, his heart already pounding. "Are you ready?"

She hesitated, then nodded. "I'm ready. Where is this place of mystery?"

"Actually, not too far away." Pepin took her hand and led her back out into the main aisle of the stables. The groomsman had taken all of the horses out to pasture and the stables were now quiet and dark. Pepin went into the feed stall and gestured at a ladder nailed against the far wall.

Nila giggled nervously. "The loft?" she whispered.

Pepin nodded and they climbed the ladder quickly and quietly. They had just gained the top and crawled forward into the loose hay when a muffled cry of surprise rose up, along with two very embarrassed black elves, both Kyel's wards.

"Eaton! Aja!" Nila cried, her eyes wide.

"Nila!" Aja yelped.

"Pepin?" Eaton gaped at him, aghast.

The four elves stared at one another in shock for a long, awkward moment, then Aja spoke, her voice cold and firm. "Not a word, Nila!"

"What in Tor's hell are you doing up here?" Eaton demanded.

"What are you doing up here?" Pepin countered, wishing his heart would slow to normal and his voice would stop squeaking.

"Well, that's obvious," Nila said.

"Be quiet!" Aja snapped. "We weren't doing anything! At least nothing inappropriate for our ages. What about you?"

"We didn't do anything either," Nila retorted.

"Because we were here," Eaton put in. "Gods know what would have happened otherwise."

Pepin felt his insides lurch, and his gaze darted to Nila. Just what was he planning on doing here? In this incredibly private little nest? With this incredibly beautiful elf sitting next to him? It all became suddenly too much to bear and he swallowed hard, backing toward the ladder. "Nothing would have happened," he mumbled. "I was just showing it to her, that's all." His foot reached for the ladder, missed and he slipped through the hole to land in a heap in the thin bedding of straw below. He looked up, dazed, to see Nila, Aja and Eaton all peering down at him from above. Three pairs of crystal blue eyes all stared down at him like he was some sort of madman. He moaned and the elves came to life, scrambling down the ladder.

"Why did you do that?" Nila asked.

"Are you hurt?" Aja cried.

"Oh, gods, how do we explain this?" Eaton wailed.

"Pepin?" The voice echoed through the empty stables and all four elves gasped, their eyes going wide. Treyas stepped into the barn and stopped short. His gaze went from the four startled faces, to the hay drifting from the loft and back. "Do we have a problem?" he asked quietly.

There was a long silence before Aja spoke, her voice low and shaky. "Pepin fell."

"From?"

"The loft," Eaton supplied.

"I see." Treyas knelt beside Pepin. "Are you hurt?"

Pepin grimaced. "A little. My back."

"Can you walk?"

"I think so." Pepin took Treyas' hand and came slowly to a sitting position, groaning as pain ripped through his back. But it was nothing compared to the pain in his heart. He could see the disapproval in Treyas' eyes, hear it in his voice. Disappointment was almost worse than anger. Gods, he thought, I've made a complete fool of myself. He wished that the floor of the stables would simply open up and swallow him whole. Instead, Treyas helped him gently to his feet.

"I'm all right," Pepin said, then tried to take a step. He couldn't stop his groan of pain as he crumpled against Treyas.

Treyas grabbed him, then turned to Eaton. "Go get Druce. He's in the mews."

Eaton dashed off as Treyas carefully lowered Pepin onto a hay bale nearby. "Gods, Papay," Pepin whispered. "It really hurts."

Treyas patted his shoulder. "Nila, Aja, go on back to the house. Aja, Cynthe could use your help. Nila, I believe you have sword practice." Treyas watched them hurry off, then turned back to Pepin, who was just a little disconcerted to see his father smile. "Gods, Pepin, when I told you about the loft I didn't expect you to make use of it so soon."

Pepin flushed. "We didn't, Papay! Honest! Besides Eaton and Aja...we wouldn't have anyway! Gods, Papay, I've never even kissed a girl!" He groaned again. "What are you doing out here anyway?"

"Looking for you. Apparently you've been leaping the hedges? And startling the horses?"

Pepin grimaced. "Sorry. I was just in a hurry to get here." He looked up quickly. "To get my chores done! Nothing else! Really! I...I didn't even know she, Nila, would be here! Honest!"

Treyas chuckled softly as Eaton returned with Druce. "Druce, Pepin could use some of your Merian strength to return him to his room. He's hurt his back."

Druce's gaze flicked to the loft and he grinned. "Didn't you tell me Jansson fell out of there once?" he asked Treyas.

"Why do you think that pile of hay is there? Just not enough, I guess."

"Papay!" Pepin wailed, embarrassment flooding through him.

Druce laughed and scooped Pepin up gently, easily holding the small boy, though he himself was not much taller than Treyas. The walk back to the house seemed to take forever, but the walk through the house took a lifetime. Cynthe was up from her seat at the kitchen table the moment Druce stepped through the doorway, her violet eyes wide with alarm. The younger children stopped tormenting the elder Elek and clambered around Druce, demanding in a variety of high-pitched squeals to know what happened. Pepin groaned and closed his eyes, turning his face against Druce's chest. His back hurt like hell, but having everyone follow Druce up the stairs to his room was pure torture. He was positive they all knew the situation that had landed him in this predicament.

At last he was in his own bed and Cynthe shooed everyone away except Treyas. She sat on the edge of the bed and brushed Pepin's hair from his forehead.

"What happened, myshay?" she whispered.

The pain in his back, coupled with the pain of his embarrassment, met with the gentle concern in her voice, and Pepin's empathic gift exploded. He burst into tears. Cynthe's concern turned to worry and she glanced at Treyas. "Maybe you'd better get Kyel," she murmured.

"He's with Jansson," Treyas replied, worry now clouding his eyes. "I'll get Willow."

Cynthe nodded and returned her attention to Pepin as Treyas left. "Tell me what happened, Pepi?"

"Oh, Mamay, I'm sorry!" Pepin wailed. "I just wanted to show Nila, that's all. I wasn't going to do anything. Honest! Not even kiss her! I swear it!"

Cynthe stared at him in confusion. "What are you talking about?"

Pepin's wails turned into sobs, great gasping sobs of pain and failure. He clutched at Cynthe's arm, his eyes begging forgiveness. "The loft! I fell out of the loft!"

"What were you doing in the loft?" Cynthe asked, then waved away the question. "I know, I know. Nothing. So why go up in the loft to do nothing?"

"B...because Papay said it was private," Pepin managed, quieting his sobs. "Only Eaton and Aja were--"

"Stop!" Cynthe held up her hand. "I don't think I want to hear any more." She leaned forward and kissed his forehead, then surprised him with a smile. "Boys," she sighed as Treyas returned with Willow. "Willow, Pepin could use your healing touch. Seems he fell out of the loft in the stables. Treyas, myshay, might I have a word with you?"

Treyas grimaced. "Certainly, beloved. I'll be right there." He approached Pepin and leaned over to give him a kiss. "I'll get library time for this," he whispered.

Pepin gave a small smile and squeezed his father's hand. "I'll help."

"No. You'll be too busy with gardening," Treyas returned, kissed him and followed Cynthe from the room.

Pepin grimaced as Willow sat down next to him.

"I hope that evil face wasn't meant for me," she said with a warm smile.

"No. Papay just assigned me to gardening. I hate gardening!"

"Well, it wouldn't be a punishment if you liked it. Turn over, let's have a look at your back."

Pepin did as she requested, groaning in agony. "Gods, Grandmamay, this really hurts. Can you heal it?"

Willow ran her smooth hand across his lower back. "Of course. It's a bad bruise but nothing serious. Hold still. This should feel warm, but not hot."

Pepin relaxed as the gentle warmth of healing magic spread across his back, seeping deep into the bruised muscle. His eyes closed and he took a deep, calming breath, sinking toward sleep.

::Pepin?:: The voice was soft, gentle, stirring his memories.

"What?" he asked out loud.

"I didn't say anything," Willow replied. "Just relax, Pepin. It'll make the healing easier."

::Pepin?:: The voice came again and Pepin realized with a start that it was coming through a MindLink. ::Pepin, answer me. Please.::

::El'leigh?:: Pepin sent, his mind reeling in shock. He glanced at Willow, who continued to work on his back, obviously not sensing the Link, which was almost impossible, but a testament yet again of El'leigh's power.

::Yes, it's me,:: El'leigh sent with relief. ::Pepin, I need your help. All of Mere Odain does. Pepin?::

But Pepin's mind was spinning toward sleep, heavy healing-induced sleep. He sank deeper into his blankets, murmuring her name softly out loud.
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Jansson stepped into the library moments after Cynthe left. He glanced at Treyas and shivered. "Brrr, it's frigid in here," he teased. "What happened?"

Treyas shrugged. "Cynthe has no appreciation for the romantic struggles of a thirteen-year-old."

"Explain that." Jansson set his harp down and sprawled into a chair.

"Three words," Treyas replied. "Nila, loft, fall."

"Ouch." Jansson grimaced. "Didn't Pepin land in the hay?"

Treyas nodded. "There wasn't enough laid down there. He hurt his back. Willow is with him. I don't think it's serious but Cynthe is still livid that I even told him about the loft. Would you like some tea?"

"I'd love some. My throat is parched."

Treyas rang for a servant. "How are the sessions going?"

"These are without a doubt the strangest sessions of bardic healing I've ever done. Kyel is all depressed about his age. I point out that Ashton was well over two hundred when he died and that Kyel has at least another one hundred twenty years left himself. Then Kyel points out that he'll no doubt outlive both me and my children. That sends me into such a depression that he ends up consoling me. I don't know who's healing whom here." He looked up as a servant entered. "Ah, do you have anything to soothe a weary head, heal an aching heart and restore a shattered confidence?"

The servant looked at him blankly, then at Treyas, who chuckled. "Tea will be fine," he assured the girl. She bowed and left, still looking puzzled. Treyas sat down opposite Jansson. "Don't worry, Jans. You're surrounded by so much magic you'll live well past a human's normal capacity."

Jansson sighed, reached for his harp and played a few soft notes. Treyas listened appreciatively, wishing he'd taken time to study music. He was forever awed by the ease with which Jansson took up new instruments, mastering them in only months. He was more awed still with Jansson's bardic gift and the way it had grown over the last few years. It seemed a long time ago that Jansson had succeeded in his first real show of bardic healing, that of the young musician, Avenal, in Mere Odain.

The thought of Mere Odain caused him to sigh so heavily Jansson stopped playing and looked up. "Was it that bad?" he asked.

"What? Oh no, not your playing, Jans!" Treyas quickly replied. "You play beautifully. You know how appreciative I am of your talent. No, I was just thinking about Mere Odain."

"Why?" Jansson asked as the servant arrived with their tea.

Treyas waited for the tea to be poured and served and the servant to leave before telling Jansson about the letter and the book. Jansson's response was a shrug. "So, why don't you believe him?" he asked. "If he says he isn't going, he probably isn't."

"It's that probably word that has me upset. It's like I can feel the pull Mere Odain has on him. It's pulling him one way and I'm pulling him the other, and poor Pepin is caught in the middle."

"You think he wants to go then?"

"I don't know for sure that he ever wanted to leave Mere Odain." Treyas set down his tea and rose to pace. "I think he left because he didn't want to hurt me. That, and the fact that with Fayemera dead, he had no real claims to the rest of the dragons. They belonged to El'leigh and she didn't seem very willing to share. Now it's apparent she's just not willing to share with a halfling. She wants Pepin to renounce his elfin heritage and become fully Merian, answering to her."

"It's not likely he'll do that, Treyas," Jansson said quietly. "He's too grounded in the elfin way. That's all he's really known. Mere Odain and the dragons were Pe'pinlaidh's legacy, that's all."

Treyas stopped his pacing to regard his friend. "But is that all? Or does it go much deeper? You saw the way he reacted when Fayemera got hurt, and when she was dying. They were connected in something much stronger than a legacy. What if Pepin's attachment to Mere Odain is the same?"

Jansson set down his tea, rose and placed a comforting hand on Treyas' shoulder. "Then I don't think he'd still be here."

"M'Lord!" Brynne burst into the room, then stopped short at the sight of Jansson. She flushed and curtsied. "Forgive me, Your Majesty. I... I didn't know..."

"Brynne," Treyas interrupted softly. "You've been married to Druce for three years. When are you going to relax? There is no one here except me and Jansson and we'll be called such."

"Aye, M'Lord...sire...uh..." Brynne went one shade redder.

Treyas chuckled. "What is it you needed?"

"Oh!" Brynne seemed to remember her purpose and the words rushed out. "It's your father. He's out back showing the twins how to throw fire with their fingertips. They've already burned down one of Cynthe's new trees and singed the fur off one side of Rainbow. You'd better come. He won't listen to me."

Treyas groaned and started for the door. "Gods, why couldn't he have been this much fun when I was growing up?"

"Maybe it's just as well he wasn't," Jansson said with a laugh. "Dru met me in the hallway and wanted to know what the 'hell' I was still doing here."

Treyas' groan became more audible and he dashed for the back yard and Elek.
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Pepin stared out his window at the antics taking place in the yard below. The twins were cowering with a badly frightened Rainbow, Treyas was gesturing wildly to Elek, who stood stone-faced and bored, while the remains of Cynthe's prized cherry tree sent little spirals of smoke into the afternoon sunshine. Pepin sighed and turned away, dropping back down on his bed. He wished he had just half of the twins' magical prowess, just half. Then maybe he would really feel like an elf instead of a helpless half-breed prince who, in his mind, had no right to such a title.

::Pepin?:: The soft voice caught at his mind again, and again he pushed it aside.

What right did El'leigh have to contact him after all of this time? And why now? When both Treyas and Cynthe were so on edge about the letter?

::Pepin! Answer me! I command it!::

Anger swept through Pepin. ::You can't command me!:: he shot back. ::You're not my queen! Willow is!::

::So you heard me?:: There was satisfaction in the question.

::Of course I heard you. You've been badgering me for the last hour. And I was trying to sleep!::

::Sleep? But it's morning!::

::Not here, it's not. It's almost dinnertime! Now go away.::

::No! Didn't you hear me! I need your help, Pepin. And what are you doing sleeping at this time anyway? Do you routinely take naps before dinner?::

Pepin didn't miss the sarcasm in that and he practically screamed his answer. ::Not that it's any of your business, but I got hurt! I was being healed when you so rudely intruded!::

::Oh, Pepin, I'm sorry.:: The voice softened. ::Are you all right?::

Pepin cringed at the feelings the tender question evoked. He exhaled slowly, calming. ::I'm fine. So, what's the big crisis?::

::Oh, Pepin, it's the dragons,:: El'leigh said, her voice edging on total despair. ::They're missing!::

Pepin sat bolt upright on his bed, his heart pounding. ::What do you mean, missing? Where did they go?::

::If I knew that, they wouldn't be missing,:: she retorted, her tone changing instantly.

::Well, how could a whole fleet of dragons just disappear?:: Pepin asked angrily. He was used to these quick mood changes in the Merian Queen. And they irritated him as much now as they had when he'd first met her. ::Where were they? Who was watching them?::

::Don't sound so smug!:: El'leigh snapped. ::They were being watched over by Urell, your replacement. If you'd been here where you belong, this wouldn't have happened!::

::Don't start with that again!:: Pepin retorted. ::Lidgerwood is my home, not Mere Odain! And I'd thank you to stop involving me in your problems! I have enough of my own!:: He broke the MindLink with a jerk of rage, then flung himself off the bed and stomped from the room.

He met Dru on the stairs and the little girl grabbed his hand. "Pepin, go riding with me," she begged.

"Not now!" Pepin snapped, yanking his hand away.

Dru gasped, her eyes went wide, then filled with tears, and she bolted up the stairs, screaming for Cynthe. Pepin clenched his jaw and pounded down the stairs. He needed to find something, anything to take his mind off El'leigh and the dragons. He stormed out the back door and across the lawns to the sparring arena. He could hear the clacking of wooden practice swords and Nila's periodic bursts of frustrated oaths. He grabbed up a practice blade and strode into the arena.

"Ah, Prince Pepin," the elfin instructor greeted him as he and Nila stopped.

She was breathing hard and wiped sweat from her brow.

"Weaponsmaster Harig," Pepin greeted the instructor, giving a curt bow. "Do you mind?" He gestured toward Nila.

"No, by all means. Give her a go. She's been complaining about my reach. Let's give her one a little closer to her own." Harig stepped aside and Pepin took his place, saluting Nila.

Her blue eyes sparkled with mischief as she returned the salute. "So, you think I could use more practice, huh? Let's find out."

They set to, their swords sweeping through the air. Usually, they were fairly well matched. Of the five black elves who had followed Kyel from the northlands, Nila alone had taken to swords immediately upon her arrival in Lidgerwood almost four years earlier. Even Pepin was surprised at her skill. But today, he had anger on his side and, within moments, had Nila frantically dodging his blows. He swung hard, she brought up a two-handed block, he countered quickly with a spinning thrust that sent her sprawling to the ground. She scrambled up but before she could fully recover, Pepin advanced on her with a flurry of well-placed attacks, which left her once more in the dust, staring up at him in confusion. At least one of his blows had met its mark and Nila rubbed absently at her arm.

"Hold!" Harig stormed across the arena, anger on his lean face. "Prince Pepin! This is a practice arena. Once your opponent is down you allow recovery and set up. You know that." He extended a hand up to Nila. "Are you hurt, M'Lady?"

"No," Nila replied quietly, her gaze searching Pepin's face.

"Very well. This session is ended. Lady Nila, I will expect to see you later this afternoon for your second session. Prince Pepin, I shall be forced to take this little occurrence up with your father. We do not come to the practice arena to vent our anger. Many a battle has been lost when anger replaced good, well-thought-out fighting."

Pepin scowled. "Yes, Weaponsmaster. I apologize."

"Perhaps it isn't me you should be apologizing to," Harig said pointedly. He gave Pepin another stern look, took both their swords and left.

Pepin frowned, looking at Nila. "Did I hurt you? If I did, I'm sorry."

Nila shrugged and grinned. "You fought well. But what are you so mad about?"

Pepin sighed and followed her from the arena. He watched as she splashed her face with cool water and dried it. "You remember I told you about El'leigh? Mere Odain's queen?"

"Yes." She put down the towel and looked over at him. "If I remember, you were quite smitten with her. I also remember how you two used to fight."
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