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Elfin Crown Prince Treyas Merripen looked up from the parchments strewn across his wide desk. His ward, a little, brown, halfling, was curled up in one of the dark green hearthside chairs, immersed in a thick book. Treyas' gaze flicked to the open window and the sunshine beyond.

"Hoi, Pepin," he said softly, so as not to startle the child. "Why don't you take Li'el for a ride? You haven't ridden her for a couple of days now."

"Can't," Pepin replied, not looking up, "she's at Mayfaire, getting ready to foal."

"That's right," Treyas mumbled, rising. He drew his finely boned fingers through his thick blonde hair. "Well, why don't you and I go over to Bailiwycke and spend some time on the beach with Reya?"

Not even the name of Treyas' goddaughter caught Pepin's attention. "It's too hot on the beach right now," he muttered.

Treyas frowned, his mismatched eyes, one blue, one green, thoughtful. He walked across the room and glanced at the book Pepin was reading. Something about Glede provinces and governments. Gods, Treyas thought, he's only eight and he's already worried about that? He plucked the book from Pepin's hands.

"Papa!" Pepin leapt up to stand on the chair. He reached for the book, which Treyas held out of reach. Treyas grinned at the boy's use of the word papa. Though Treyas was just eighteen, he certainly did view himself as Pepin's father, though he had no direct blood ties to the boy.

"How about going over to Saskra to see Darosenim and Ashton?" he asked.

"It's too cold in Saskra," Pepin returned, jumping on the chair and straining for the book.

Treyas wouldn't give up. "Then how about Moyru to see Cynthe's brothers? You always like playing with Conor and Chase."

"You just want to go see mama!" Pepin retaliated and leapt off the chair at Treyas.

Treyas dropped the book, caught the slight boy in mid-air and rolled to the heavily carpeted floor, where he tickled Pepin into gales of shrieking laughter. Pepin wrestled with him, and Treyas flopped onto his back, Pepin astride his chest.

"I win!" Pepin declared, pinning Treyas' arms to the ground. Abruptly he bent over and kissed the tip of Treyas' nose.

Treyas grinned, then looked toward the TravelPortal in the corner of the study, sensing a surge in the magic. "Incoming," he announced.

"Let's hide," Pepin whispered, and scampered behind the heavy desk, Treyas at his heels.

The TravelPortal crackled with energy. A moment later a tall, sinewy black elf stepped into the room. He was dressed in the usual royal attire of fine woolen tunic and leggings, though instead of the warm colors others wore, his were jet black and void of any trim or design. He made a striking figure with his finely chiseled features, his black curls that hung to his well-muscled shoulders and his clear blue eyes.

"Oh, danns!" Pepin sighed. "It's Grandpapa Kyel. His eyes are too good."

"So is my hearing," the black elf said, with just a trace of a smile.

"I warned you about his hearing," Treyas teased, rising with Pepin. He was amused at the title of grandfather that Pepin used with Kyel. More amused that Kyel allowed it. Kyel had but one ward, Jansson, whom he had cared for since Jansson was thirteen years old, and who considered the elf his father.

"I hoped it would be Uncle Jansson," Pepin said. "He can never find me." None-the-less, the little halfling ran to Kyel for a hug.

"I trust," Kyel said, looking at Treyas, "that the letters are ready to be signed?"

"They are, my King," Treyas replied with a stiff formal bow. "Else why would I be wrestling and playing hide-and-seek with Pepin?"

Kyel regarded him with amusement. "Why indeed, Prince Treyas?" He stepped to the desk but did not sit down.

"Is there something wrong?" Treyas asked. "Is something wrong with Jansson?"

"No, King van Tannen is fine." Kyel looked at Pepin, then back at Treyas. "It's been six months since our little ordeal in Karsaba. I was wondering if you were still planning on seeing if Pepin retains an Immix?"

Treyas glanced quickly at Pepin, whose face registered uncertainty and fear.

"I... I don't know if I want it done anymore," he stammered, then pressed close to Treyas and gripped his hand.

"If you choose not to, that is fine," Kyel replied, sitting down. "I simply thought I would ask, and let you know that I am still willing to read it. But the choice must be yours, not mine or Treyas'." He paused, then smiled. "Pepin, I understand you've been learning to cook."

Pepin's face lit up. "I have! And I made some cookies. Do you want some?"

"I would love some," Kyel replied. "And bring extras for Jansson."

"All right! I'll be right back." Pepin raced across the room, threw the heavy door wide and dashed away.

Treyas looked at the open doorway for a moment, then turned back to Kyel. "So, what was all of that about? Do you think that I talked Pepin out of the reading?"

"Did you?" Kyel countered calmly.

"No!" Treyas snapped, then flushed and crossed to the window to peer outside.

"But you aren't really sure you want him to know, are you?"

"No. No, I'm not. I love him, Kyel. As much as if he were of my own blood. What if he has relatives? What if they want him?" He drew a deep breath. "I can't stand the thought of losing him. It's ripping my heart apart."

Kyel rose and crossed the room. He laid one hand on Treyas' shoulder. "I do understand your feelings. But this has to be his choice. It is his life."

"I know that," Treyas answered softly.

"Your head may know, but your heart is not listening. And Pepin's empathic abilities are linked to your heart. He no longer seeks his past because he is so afraid of hurting you."

Treyas looked up into the crystal blue depths of Kyel's eyes. "And how do I hide that, Kyel? How do I shield my feelings from him?" His gaze went to the doorway as Pepin entered, carefully balancing a tray piled high with thick, irregularly shaped sugar cookies.

Pepin's gaze went at once to Treyas, then to Kyel. He set the tray down slowly on the desk. "What's wrong?"

Treyas sighed, slouched into a chair and motioned the boy toward him. Pepin obeyed quietly, his face wary.

"Pepin," Treyas said, his voice catching, "I think you should let Kyel see if you have an Immix. I think it would be a good thing for you to know about your parents."

Pepin stared at him, his brown eyes wide. "But...you and Cynthe...you are my parents," he whispered. "Aren't you?"

The question tore at Treyas and he gathered the little boy onto this lap. "Oh, Pepin, of course we are! For as long as you want us to be. But that doesn't mean that you have to forget who gave birth to you. It took me fourteen years to learn about my parents and I'm glad that I finally did. But it didn't change my feelings for Elek. I mean, he's the one who raised me, looked after me, loved me. And I love him. That's not going to change."

Pepin was quiet, seeming to think about Treyas' words. "But...what if...what if my relatives want to take me?"

It was as if he had read Treyas' innermost turmoil. The prince hugged the little boy to him. "I would never let them take you unless you truly wanted to go."

"But I don't, Papa!" Pepin cried. "I want to stay here with you and Mama for always!"

Treyas held him tightly, swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat. "I'd like that. But I don't want you to go through life wondering, like I did. If you have a chance to find out, I think you should take it."

Pepin sighed and glanced at Kyel. "Then I guess I'll do it," he said softly. "It won't hurt, will it?"

Kyel smiled, approaching them. "No, it won't hurt. I've held only one Immix that ever hurt, and that was with a rather powerful, undisciplined elf who has since learned more control."

Treyas blushed. "He means me," he whispered into Pepin's ear.

"I know," Pepin whispered back.

Kyel drew a chair up opposite them and sat down. He reached for Pepin's hands, then held the small brown ones in his long, elegant black ones. He closed his eyes. A moment later, Treyas felt a shudder run through Pepin. A puzzled look crossed Kyel's face. He opened his eyes and sat back.

"Well," he said quietly, "there was something there. Not an Immix, but I did find out one thing. You're going to have a birthday in just a few weeks."

"A birthday?" Pepin cried. "Another one? Then I'll be nine!"

"No, you'll be eight," Kyel replied.

Pepin frowned. "Well, that's not fair! I've already been eight."

"Not according to the information left up there," Kyel said, gesturing to Pepin's head.

Pepin slouched back against Treyas, pouting.

"But think of it this way, Pepin," Treyas said. "It's just one extra birthday you get to celebrate, one extra party."

Pepin's eyes lit up. "That's right!" He turned excitedly to Treyas. "Can I have a party, Papa? Can I?"

Treyas laughed. "Of course you can." He looked toward the TravelPortal. "Incoming. Want to hide?"

But it was too late. Jansson van Tannen, sixteen-year old King of Odora Dava, burst through the Portal, excitement glowing in his large brown eyes. His curly brown locks were disheveled and bits of straw clung to his soft leathers. His gaze went at once to Pepin, and his boyishly handsome face broke into a wide smile. "Ah, Pepin! Just the one I wanted to see. Li'el foaled. You've got a colt."

"A colt? Yippee!" Pepin shrieked, leaping off Treyas' lap. "Can I go see him, Papa? Please?"

"Yes, go ahead. I'll be over in a bit," Treyas answered with a short laugh. "King Kyel still has some letters to go over."

Pepin gave Treyas and Kyel each a happy kiss, then grasped Jansson's hand and pulled him into the Portal. In seconds, they were gone. Treyas turned at once to Kyel.

"So?"

"So, what?" Kyel rose and headed for the desk.

"So, what did you find out?"

Kyel stopped. "What do you know of Mere Odain?"

Treyas shrugged. "I've never heard of it."

Kyel frowned. "Perhaps you should spend as much time in the books as Pepin does," he chided, then walked to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and began to scan them as he talked. "Mere Odain is a continent to the south and west of us. They have only recently come out of a long, rather destructive war. Not a lot is known about Mere Odain. Her peoples are rather secretive, but it is rumored that it is the home and birthplace of the DragonRiders." He selected a thin tome and held it out to Treyas.

"DragonRiders?" Treyas took the book. "I thought they were only legend."

"Perhaps they are. However, there was something linked to them in Pepin's memory."

Treyas started, then looked at the book. "Maybe he read this. He's been prowling around in here for weeks."

Kyel sat down at the desk. "It's possible, but I don't think so. His parents didn't hold Immix with him. The information that I got was coming from Pepin's own memory. And that memory linked his birth to Mere Odain."

"He was born there? Then what was he doing in Karsaba? Sarben said the monks found Pepin when he was just a year or so old. Why would Pepin's parents make such a long journey with a mere babe?"

"Perhaps they had no choice. The war in Mere Odain went on for almost forty years." He paused, his brow furrowing. "In fact, it supposedly ended just after Brother Cernak found Pepin in the woods."

Treyas felt his gut tighten. "I don't get the connection."

Kyel shrugged, his face relaxing. He picked up the quill. "There may be none. But for the time being, I would like to keep this information from Pepin. I would also like you to read that book. But, just now, I think a very excited young man would probably like your presence at Mayfaire. And I have work to do."

They both looked over as Kyel's wife, Willow, slipped into the study. Treyas was, as always, taken with her beauty. She was tall and sinewy, her movements like those of a cat. Long, moon-white hair hung well past her shoulders. She fairly glided to the desk, her emerald green eyes sparkling. Kyel rose at once and took her hands in his, white elf to black. Treyas grinned.

"Looks like work will wait for a bit," he murmured.

"Kyel," Willow purred, "did you tell him?"

"Not yet, myshay," Kyel replied, smiling. He glanced sideways at Treyas. "That vision you had of populating Lidgerwood with brown elves..."

He needed to say no more. Treyas' face broke into a wide grin. "Yes! Yes! Yes!" he cried and embraced them both. "You wasted no time," he teased. "You've only been married for a few months."

"I'm not getting any younger," Kyel replied.

"Oh, please! If I hear that one more time, I'm going to be sick."

Willow paled, her hand going to her lips, her gaze darting to Kyel. "So am I!" she cried and fled the room.

Kyel sighed. "It comes with carrying a child. I need to go to her, Treyas. You go to Mayfaire. We'll look over these letters later. I see some changes I'd like you to make."

"What?" Treyas cried in dismay. "You barely looked at them!"

"I have very good eyes," Kyel reminded him, starting towards the door.

"Tor's hell," Treyas muttered under his breath.

Kyel stopped. "And very good ears, as well. Remember that." He left the room, pulling the door shut quietly behind him.

Treyas groaned, dropped the book on the desk and picked up the cookies. This had been quite a day. A new baby, a new foal and a new life for Pepin. Treyas wondered which would prove to be the more exciting.
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The TravelPortal at Mayfaire, Jansson's castle, came out in the library, which had a large window facing the sparring area. Treyas walked to the open window and took a deep breath of the fresh country air. Odora Dava was mainly pastures and open fields, bordered on the east and south by the mighty Kedar River, on the north by Kestion Bay and on the west by a branch of the Baran-Ree Mountains. Sheep bleated in the distance. The air smelled of freshly mown grass and sea breezes blowing down from the north. It was quite unlike Aelfdene Valley, which was nestled securely between the two rugged branches of the Baran-Ree. Treyas let his gaze linger for a moment on the rolling fields of late summer grass before glancing toward the stables.

Several stable-hands and pages milled about, but there was no sign of Pepin or Jansson. They must be inside, he thought and turned toward the door of the large library. Before he reached it, a slight, dark-haired young woman a little taller than Treyas opened it.

"Zira," Treyas greeted her with a smile and embraced her with his free arm. "Ready to make an honest man out of Jansson yet?"

Zira smiled. "Is that all ye men think of? Getting married? I'm young yet, just eighteen. And Jansson's not even that. There'll be time for all that later."

Treyas frowned, hearing more in her words. "Later, Zira? That's going to be a task - keeping Jansson at bay. He's dying to get married, to start a family."

"I know," she murmured. "It's just that...well, I'm not quite ready for all of that."

Treyas clearly heard the hesitation in her voice. He wasn't sure what that was all about but he didn't want to pressure her. He changed the subject. "Speaking of babes..." 

Zira's face lit up. "Och! Willow finally told ye!"

"How did you know?" Treyas asked, surprised and not just a little deflated.

"Women, Treyas, they talk. Are those cookies for Jansson?"

"Yes. For everyone actually. Pepin made them. Kyel asked me to bring them over."

"Then, if Kyel is planning on having any, I'd best hide them from Jans. Ye know his appetite."

Treyas chuckled and handed her the tray. "I do indeed. I expect he and Pepin are in the stables?"

"Aye. And sent me to see if ye were coming. And I'm glad to find ye on this side of that Portal. After what happened to ye and Jansson a year ago, I'd not feel comfortable using it."

"The Portal is safe, Zira," Treyas assured her as they left the library.

"Aye, and that's what ye said a year ago, too. And I almost lost my Jans." She shook herself as though to rid her thoughts of unpleasant memories. "Well, it's done. No need to keep worrying over it. Go on to the stables. But ye and Pepin plan to stay for lunch. I know with Cynthe gone, ye'll pay no mind to eating."

Treyas sighed, thinking of his wife. "She's due back in a few days, if I last that long. She's only been gone for four days and it feels like a month."

Zira smiled. "Well, she needs her mother right now. Ye give her time." Zira gave him a gentle peck on the cheek and turned away.

"Zira," Treyas stopped her. "Do you know something you're not telling?"

Her smile widened. "Aye, I do." Without another word, she turned and walked away, her dark curls bouncing.

Treyas frowned, shook his head and went outside. Several of Jansson's pages were practicing in the arena and stopped to bow as Treyas walked past. He nodded his head in acknowledgment and hurried on. Gods, he grimaced, three-and-a-half years of being a prince and I still can't get used to all the bowing associated with it.

He stepped into the cool mustiness of the stables and waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Sometimes he wished that Lidgerwood had stables. He liked the smell and the feel of them. They were warm and alive and comforting. But with magic in the land, elves relied on it, and those who knew how to use it, for transportation. Still, Treyas guessed that now was the time to build stables, what with the new foal. He couldn't keep expecting Jansson to board the animals. He heard a nicker, and followed the sweet little sound to Li'el's stall.

Jansson had given Li'el to Pepin six months ago, just after he'd arrived at Lidgerwood, knowing full well that the mare was pregnant. Li'el was a beautiful horse, chestnut brown with a mane and tail of black. She had large, soulful, brown eyes, and Jansson had said she looked too much in coloring like Pepin to belong to anyone else.

Now, Treyas peeked into the stall, watching Pepin gently stroking his new colt. Jansson stood nearby grinning. The colt was honey brown with soft tangles of black at mane and tail. He nuzzled Pepin's hand, blowing air gently. Pepin giggled, then looked up as Treyas stepped inside the stall.

"Oh, Papa, look!" he cried. "Isn't he beautiful?"

Treyas hunkered down beside Pepin and reached out to pet the colt. "He is indeed. What did you name him?"

"Grah'el. Grah for short."

"Where did you come up with that?"

Pepin rolled his eyes in exasperation. "His father's name is Grahsid and his mother's name is Li'el. So, Grah'el. But his full name is Grah'el of Odain."

Treyas started so violently that Jansson noticed and threw him a quizzical look.

"W...where did you get that?" Treyas stammered.

Pepin shrugged. "I don't know. It just sort of popped into my head. It sounds nice, don't you think?"

"Yes. It sounds nice," Treyas muttered, rising.

A page suddenly appeared at the stall and bowed deeply before speaking. "Your Majesty, Your Highnesses, Lady Zira has requested your presence at lunch," he said stiffly.

Jansson grinned, a look of mischief leaping into his brown eyes. "Now, tell me, Noa--it is Noa?" The page nodded and Jansson continued. "Tell me, Noa, what were Lady Zira's exact words?"

Noa flushed, clearly flustered, then stammered, "She...she said, tell the boys in the barn, King, Prince or no, they'll be eating lunch cold and alone if they don't get up here right now... Your Majesty."

Jansson laughed, clapping the page on the shoulder. "Now that's the way you should have delivered the message, Noa. With all the spit and fire she said it with!" He looked at Treyas. "Gods, I love that woman!"

"Then why won't you marry her?" Treyas asked pointedly, hauling Pepin to his feet.

Jansson dismissed the page with a smile and a gesture. "It's not for lack of asking," he told Treyas. "I don't know why she wants to wait, but it's driving me absolutely mad." The threesome began the walk to the castle. "I don't know. Sometimes I think she's not sure, and sometimes I think she's still punishing me for that little mistake at Dar's coronation."

"Little mistake?" Treyas laughed. "Talk about putting one's foot in one's mouth. Babbling on about which woman to choose is not what I would call bright. If I was Zira, I'd be mad, too."

"Well, you and Dar certainly didn't step in to help!" Jansson cried.

"Oh, hell, Jans," Treyas shot back, "Darosenim was so completely enthralled with Arolin he could scarcely do more than breathe. And besides, I did talk to Zira, if you must know." He paused, and cast a sidelong glance at Jansson. "Maybe she heard about Toka."

"Who's Toka?" Pepin asked.

Jansson tossed Treyas a sour look. "Nobody!" he retorted. He flung open the door to the kitchen, much to the consternation of the young page who was waiting to do just that.

Treyas leaned close to Pepin. "He's a minstrel. A very nice looking one, too. He and Uncle Jansson are actually quite close," he whispered loudly, "or at least, they once were."

"Enough, dammit!" Jansson snapped, then winced. "Damn Kyel and this LanguageModifierSpell!" He winced again and stomped through the kitchen toward the dining hall, Pepin and Treyas following.

"Is Uncle Jansson mad?" Pepin whispered.

"No," Treyas chuckled. "He's fine. He just gets a little snap of pain every time he uses bad words. Kyel set that up for him."

Pepin stared at him, wide-eyed. "W...will you do that to me?" he stammered.

Treyas looked down at him, amused. "Do I need to?"

"No!" Pepin answered at once.

"Well, then, don't worry about it. Come on, you get washed up, then hurry in for lunch."

Pepin nodded and rushed away while Treyas went into the dining hall. He found Jansson with his arms wrapped around Zira, his lips on hers. Treyas grinned, then cleared his throat loudly. Zira pulled back, blushing.

"Hold on, Trey," Jansson said. "I wasn't done."

"Ye're done, Bard," Zira said, laughing. "At least, for now. Come, let's eat."

"Speaking of bard," Jansson said as they sat down at the table, "isn't it about time to get Pepin started on musical training?" He looked over as the little boy ran into the room and climbed onto a chair. "I mean, he's eight already. By the time I was eight I was playing two instruments and taking voice."

"I'm not eight," Pepin said, stuffing some roast pork into his mouth.

"Don't talk with your mouth full," Treyas admonished.

"What does he mean he's not eight?" Jansson asked around a bite of bread.

"Gods!" Treyas cried. "I just told him not to talk with food in his mouth and you do the same thing. How do you expect him to learn anything?"

Jansson swallowed and washed the bread down with a sip of wine. "All right, then. Sorry. So, what does he mean he's not eight?"

Treyas paused a moment, then decided not to mention Sarben. "Kyel and I thought Pepin's parents might have held Immix with him before they died. But they hadn't. Still, Kyel managed to pick up some information. Like how old Pepin really is."

"I'm going to be eight in a few weeks," Pepin announced, getting onto his knees to reach for some bread.

Treyas pulled him gently back into his chair, secured the bread and buttered it before handing it to Pepin.

Zira stared at Pepin in surprise. "I can't believe you're only seven!"

"Almost eight!" Pepin corrected.

"Almost eight," Zira corrected, smiling.

"Gods!" Jansson said. "I think we need to get you apprenticed to Webb."

"No!" Treyas' answer was immediate. "No, I don't want him living in Saskra. I mean, I know about Webb's talents and I certainly would value his guidance, but no." Pepin reached for a sweetcake and Treyas gently stayed his hand. "No. Not until you've finished your meat and your carrots." He looked back at Jansson, continuing. "Anyway, you've graduated to Bard Apprentice Level. Why can't you teach him?"

"I suppose I could," Jansson replied. "I just thought, given his intelligence, that Webb might be a better choice. Do you have any idea what you would like to play, Pepin?"

Pepin shook his head, and held his water glass out to Treyas for more. "I like the piano," he said. "But I also like the flute and the lute." He took a long drink of the cold water, then speared his meat.

Treyas sighed and cut it up into smaller bites, before looking back to Jansson. "I think he should start with something fairly simple, don't you?"

"Well, they're all fairly simple," Jansson returned.

"For ye, maybe," Zira put in, her gaze following Treyas' actions. "But what about for him? And what about voice?"

Pepin groaned. "I don't want to sing, Papa. Singing is for girls."

Jansson chuckled. "I sing, Pepin, and so does Webb. That's what a Bard does."

"But I'm not a Bard," Pepin protested. "I'm just an elf. Can I have a sweetcake now?"

Treyas nodded and handed the plate to Pepin. "Just one. You had quite a few cookies earlier."

Jansson laughed. "Gods, Trey! When did you become a father?"

Treyas frowned, then laughed, realizing how he had been attending to Pepin's needs automatically. "I don't know. I guess the moment I met him."

"Papa," Pepin said. "I'm all done. Can I go back out to the stables?"

"Yes, for awhile. But, Pepi," Treyas held the boy back, "the foal's too young for the carrot you have hidden in your sleeve. Give it to Li'el."

Pepin grinned, kissed Treyas' cheek, and dashed for the door. "And you come when I call you to go home," Treyas yelled after him.

"Gods," Jansson said again, shaking his head.

Treyas chuckled. "So, when will you become a father, Jans?"

Jansson shot Zira a glance. "I guess that's up to my beautiful Zira."

Zira abruptly pushed back from the table. "Excuse me," she mumbled and hurried from the room.

"Zira?" Jansson rose in alarm.

"Wait, Jans." Treyas rose as well, his brow furrowed in thought. "Let me talk to her. I think I may know what this is all about. Where might she have gone?"

"I... I don't know. Maybe her solar."

"Do you mind if I go there?"

Jansson shook his head. "But, Treyas, what did I say? What did I do wrong?"

"It wasn't you," Treyas assured him. "I think it was me. And Pepin. Finish your lunch. Pepin made you some cookies. I'll be back in a bit."

He hurried from the room and climbed the two flights of stairs to Zira's solar. The door was slightly open and he could see Zira standing near the window, her back to him. He rapped lightly, then walked slowly across the room to stand beside her. For a moment, neither of them spoke, then Treyas looked at her.

"Why won't you marry Jansson?" he asked.

Zira looked at him, clearly startled, and he continued.

"He says he's asked you a hundred times. Why won't you answer?"

"Did Jansson ask--"

"No," Treyas interrupted. "He didn't ask me to talk to you. But you still didn't answer my question. Why won't you marry Jansson? He loves you. Don't you love him?"

"Oh, Treyas! Of course I do. I love him with all of me heart. It's just that..." She drew a deep breath. "I'm scared, Treyas. Jansson wants to have children. I think he sees ye with Pepin and... I don't know, he feels as if he's missing something."

"And you don't want children?"

"No! I mean, yes! It's not that. I see ye with Pepin and it's seems so natural and easy for ye. I don't know that I could do that. I had no family. And the elders always cared for the clan children. How did ye learn so quickly to be a father? And Cynthe...och! She's younger than me and so much a mother to him already."

"Zira." Treyas took her hands in his. "It didn't happen overnight. Cynthe spent time with Pepin at a time when he desperately needed her. They bonded through that. And she comes from a large family. She's used to dealing with young children."

"But what about me? Who do I go to? How do I learn?"

"If you're speaking of women, what about Willow or Cynthe or even Cynthe's mother? I'm sure any one of them would be happy to help you. And don't discount Jans. He's an empath. Gods, Zira, you can read his mind, he can read your heart. What more could you ask for?"

Zira studied him for a long moment, then smiled. "Ye're right, Treyas. I've been foolish. I've put Jansson through turmoil for nothing."

"Are you saying what I think you're saying?"

"Aye."

"Was that yes for me or for Treyas?" Jansson asked from the doorway.

"It's not polite to listen in," Zira said, though there was no anger in the statement. "And my answer was for ye, Bard, if ye're still asking."

Treyas grinned as he went toward the door. Jansson met him halfway.

"I'll be taking my leave now," Treyas said, with a wink at his friend. "You two need to talk."

"And talking is all it will be for now," Zira said quickly, apparently MindReading Jansson. "We'll be married soon enough and then ye can start baby making plans."

"I hate it when she does that," Jansson murmured softly to Treyas, then went to Zira.

Treyas chuckled and left the room, pulling the door shut quietly behind him.
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Later that evening, after Pepin had been put to bed, Treyas sought out Kyel. He found the elf in the study working on the letters he had started earlier. Treyas approached the desk warily.

"I was planning on doing those," he said.

"I know. But I thought the situation with Jansson and Zira was more important for you to deal with at the time."

"How did you...oh, the MindLink with Jansson. I'm sorry, Kyel. I really didn't plan on staying there that long."

"That's all right. What was resolved?"

Treyas chuckled. "You don't know? I thought Jansson would be shouting it from the rooftops. Zira said yes."

"I am pleased to hear that. However, that 'yes' will have to wait for a bit," Kyel said firmly.

"Why? Jansson's almost seventeen."

"And he'll be much better prepared when he's almost twenty."

Treyas flinched. "You didn't make me wait."

Kyel looked up at him. "I am not your guardian. Elek is. Plus you had the blessing of your mother. It was not my decision."

Treyas sighed, wondering how much of that was the truth, and how much it rested on the fact that Jansson was a king, and he was not. He decided not to press it, and changed the subject. "How's Willow?"

"She's doing better."

"That's good."

Kyel sat back, regarding him in question. "And what other thoughts are plaguing you tonight?"

Treyas exhaled slowly and sagged into a chair. "Pepin named his new colt Grah'el of Odain."

Kyel's eyebrows went up in surprise. "Really?"

Treyas frowned, his anxiety increasing. "I take it then, that you didn't free any of that memory?"

"Not at all. I would have preferred to keep most of that from him at this point. Have you been reading that book?"

"No. I haven't gotten to it yet. Why don't you..." His frown deepened as he realized the book was no longer on the desk. "Did you re-shelve it?"

"The book? No. Why?"

"I left it there on the desk when I went to Mayfaire." He paused, then brought his gaze up to meet Kyel's. "You don't suppose that...oh gods! Pepin."

He rose and hurried from the room. He reached Pepin's room in moments, and noticed at once the light flickering underneath the closed door. With a scowl, Treyas opened the door and stepped into the room.

Pepin was propped up on his bed, the candlelamp lit on the bedside table. He held the book on Mere Odain, which he snapped shut with a startled gasp at the sight of Treyas. He twisted himself into his blankets.

"I'm asleep!" he cried.

Treyas approached the bed and held out his hands, then snapped his fingers impatiently. "The book, please."

Pepin poked his head from the covers with a sigh. "Ah, this is interesting. Look, it's got the same name I gave to my colt. Don't you think that's strange?"

"Very strange," Treyas agreed. "Now, hand over the book."

Pepin frowned but did as he was told.

"And where's the chimney for this lamp?" Treyas asked. "You know you're not to burn a candle without a chimney. It's dangerous."

Pepin rolled his eyes but retrieved the chimney from the floor and put it over the candle. "There. Satisfied?"

Treyas hesitated, then gave a small smile. "Not until I get a hug."

Pepin grinned and pulled Treyas down beside him. "Will you stay here until I fall asleep?"

"I can't tonight, Pepin. Kyel's in the study doing my work. How about I promise you tomorrow night? Or, better yet, how about you and I go camping tomorrow night? Just the two of us."

"Yes!" Pepin shrieked. "That would be great! We could put up a tent and have a campfire and maybe even catch a rabbit and roast it."

"Whoa!" Treyas interrupted, rising. "I'm not the mighty hunter here." He tucked the covers around Pepin. "But I'll see what I can do. Now, you sleep."

"But where are we going to camp?"

"We'll talk about it tomorrow. Now, sleep." Treyas kissed him lightly on the forehead and tousled his dark curls.

"Can I finish reading that book tomorrow?"

Treyas hesitated. "We'll see. Goodnight, Pepin."

"Goodnight."

Treyas doused the candlelamp and left the room. With a heavy sigh, he returned to the study. The letters were done, set in a neat stack on edge of the desk, and Kyel was gone. Treyas sighed again, then curled up in a chair and began to read.
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He was wakened hours later by Pepin's shriek of terror. He came to his feet, his head reeling, his body stiff from sleeping in the study chair. Another scream split the night air and Treyas bolted for Pepin's room. He met Kyel in the hallway just outside and together they burst into the little boy's room.

Pepin was huddled in the center of his bed, whimpering and rocking back and forth. His dark curls were plastered to his forehead with sweat and, even in the dim light from the fireplace, Treyas could see him trembling. He sat down on the bed and gathered the little boy close while Kyel lit the lamp.

"Hoi, Pepi," Treyas said soothingly, "I'm here. It's all right. What happened? Did you have a bad dream?"

Pepin nodded weakly and abruptly he burst into sobs. "They tried to kill Fayemera," he wailed.

"Who's Fayemera?" Treyas asked.

"My Fayemera," the little boy sobbed. "My Fayemera." He collapsed against Treyas, sobbing.

Treyas held him close. "Hush," he whispered, stroking Pepin's soft locks. He cradled him in his arms and rocked him gently.

It took almost an hour for Pepin to calm down enough to return to sleep. Treyas looked to Kyel, who had settled like a shadow into a hearthside chair to wait. The only thing clearly visible was the firelight reflecting in his blue eyes.

"I think perhaps Pepin should sleep in your room tonight," he finally said. "I think the absence of magic will do him good."

Treyas nodded somberly and scooped Pepin into his arms. His room, which had been shielded against magic for several years, was just across the hall. As Treyas crossed the threshold, Pepin relaxed noticeably. Alarm swept through Treyas as he laid the little elf in his own bed and pulled the blankets close, before returning to Kyel who waited just outside the door.

"What happened?" he asked the black elf.

As usual, Kyel answered the question with a question. "How much of that book did he read?"

"I don't know. But I read the whole thing. There was no reference to a Fayemera in it."

Kyel frowned. "Perhaps it was his mother's name. Where is the book?"

"I think I dropped it in the study," Treyas answered. "I was reading it when Pepin screamed."

"I'll get it," Kyel said. "You stay with Pepin. I'd like to go over it myself. Goodnight, Treyas."

"Goodnight, Kyel. Oh, and thank you for finishing those letters. I guess I owe you."

Kyel smiled. "I'll remember that." He turned and walked down the hallway toward the stairs.

Treyas sighed and closed the door, then looked at Pepin. He was sprawled out on the bed and Treyas wondered how someone so small could take up so much space. Well, he had given up his bed to Jansson once and slept in the hearthside chair. He all too clearly remembered how he had felt the next morning. He was not about to do it again. Quickly, he changed into his nightshirt, splashed his face with water, then climbed into bed beside Pepin. Even in his sleep, the little elf seemed to sense his presence and curled up next to him. Treyas grinned and wrapped his arms about his son protectively.

The rest of the night passed peacefully, though Treyas woke long before Pepin. That worried him. Usually Pepin was up with the sun. Treyas rolled out of bed, did a quick wash and got dressed. A servant came in to re-stoke the fire and to start the bath re-heating for Pepin, while Treyas fetched some clothes from the boy's room. Through all of the activity, Pepin slept. Treyas frowned with worry. Instructing the servant to stay with Pepin, he went in search of Kyel.

Treyas was a little surprised at the pull of the magic on him. It was like stepping back in time when he had first come into contact with magic. It had seemed to pull at him then, to demand that he use it. Then he hadn't the strength, control or training to resist it. And he was beginning to wonder if he did now. He paused outside the study. It was the room with the strongest concentration of magic and he wasn't sure he wanted to go inside feeling the way he did. Fortunately, he didn't have to. The door handle turned under his grip and Elek, his guardian, opened the door. Both men were startled.

"What are you doing here?" Treyas asked. "I thought you were at some sort of sorcerers' convention."

Elek frowned. "I was. Until this happened." He held the door wide and Treyas gasped.

The study was a magic nightmare. The magic strands were clearly visible, glowing with a jumble of gray, green, blue, white and black that leapt and swirled about angrily. Treyas staggered backward as his senses were assaulted by the fury. Elek quickly pulled the door shut and sealed the room with a WardSpell.

"What the hell is going on?" Treyas managed.

"That's what I'd like to know," Elek replied grimly.

"Gods, Elek! The Portal! What if someone tries to come through?"

Elek shook his head. "They can't. I just got done sealing it off. I understand Cynthe is at her mother's?"

"Yes. Does she know?"

"No. But maybe you can let her know through your MindLink."

Treyas tried at once, but recoiled with a yelp of pain. "I can't! Not here. Maybe Kyel can."

"I'm afraid I am having no more luck than you," Kyel said as he approached them. "It appears we have a problem. This magic distortion is being caused by Pepin."

"Pepin!" Treyas stared at him, aghast. "How is Pepin doing this? He's in my room. Not even in magic."

"And a good thing, too," Elek said. "I don't know that I care to see what happens when he comes out."

"I have posted guards at his door," Kyel said calmly.

"Guards?" Treyas went pale. "Tor's hell, Kyel! You're going to scare him half to death!" He whirled, but Kyel gripped his arm.

"He may not leave your room until Elek and I figure this out," he said firmly.

Treyas looked from the elf to the sorcerer, then nodded. "He'll stay there. I promise." He turned and hurried to his room.

The sight of the two elfin guards made him sick but he acknowledged their bows and slipped inside, relieved to be free of the wild magic. Pepin was huddled in a chair by the fire. Treyas sent the servant for a breakfast tray, then joined Pepin, sitting down in the other chair. Pepin came at once and crawled onto his lap. Treyas noticed that he was shivering as if chilled, and touched at the boy's forehead.

"Gods! You've got a fever. Let's get you back to bed." He scooped Pepin up, returned him to the bed and laid a light covering over him.

"Stay with me," Pepin mumbled. "I don't feel good."

Treyas pulled one of the chairs close to the bed and sat down. He took Pepin's hand in his. "Now, I wonder what got into you," he murmured.

"It's Fayemera. She's dying. And now I'm dying, too."

Treyas started violently. "Who is Fayemera?"

"My dragon. We're LifePledged." Pepin shuddered and tears slid from his eyes.

"Dragon?" Treyas breathed. His thoughts whirled. Dragons. Mere Odain. Home of the legendary DragonRiders. Gods, what in Tor's hell was going on? He looked up as the servant returned with breakfast. "Hoi, Pepin, breakfast is here. All of your favorites."

"I'm not hungry," Pepin mumbled and turned away, burying his face in the pillows.

Treyas rose, alarm turning into cold fear. "Pepin, I need to get Kyel. Maybe he can figure out what's wrong. I'll be right back. All right?"

Pepin sighed and huddled further into his blankets. Treyas glanced at the servant as he strode to the door.

"Stay with him," he ordered, then bolted from the room, nearly colliding with Kyel and Elek in the hallway. "Kyel! It's Pepin! He's sick! Really sick!"

"I know," Kyel replied calmly. "And we need to talk. Come."

"But what about--"

"Now!" Kyel gripped his arm and fairly dragged him to the library. Elek followed silently.

Once in the library, Kyel turned grave eyes on Treyas. "We need to get Pepin to Mere Odain," he said.

"What? Why?" Treyas stared at him in disbelief, then Pepin's words suddenly rushed back to him. "Kyel, Pepin said Fayemera was his dragon, that they were LifePledged and now that she's dying, he's dying too."

Kyel exhaled sharply. "I was afraid of that."

"Would you please explain?" Treyas cried.

"From what we can deduce, Pepin is a DragonRider, Treyas," Elek said. "DragonRiders pledge themselves to their dragons. It increases both the power of the dragon and the power of the warrior. However, if one or the other is killed, the survivor suffers the same fate, unless the pledge is renounced."

Kyel continued. "Apparently Pepin was Pledged to Fayemera at birth. It was most probably her strength that kept him alive until Brother Cernak found him. It also explains his ability to use Illusion, as he did in Karsaba. Pepin wasn't there to renounce the pledge when Fayemera was injured. He's not strong enough, or practiced enough to do it from here. If we don't get him to Mere Odain and to Fayemera, he'll die when she does."

Treyas went white and staggered backward to collapse into a chair. For several moments he could say nothing, his mind a complete blank. Kyel hunkered down in front of him.

"I'm going to try, with Elek's help, to TravelSpell Darosenim and Ashton here. We may need their help. Darosenim is a Mage and Ashton has talents I can't even begin to guess at. I'm also going to try to pick up Jansson. I think his bardic abilities will come in handy."

"Besides," Elek put in, frowning, "if we don't let him know what's going on, he may try something stupid. As for you, Treyas, you need to get back to your room. With Cynthe gone and out of MindLink, your control is going to start to suffer."

Treyas nodded numbly and rose with Kyel. What Elek said was true. The magic was yanking and tugging at him relentlessly, taunting him, begging him to use it. It was only through sheer willpower that he was managing to control it at all. He looked at Kyel.

"Can you get Cynthe? I need her."

Kyel hesitated, then shook his head. "I don't dare risk it, Treyas. Cynthe is with child."

"What?" Treyas fell back into the chair.

"Willow told me. I wish that Cynthe could have told you."

Treyas stared at him without really seeing him. "A babe? Cynthe and I...gods!" He rose hastily. "Kyel, I have to reach her. I have to let her know what's happening. Can't you help me MindLink her? Please! Elek?"

"Don't look at me," Elek said. "I'm not an elf. I don't do these MindLinks."

Kyel sighed, then nodded. "I don't know how effective it will be and I'll probably need Willow's help as well, but we can try. For now, though, go back to your room. And a warning. Pepin is an empath. He will be feeling everything with an extremely heightened sense. He is not going to be the easiest little elf to live with for the next couple of days. Keep it in perspective, if you can."

Treyas nodded and hurried back towards his room, wondering what Kyel meant. He found out the moment he rounded the top of the stairs. Pepin's angry, high-pitched shrieks echoed down the stone staircase. Treyas hurried to his room to find the guards physically restraining a feral-looking Pepin.

"Let me out!" he screamed, then caught sight of Treyas. "Make them let me out!"

"Here, come on," Treyas said calmly, snagging Pepin by one arm. He had thought to steer him gently back into the room, but instead found himself nearly dragging the boy, who fought him wildly.

"I want out!" Pepin cried.

"Close the door and WardSpell it!" Treyas ordered the guards.

They complied at once.

Pepin flung himself at the door, shrieking and tugging vainly on the curved golden handle. Treyas sagged into the nearest chair and looked in dismay at the destruction around him. The bed-coverings had been torn from the bed, and two small tables overturned. What was left of the breakfast lay on the floor and ran down the walls in a sticky mess. The servant was nowhere to be seen, probably having run off in terror to find help. Treyas sighed and rose. He began cleaning, trying to ignore Pepin's enraged screams.

At last, his energy spent, Pepin collapsed on the floor, sobbing. He turned doleful eyes on Treyas and held out his arms. "I don't feel good."

Treyas went over and picked him up. Pepin's whole body was covered in sweat and he was trembling uncontrollably. Treyas touched his forehead. "Gods! You're burning up. How about a nice cool bath?"

Pepin nodded his agreement and Treyas carried him down the back stairs to the bath, another room that had been stripped of magic. Tepid water was already in the tub and Treyas remembered that he had requested it the previous night. He peeled off Pepin's nightshirt, then gasped. The little boy's right ankle was red and swollen.

"What happened to your foot?" Treyas demanded. "Did you kick something?"

Pepin looked down sadly. "It's Fayemera's death. They cut her foot. She's bleeding to death."

A shudder ran through Treyas, chilling him to the bone. He quickly picked up Pepin and lowered him into the bath water. It didn't seem to bother the swelling and Pepin relaxed a little at the touch of the cool liquid.

"Will you be all right for a moment?" Treyas asked. "I want to get some more breakfast. I'm afraid the walls ate ours."

Pepin grabbed his arm, sloshing water onto the floor and Treyas' feet. "Don't go out again!" he cried, his voice almost frantic.

"I won't Pepin. I promise. I'll send someone for it and I'll come right back in here. All right?"

Pepin nodded and released his grip. Treyas drew a slow breath and went to the hall door. He snagged the first page he saw and ordered both a new breakfast, and to have either Kyel or Elek come to the room at once, then hurried back to Pepin. He found the boy half-asleep, exhausted from his previous tantrum. He was cooler though, and Treyas pulled him from the water, wrapped him in a thick towel and carried him back up the stairs to the bedroom. Once there, he laid him down and covered him, then sat beside him.

Pepin laid his head on Treyas' lap and sighed. Treyas gently stroked his soft black curls, lulling him into uneasy sleep.

DragonRider. Gods! Pepin a DragonRider. Treyas recalled what he had read in the book on Mere Odain. The DragonRiders were warriors. Not limited to the Merian race, they included elves, dwarves, gnomes, humans, and even an occasional elemental - anyone chosen by the DragonMaster and deemed worthy by the dragons themselves. So, how in Gods' name had a mere child been chosen? No, not a child, a baby. Pepin was no more than that when his parents had fled Mere Odain. Treyas looked down at the sleeping boy. Kyel had said that Mere Odain had been involved in a nasty war for almost forty years. And Pepin's parents must have been murdered almost eight years ago. And that was another mystery. Why had his parents been murdered? Because he was a DragonRider? Because he was a halfling? Treyas knew that halflings weren't easily accepted, but he had never heard of them being killed because of it. There had to be some other reason. It could be something as common as road thieves.

A soft tap sounded at the door and Treyas slid from the bed, gently cradling Pepin's head on a pillow. He tapped twice on the door, sensed the WardSpell drop and opened the door to Kyel, who held a tray of food.

"A WardSpell?" the black elf asked, stepping into the room. He looked around. "Good idea."

Treyas frowned and righted a table. "Were you able to reach Cynthe?"

"Yes." Kyel set the tray down. "Willow explained the situation. Under the circumstances we thought it wise if we didn't try to include you in the Link."

"Good plan. I hope Willow conveyed my thoughts on Cynthe's pregnancy."

Kyel smiled. "She did." He glanced at Pepin. "Why don't you eat? He looks comfortable for now."

"I hope. But Kyel, come take a look at this." Treyas led Kyel to the bed where he eased the covers back off Pepin's foot. "Pepin said they cut Fayemera's foot, that she's bleeding to death. Why does he have this mark?"

Kyel examined the red patch. "At this point, I don't know." He straightened and guided Treyas to a chair. "Eat, while you can."

"Were you able to get everyone here?" Treyas asked, sitting.

"Actually Elek and I decided to have everyone, except Jansson, meet in Bailiwycke at Quinlin's place. I'm a little concerned about casting a TravelSpell from here with Pepin distorting the magic like he is."

Treyas swallowed a sip of tea. "Exactly how is he doing that?"

Kyel shrugged. "Again, at this point I don't know. I have a suspicion that it's due, in part, to his empathic abilities."

"If we can't TravelSpell how are we going to get to Bailiwycke?"

"Maki and Necti. I have asked Jansson to send them here. Once you and Pepin are gone, we'll see if the magic stabilizes. If it does, Elek and I will cast our own TravelSpells. If not, Jansson can send the gryphons back for us."

Treyas rubbed his eyes wearily. "And how do we get to Mere Odain?"

"Hopefully once we are away from Lidgerwood, I will be able to TravelSpell everyone over. But I would like you to go into Freeport first to get a map and check on local customs. I dislike Spelling into unknowns." Kyel grimaced. "I had quite enough of that in Karsaba."

Treyas sighed and regarded Kyel thoughtfully. "Why do you think all of this happened right after you tried to read the Immix?"

Kyel was quiet for a moment. "I don't know. Perhaps I opened a passage between Pepin and Fayemera. Or perhaps it was merely coincidence."

Treyas frowned. He knew it must be hard for Kyel to admit to so many unknowns. He reached out and gripped the black elf's forearm gently. "Whatever it was, don't blame yourself."

"It is hard not to. Neither of you really wanted it done and I--"

"Both of us wanted it done," Treyas interrupted. "But both of us wanted someone else to make that decision for us. It's no one's fault. Understand?" He looked over as Pepin groaned and stretched, waking up. "Tens! Let's hope he's in a better mood than last time."

Pepin looked up at them and yawned. He climbed from the bed, dragging a blanket with him and crawled onto Treyas' lap.

"Hungry?" Treyas asked.

Pepin nodded and took a sweetcake from the tray. He munched on it silently, letting the crumbs fall onto Treyas.

"So, Pepin," Kyel said, leaning back in his chair, "how are you feeling now?"

"Better," Pepin mumbled. "But look at my foot." He stuck his swollen foot out for Kyel's perusal.

Kyel gave it a cursory glance before looking again to Pepin. "What do you think is wrong with it?"

"Fayemera's bleeding," the boy answered matter-of-factly.

Kyel studied him for a moment. "Are you still LifePledged to Fayemera?"

Treyas' gaze snapped to Kyel, startled, but Pepin nodded, finished his sweetcake and leaned back against Treyas' chest.

"Are we going to find Fayemera?" he asked.

"We need to, don't we?" Kyel asked softly.

Pepin nodded again. "I can't reach her from here. It's too far away. I don't know how. If she dies before I can talk to her, then I'll die." He shuddered, pressing close to Treyas. "I don't want to die. I'm scared."

Treyas took a deep breath, and held Pepin tightly. "I'm not going to let you die, Pepi. We're already making plans to go to Mere Odain. You'll be fine." He kissed the top of Pepin's head and hugged him again. "Pepin, how is it that you suddenly know all of this?"

Pepin shrugged. "I don't know. I think it's because Fayemera got hurt. I just heard her..." his voice dropped to a whisper, "...scream and then it was like I knew. But I'm not supposed to know until I'm eight." He abruptly sat up and looked at Kyel. "Why are you so upset? Do you think it's your fault that I know?"

Kyel gave a small smile, though he did not answer the question. "You astound me, Pepin." He rose and kissed Pepin gently on the forehead. "I need to go finish preparations for our trip. I'm sure that Jansson is here by now."

"Uncle Jansson is going?" Pepin cried happily. "Who else?"

Kyel paused for a moment before answering. "Darosenim and Ashton."

"And you?"

Again he paused, then nodded. "As far as Bailiwycke, yes."

Pepin's face lit up and he looked up at Treyas. "Then I get to see Reya, too!"

Kyel smiled and walked to the door where he tapped twice, waited for the WardSpell to be lowered, then left. The Spell slipped back into place.

"Why do I have to stay in this room?" Pepin asked. "Why do I have to stay away from magic?"

Treyas started. "You've never been able to sense magic before. Now you can?"

"Yes. You've got a spell on the door so I can't get out. Why?"

"Kyel thought it might be safer here for you, that it might keep you from feeling so bad. I think it's working. You seem much better."

Pepin shrugged. "It's not the room. It's whoever is taking care of Fayemera."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Someone is taking care of Fayemera. My foot doesn't hurt as bad and I think the bleeding has stopped." He crawled off Treyas' lap and returned to the bed. "But I'm really tired. Come over here."
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