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Elfin Crown Prince Treyas Merripen regarded the two young men seated before him. He sighed, dropped his quill pen, and rose to stare out the library window. He could see the reflection of King Jansson van Tannen of Odora Dava and Crown Prince Darosenim Quartermane of Karsaba, as they exchanged worried glances.  

"I'm sorry, Treyas," Jansson finally said, "but the conflict in Mere Odain has been going on for a long time. My people are starting to question our involvement. They are starting to view it more as an elfin matter." He paused, obviously waiting for Treyas to say something. When he didn't, Jansson continued. "My people are dying down there, Trey. They're human. They don't have magic like your elves. And besides that, I've got to pull in what I have left for my own borders. The Valley Trolls have gotten a little brave lately. They know my defenses are split. My duty has to come to Odora Dava first."

"And Karsaba?" Treyas asked without turning around.

"Baerns, Treyas," Darosenim answered, shifting uncomfortably in his chair, "I've only been in power for three years. I don't yet have the undying loyalty of Karsaba, especially for a land as far away and remote as Mere Odain."

There was a long, heavy silence before Treyas turned back to face his two friends. He hadn't seen either one of them in months. He saw how much they had changed. They'd grown, matured, and right now both of them looked far too tense for their young ages of nineteen. And me, Treyas thought, how old do I look? I certainly feel older than my age. Maybe it's due to the pressures of being Crown Prince. Or having to deal with the conflict in Mere Odain for the last two and a half years. Or the fact that my ten-year-old adopted son is such an integral part of that conflict. Treyas reseated himself at the large, darkwood desk.

"The dragons aren't old enough to fly," he said. "And Pepin isn't old enough to start training riders. The Foumen and the Merians are doing the best they can to keep the Keltins at bay but, even with our help, brownlings are still dying. If Odora Dava and Karsaba pull out, it could spell disaster for Mere Odain." He looked at Darosenim. "Perhaps you could remind the Karsabs that Karsaba is harboring Mere Odain's queen and that she has pledged a portion of Taithleach as payment."

Darosenim frowned, but nodded. "I suppose I could reinforce that. I just can't see many Karsabs getting excited over it. Don't forget, Treyas, those who weren't born in Karsaba came there by choice. And there are some, albeit few, who still resent the fact that you restored magic to Karsaba."

Treyas grimaced, recalling that conflict. Technically, it had been Jansson who had released the magic, but Treyas wasn't going to debate the issue. After all, Jansson's act had been one that had saved not only Treyas' life but most of Karsaba as well.

"There is another possibility, Treyas," Jansson said. "I've not been idle on this. Dar and I have already had some preliminary discussions with Cennoc up in Dalach. He's willing to send some Ice Trolls to Mere Odain to replace the Davans."

Treyas looked at him, surprised. "And what's Cennoc's price?"

"A portion of Karsaba," Jansson replied.

"Cennoc's been interested in the far northland for quite a number of years," Darosenim put in.

"You mean Sarben's claim?" Treyas asked, then continued at Darosenim's nod. "Have you spoken to Sarben about this?"

Jansson sighed. "No. We were hoping you would do that. You know, elf to elf."

Treyas studied them. He was touched that Darosenim was willing to put up his own land to help both him and Jansson. But that was what he liked about them. They were more than just friends, they were like family. That closeness had brought the northern provinces of Glede together in a tight alliance. 

"There are only about two hundred elves in Sarben's clan," Jansson added, taking Treyas' silence as a no.

"Two hundred brownlings," Treyas reminded him. "Mixed race marriages. Not exactly easy to place."

"But Kyel and Willow--" Darosenim started.

"Are an exception," Treyas interrupted. He leaned back in his chair. "No one says anything about Kyel marrying a white elf because of his position as King. But, to be honest, my plans of integrating the races is meeting with a fair amount of opposition."

"Why?" Jansson asked.

"Mostly habit. The fact is, the black elves are reluctant to leave their forests and the white elves are too established in their villages. They just find it easier and more comfortable to associate with their own kind."

"But do you think the white elves would be openly hostile to Sarben's clan?" Darosenim asked.

Treyas shrugged. "I don't know. I know that it hasn't always been easy on Kyel. Or Pepin."

"Then what about with the black elves?" Jansson asked.

"Why would they be any different than the white elves?" Treyas asked. "Plus, you're forgetting something. The brownlings would be lost, literally, living in the forests. They're from the iceland. The forests up there are quite a bit different. And they're a very tight clan. They've had to be to survive."

"Glede is a big place," Darosenim put in. "It seems to me it shouldn't be hard to place two hundred elves."

"You're supposing they want to be placed," Treyas retorted with more anger than he meant.

"It was just an idea, Treyas," Jansson said quietly. "One that maybe you could think on a bit."

::Myshay?:: The MindLink came gently.

::Cynthe, are you ready to leave?:: Treyas sent back.

::I am. But I can wait.::

::No. I'll be right there.:: Treyas rose, looking at the two men before him. "Excuse me. Cynthe has made plans to take the children to Moyru to visit their grandparents. She's waiting for me to TravelSpell her there."

"Gods, Trey, wouldn't it just be simpler to fix the Portal?" Jansson asked.

"It sure would be easier on the backside," Darosenim agreed. "That was a damn long flight on those birds of yours."

"Gryphons are not birds," Jansson retorted.

"They have feathers, wings and beaks," Darosenim pointed out. "They're birds."

Treyas managed a small smile as he headed toward the door. "You two fight it out. I'll be right back." He slipped into the hall and hurried to the solar of his living quarters, where his wife and children waited.

Pepin was perched on the edge of a green brocade chair, a scowl across his young face. It was a look Treyas had gotten used to over the past year. It seemed there was no pleasing the little elf these days, and Treyas had long ago stopped trying, though it broke his heart to see his beloved Pepin in such a continually foul mood.

Pepin had been Treyas' initiation into fatherhood at the tender age of seventeen. He had saved the little brownling's life, and Pepin had, in turn, saved his. They were bonded as more than father and son, as more than friends. Treyas gave him a smile before turning to Cynthe, who was trying to contain the boisterous activity of Treyas' two other children, two-year-old twins Vantann and Thomlin.

Treyas took her in his arms for a brief hug, breathing deep of the scent that was his wife. She had bound her long, blond hair up in a leather tie and Treyas wound a tendril about his finger as he pulled back to kiss her cheek. Concern lay deep in her violet eyes and she frowned.

"Myshay, you look worried. Can I help?"

"No, Cynthe," he replied, sitting down on the settee and letting the twins climb onto his lap. "I can't even help. This will have to go to Kyel. But I may have to go to the northlands for a few days." Treyas regarded Pepin thoughtfully. "What do you say, Pepin? Do you want to go with me? I'm going to see Sarben."

Pepin's dark eyes lit up. "Can I, Mamay? I don't really want to go to Moyru right now. Please?"

Cynthe shot a quick glance at Treyas, MindLinking him. ::It will be safe?::

::Just a diplomatic visit, that's all. It will give Pepin and me time together. And Jansson's going, too.::

Cynthe relaxed at the last words and nodded to Pepin. "You may go, Pepin. I suppose an outing to the northlands is more exciting than a christening."

"Especially when your family has one about every month," Treyas teased.

"Aye," Cynthe agreed. "And I'll have my ears full of questions, Treyas, on why I'm not expecting another baby."

Treyas laughed, then rose to once again take her into his arms. "We could change that."

"No!" Cynthe looked at him in mock horror. "When you've come from a family as large as mine, a small one feels nice." She accepted his kiss, then whispered, "At least for now."

Treyas chuckled and scooped the twins up, one in each arm. They were copies of each other, identical to the sunny blond hair and the brilliant blue eyes. He was profoundly glad that neither of them had inherited his mismatched blue and green eyes. It had caused him no end of problems over the years. Now, he gave each of them a kiss and a hug and passed them off to Cynthe. She looked over at Pepin.

"Do I get a hug and a kiss?"

Pepin climbed from the bed to oblige, then kissed each twin gently. "Watch them around Conor, Mamay. He teases."

Cynthe laughed. "Thank you, Pepin. I'll keep my eye on my brother." She raised her gaze to Treyas. "I guess I'm ready then."

"I'll see you soon," Treyas said and cast the TravelSpell, leaving him and Pepin alone in the room. "Come on. Jans and Dar are waiting in the library."

Pepin shrank back, his face darkening. "Is Uncle Jansson going with us?"

Treyas stopped, his hand on the door. Without turning around, he asked, "Why?"

"Because all he wants to do is talk about Pe'pinlaidh!" Pepin retorted hotly. "And I don't want to talk about him anymore!"

Anger crept over Treyas and he took a deep breath before turning to face Pepin. "What is it with you and your father?"

"He's not my father!" Pepin snapped.

"He was your father, Pepin. This denial has been going on for almost three years. Isn't that enough?"

"His went on for almost seven years!" Pepin fumed, crossing his arms tightly across his chest. His small chin quivered and his dark eyes pooled with tears. "He didn't even talk about me! He didn't even think to look for me!"

"You've been talking to El'leigh again, haven't you?" Treyas asked. "Pepin, why do you MindLink with her when it upsets you so much?"

Pepin shrugged and brushed away a tear that slid down his cheek. Treyas approached him tentatively, wondering what Pepin's reaction would be. He had been pushed away before, many times in the past year. He had never seen such stoic denial. Even Jansson's attempts at bardic healing had been swept aside. Kyel had said there was nothing more to do but wait. Wait for a trigger that would free Pepin's emotions and allow him to deal with his anger and hurt.

But, for Treyas that wait had been long and painful. In every other way Pepin was wonderful. He was a loving, emotional little empath who endeared himself to most everyone he met. Everyone, that is, except El'leigh, child Queen of Mere Odain. In fact, the little girl seemed to take great delight in tormenting Pepin with the fact that Pepin's father, Pe'pinlaidh, had raised her for eight years while Pepin lived as an orphan with Sarben's clan in north Karsaba. And yet, there was no separating the two children. She was Queen of Mere Odain, he was the DragonMaster. Even at their tender ages, their destinies were pre-written. A destiny Treyas wasn't sure he wanted for Pepin.

Now, he hunkered down in front of Pepin so they were eye to eye, and opened his arms to the little elf. To his surprise and delight, Pepin accepted. He wrapped his small arms tightly about Treyas' neck and buried his face against Treyas' shoulder to cry.

"She says she's going to take Fayemera, Papay," he sobbed. "She says that since I released Fayemera from the LifePledge, she can take her back. I don't want to lose my dragon, Papay! I love her!"

Treyas stood up, taking Pepin with him. For his age, Pepin was no bigger than a six-year-old; small, light and strong, like all Merians. Treyas sat down in a chair, holding Pepin on his lap. "It's not up to El'leigh, Pepin. You know that. It's Fayemera's choice."

"Do you think she'll go to El'leigh?"

"I don't think so. Fayemera knows why you broke the LifePledge. You said she agreed with your reasoning. I agree with your reasoning. Being LifePledged is just too dangerous."

Pepin pushed back to look into Treyas' eyes. "Can we go to Taithleach? I know that the Treefolk are taking good care of Fayemera and the hatchlings, but I want to go see for myself. Please, Papay, please?"

Treyas sighed and wiped the tears from Pepin's cheeks. "Yes, we can go to Taithleach, but first I have to take care of this problem in Karsaba. It shouldn't take long and then I promise we'll go see Fayemera."

Pepin nodded his agreement, then leaned against Treyas. "Fayemera's lonely, Papay. She wants me to be with her."

Treyas frowned at the words and changed the subject. "Speaking of lonely, I'll bet Jans and Dar are pretty lonely by now. Want to go see?"

Pepin agreed reluctantly. "But, Papay, could you tell Uncle Jansson that I don't want to talk about Pe'pinlaidh just now?"

"I will," Treyas promised. He felt some hope at Pepin's last two words. Perhaps in the near future he would talk. Perhaps.
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As Treyas and Pepin neared the library they caught a familiar voice and Pepin's face lit up.

"Kyel's back!" he cried and dashed headlong into the study to fling his small frame at the tall, sinewy, black elf.

Kyel laughed, stopping in mid-sentence to give the boy a hug.

"Gods, Treyas," Jansson chastised, "what took you so long? If Kyel hadn't shown up, I'd have starved to death."

Treyas eyed the heavily laden food tray that sat on the table between the hearth chairs. "Tens, Jans, are you always hungry?"

Jansson shrugged, taking another sip of his wine. "That's what Zira says."

"So, Kyel," Treyas turned to him, "is it bad news from the Sorcery Guild?"

Kyel sighed, setting Pepin down. "Not exactly bad news, but not exactly good either. They still stand by their policy of non-involvement. However, they did promise to keep their eye on the matter."

Jansson snorted. "That says nothing."

"It was the best Elek could get," Kyel replied. "I've taken the liberty of getting things started with the Davan guard units."

"Good," Jansson said. "That'll save time before I leave."

Kyel's eyebrows rose in surprise. "And just where were you planning on going?"

"To Dalach. Cennoc would like to go over my plans in person."

"I see." Kyel paused, poured himself a glass of wine and settled his lithe frame into a chair. He eyed Jansson reflectively. "I don't remember discussing this with you."

"Discussing what?"

"You traveling to Karsaba."

"Oh, no!" Jansson burst out. "Remember our agreement, Kyel? I have been a very solid, stuffy, old king for almost three years. Now it's time for my adventure. Just like you promised."

Kyel looked surprised and took a sip of his wine. "Did I promise that, King Jansson? I don't seem to remember that."

Jansson stared at him, stunned. Treyas hid his smile behind his wineglass. The little confrontations between Jansson and Kyel never ceased to amuse him. An outsider might question their relationship but those close to them knew there was no tighter bond. The black elf had been Jansson's advisor and 'father' for six years. To say that they loved and respected each other was an understatement. And though they continually picked on each other, it was in jest. Which Jansson just now guessed.

Darosenim burst into laughter, almost choking on his wine. "Baerns, Jansson! You should see your face!"

"Well, he did promise!" Jansson snapped. "And you know, Kyel, the older you get, the stranger your sense of humor gets!"

Kyel grinned, his blue eyes twinkling. "And the older you get, my young king, the weaker your defenses get. Although," he added, his tone serious, "we really hadn't discussed this. I must say, I admire both your actions, and Darosenim's, in this matter. You may be reaching the point where you no longer require an advisor."

Jansson smirked at him. "Oh, no. You're not getting off the hook that easy. Didn't I tell you, Kyel? This position as advisor is for life."

Treyas chuckled and eased himself into a chair. Pepin snatched up two sweetcakes and came to perch on his knee.

"So, I take it Pepin is coming along?" Darosenim asked.

"He is. He hasn't seen Sarben for a few years. Since the twins were born, we haven't really had the chance to go off alone. Plus, we have plans to go to Taithleach when we're done in Karsaba."

"Why?" Jansson asked.

Treyas shrugged and Pepin answered. "I want to check on Fayemera. She's lonely. She needs to see me."

Kyel frowned, though he made no comment on Pepin's words. "By the way, I talked to Elek and Yalena about your Portal and the magic in the study. They've agreed to spend some more time trying to get it straightened out."

"Thank the gods for that!" Jansson said. "If I have to listen to anymore of Dar's whining about my gryphons, I don't know what I'll do!"

"And how were you planning on getting to Dalach?" Kyel asked the young mage.

"I figured Treyas could TravelSpell us to Karsaba," Darosenim answered. "And then we could use plain, old fashioned horses."

"That's a fairly impressive mountain range to go through on horseback," Treyas pointed out.

"It's not like it hasn't been done before," Darosenim argued.

"Well, I'm glad I'm not riding on the gryphons," Pepin said. "They make me sick."

Jansson gave him a sour look. "Right. You just prefer hundred-foot long dragons. Anyway, Dar, we aren't taking the gryphons to Dalach. It's too cold. So, you'll get your wish. And then tell me how your backside feels."

Treyas shook his head in resignation. "However you get to Dalach is unimportant. I would suggest that we wait and see what Sarben has to say. If he's not willing to go along with being relocated, the plan stops there, no matter what Cennoc wants or has agreed to."

Pepin looked at him, surprised. "You're going to move Sarben?"

"Only if he agrees."

"Why?"

"Because Cennoc wants his land in payment for helping us guard Taithleach," Treyas replied.

"But I thought Uncle Jansson's and Uncle Dar's guards were doing that," Pepin said, his voice uneasy.

"They are," Treyas told him. "But they won't be able to do it for much longer."

Pepin whirled toward the two men, his dark gaze hard and far more mature than his ten years. "Why not?" he demanded, sliding off Treyas' lap. "You said you'd help! You promised!"

Jansson looked to Treyas, remaining quiet. Darosenim averted his gaze.

Treyas flushed at his son's outburst. "It's a matter of politics," he said. "It's not something you need to worry about right now, Pepin."

Pepin glared at him. "It is too! That's what's been upsetting Fayemera! She's not lonely. She's scared!" He whirled on the others. "She's got twenty-six hatchlings to worry about. They can barely fly. And you two are taking away her protection! Protection you promised!"

"It's not that simple!" Jansson snapped, seeming to forget that he was talking to a ten-year-old boy. "I have my country to consider."

"I hate you!" Pepin screamed and bolted from the room before Treyas could stop him.

There was a heavy, stunned silence before Treyas rose stiffly, his face flaming red. "Gods, I'm sorry, Jans," he apologized. "I don't know what's gotten into him lately. Any talk about Fayemera is touchy, of his father, worse." He paused. "I'm afraid he's got it in for you as well. He doesn't want anymore of your bardic gift used on him. At least, not right now."

Jansson frowned. "Then this doesn't promise to be a very pleasant trip, does it? Maybe you should just send Dar and me instead. It looks like you have enough to worry over with Pepin."

Treyas shook his head, glancing at Kyel. "No. I know Sarben. This needs an elfin touch. If anyone stays behind, it'll be Pepin." He winced suddenly, as did Kyel. Both gasped together. "The study! Pepin's in the study!"

He spun toward the circular staircase that led to the study one floor above, the others close on his heels. He took a deep breath and flung open the door. He had avoided the study in the last several years, ever since Fayemera's accident and her subsequent calling of Pepin. The little elf's empathic response to the dragon's injury and illness had turned the study into a magic nightmare and rendered Treyas' pride, the TravelPortal, virtually useless. The only people who had entered the study in the last several years were Elek and Druce, Treyas' Merian friend.

Treyas stared in bewilderment and alarm at the empty room. The magic was clearly visible to him. Highly unstable and distorted strands popped and arched madly through the air. Treyas clutched at Kyel's arm.

"The room was Warded!" he cried. "Where's Pepin?"

Kyel gently pulled free of Treyas' grasp and stepped into the room, wincing in pain.

"I'll go look in his room," Jansson offered. "Maybe he went there."

"And I'll get Druce," Darosenim said. "You may need him."

Treyas nodded absently as the two hurried away. "Kyel, where did he go?"

"Treyas, please," Kyel warned. "Control your magic. This TravelStrand is difficult at best."

Treyas complied, bringing his raging emotions under control--or at least a semblance of control. He quickly MindLinked Druce, begging his assistance, as Kyel continued to follow the MagicTrail left by Pepin. Finally, the black elf sighed and stepped back into the hallway, once again Warding the study.

"Well?" Treyas demanded.

"He's with Ashton. Which makes sense. He went to confer with his Queen."

"You mean fight with," Treyas retorted. "How did he get there? The Portal doesn't even work."

"Apparently Pepin used his own magic to make it work."

Treyas started. He didn't know Pepin had magic. "Well, I'd better go get him."

Kyel restrained him gently. "I think not. He's safe there. Ashton won't let him get away with anything. Give him some time to talk to El'leigh and to sort through his feelings."

"Pepin owes Jansson an apology!" Treyas snapped. "And me!"

"Temper, temper," Druce called, hurrying down the hallway toward him, Darosenim in tow. 

Though he was of the same small, light build as every Merian, he stood at the same height as Treyas, which once more reminded Treyas how short he was compared to most elves. For some reason, the thought only served to increase his anger. Which, in turn, further fueled his desire to pull the wild magic of the study and send for Pepin, whether Pepin liked it or not. It was Druce's touch now that prevented Treyas from acting on his impulses.

"Coals!" Druce exclaimed, draping his arm about Treyas' shoulders. "What's bothering you?"

"Pepin!" Treyas seethed as Druce steered him away from the study.

"Again?"

"Gods! What is wrong with him? Half the time I don't know him, the other half I spend fighting with him. Damnation! If this is what being a father is all about, maybe I should rethink it!" He looked up at Jansson, who stood in the hallway, waiting.

"I hope you don't mean that," the bard said softly.

"Of course he doesn't," Kyel put in. "I heard the same thing from Elek about Treyas."

"When?" Treyas demanded. "When did Elek ever have to complain about me?"

Kyel chuckled. "I can name numerous occasions. Would you like me to?"

Treyas flushed. "No." He frowned, eyeing Jansson. "What's wrong with you?"

"Well...it's just that...well, over the past year, you and Pepin...you fight a lot...and..." He rubbed his neck, then blurted, "I just don't want to have that to look forward to."

Treyas sighed, slipped free of Druce, and put his own arm around Jansson's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Jans. Pepin and I haven't been setting a very good example, have we? I can fully understand your reluctance to have children after watching us. But you have to remember a few things. The most important thing is who Pepin is. And the fact that we both have magic. Apparently," he added dryly, then continued, "and we both tend to use it rather..."

"Wantonly?" Kyel supplied.

Treyas gave him a sour look. "That's not my choice of words, Kyel, but it will do." He turned his attention back to Jansson as they continued to the library. "You and Zira are both humans. Aside from your bardic gift for healing, neither of you have magic. So, I can't see where your relationship with your children would be anything more than the normal adolescent rebellion. And perhaps that's all Pepin's is as well."

Jansson groaned, dropping into a chair. "If my children are anything like I was, I'm in trouble." He glanced at Kyel as if daring him to agree, then changed the subject. "So, where did Pepin get off to?"

"Apparently he went to see El'leigh," Treyas mumbled, his thoughts jolted back to the fore.

"Poor Pepin," Darosenim mumbled. "That's like jumping from the pan into the fire."

"Poor Pepin?" Treyas cried, slouching into a chair. "You mean poor Ashton. Pepin and El'leigh are probably already fighting."

Darosenim snorted. "Not with Alinaena there. She's more mother than Royal Guard. Baerns! Half the time she has me put to bed by nine o'clock. And you should hear Lorid's language now. I haven't heard a real good use of firesass for a long time. Except from Jansson, of course."

Jansson ignored him. "How did Pepin get there? I thought the Portal didn't work. My end at Mayfaire is still sealed off at any rate."

"I don't know," Treyas replied glumly. "Seems Pepin has talents I didn't know about. For instance, how can he still know what Fayemera is feeling when they are no longer LifePledged?"

Kyel set his wine goblet down carefully. "Are you so sure they are not?"

Treyas looked at him, startled. "Yes! Pepin renounced the LifePledge almost three years ago."

"And when's the last time he went back to see her?" Kyel asked.

Treyas shrugged, an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. "I don't know. A year or so..." He huffed out a breath and closed his eyes in disbelief. "Gods! About the same time Pepin became a demon to live with." He opened his eyes to regard Kyel. "But why? Why would he repledge? He, himself, spoke of the dangers of the pledge. Why would he do that?"

"Calm down," Kyel said. "I don't know that he has. Yet. But, if he hasn't, he may be planning on it."

"Why?" Treyas asked again. 

"I don't know that it's all his choice," Kyel returned. "I've been doing some further research with Alinaena into this LifePledging concept. I still don't understand it completely, but Alinaena seems to think Fayemera wants Pepin back, that she needs him, his strength, his youth."

Treyas started. "What does that mean? She wants his youth?"

"I've heard of that," Druce put in. "The dragon draws on the strength of the rider. Fayemera's not a young dragon. Coals! She was old when she chose Pe'pinlaidh. I'll bet she's worried sick about those hatchlings. She's probably wondering if she'll live long enough to take care of them until they can hunt adequately."

"And when will that be?" Treyas asked, a new panic rising in his chest.

Druce shrugged. "I don't know. They're not even three years old. But once they can survive on their own, I have a feeling Fayemera won't last much longer."

"And I'll bet Pepin knows that," Jansson said. "Gods! He's an empath. The knowledge of losing Fayemera must be devastating."

Treyas was silent for a moment, thinking on the words, then he brought his gaze to meet Kyel's. "But if Pepin is LifePledged to Fayemera and she dies..."

"Pepin will die as well," Kyel said quietly.
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Treyas stared absently at the flames in the hearth and took another sip of his mulled cider. Night had long since settled over Lidgerwood and the others had retired to the guestrooms to sleep. Treyas was left alone in the library with his thoughts; thoughts that were painfully jumbled. He both wanted to be with Pepin and didn't. He knew he should MindLink Cynthe and tell her what was going on, but he didn't want to do that either. He thought about MindLinking Ashton, but discarded that thought as well. And he thought of contacting Pepin directly, but resisted that even more. Kyel had said to leave the boy alone. Treyas had found wisdom in the words, if not pain.

His heart ached for the little boy. He knew full well of Pepin's attachment to Fayemera. He suspected that Pepin would sacrifice himself to save the dragon. But he didn't truly believe that it was all because of Pepin's love for the creature. Treyas was sure that part of that possessive attitude was due to jealousy over El'leigh and her ownership of the dragons of Taithleach.

Damn King Be'an. Treyas scowled. If only he hadn't transferred ownership of Fayemera over to Pepin's father, then none of this would have happened. There wouldn't have been the crisis three years ago, the hurried, panic-filled flight to Mere Odain, the horror of having Pepin abused at the hands of Gower and the Keltins. The image of the Keltin warrior striking Pepin was burned into Treyas' memory. It was an image that still brought hate and rage. Hate over what Gower and his men had done to Pepin, rage that Treyas had not been the one to destroy the elf.

And now? Now Treyas was sending elves to Mere Odain to hold back the Keltins, to protect a dragon and her twenty-six hatchlings, to keep the slaughter of brownlings to a minimum. And for what?

For what? Treyas caught himself cold. For Druce and Tessalynn and Galen and Avenal--for all of the Merians whom Treyas called friend. For all of the mixed race elves who tried to make Mere Odain their home. And for Pepin--half elf, half Merian, all DragonMaster. Mere Odain was as much his home as Lidgerwood, perhaps more so. The thought weighed just as heavy on Treyas' mind now as it had three years ago. 

He took another sip of his drink and slouched further into his chair. He had worried then about where Pepin would call home. Fortunately, the little elf had chosen Lidgerwood. Now? Now it was starting to look like he had had a change of heart. And that hurt.

"I thought I'd find you here." A soft voice broke into Treyas' gloomy thoughts, and Kyel stepped into the room. He settled into the chair next to Treyas. "And what thoughts are plaguing you tonight?"

Treyas scowled. "As if you didn't know." He glared into the fire for several moments. "I'm losing him, Kyel. I'm losing him to his past and I don't much like it. Now I know how Elek felt."

"And did Elek lose you? Really?"

Treyas pondered on that for a moment. "No. I guess not. But I was older. Pepin's still so small. He needs a mother and a father. I can't just let him go to Mere Odain and live with a dragon, no matter how attached he is to her. And I can't go with him. I have my duties and my family here. Gods, Kyel, why does this have to be so complicated?"

"Parenthood usually is at some point," Kyel replied. "It's just that yours is a bit unique." He was quiet for a moment. "Have you told Cynthe what happened?"

"No. She's got her hands full with the twins. I don't want to worry her unnecessarily." He took another sip of his cider. "How is Ashton going to keep Pepin in Saskra?"

"That end of the Portal is sealed. Pepin may have been able to get to Ashton's but he won't be coming back that way. He'll need someone to TravelSpell him out of there. Unless he's figured out how to do that, too."

"Gods! I hope not. Have you MindLinked Ashton at all?"

Kyel nodded. "They're fine. Darosenim was right. Alinaena is not allowing any fighting. She's had them negotiating."

"Negotiating? About what?"

"About the best way to protect Fayemera and the hatchlings."

"Any ideas yet?"

"Well, Pepin still wants to bring the dragons back to Karsaba and have them live with Sarben. El'leigh doesn't want them leaving Mere Odain. That's pretty much where the negotiating ended and the screaming began. And that's pretty much when Alinaena sent them both to bed."

Treyas grimaced. "Tens. Pepin hates that punishment more than anything." He set his mug down slowly. "I miss him, Kyel. I'm not ready to let him go. I don't care if he is the DragonMaster of Mere Odain, I don't want him there. I want him here, with me. Maybe he's not my son by birth, but he's my son nonetheless. I worry about him." He gave Kyel a quick look. "But I guess I don't have to tell you how it feels."

Kyel smiled. "No, you don't. Jansson has quite endeared himself to my heart these past six years. But I do know what you mean. I didn't want Jansson away from me, either. When Whit took him captive, I, too, wanted revenge. Which, I might add, I didn't get."

"Then you know how it burns in your gut," Treyas mumbled.

"I let it go a long time ago, Treyas. What was important was the fact that Jansson survived and we were reunited."

Treyas regarded him for a long moment. "Then you're a stronger elf than I am, Kyel," he said finally. "Because it still bothers me that I was not the one to exact revenge on Gower."

"And what price would you have paid if you were?"

"I don't know," Treyas admitted.

"Perhaps a talk with Bard Jansson would help," Kyel suggested. "He knows what it is like to kill in revenge and hatred."

Treyas averted his gaze. He remembered how hard it had been for Jansson to deal with killing Whit, despite what the old troll had done to him. He drew a deep, slow breath. "I think Bard Jansson has had his fill of the crisis in Mere Odain. First Avenal, then Tessalynn, then Maki. I don't know which was hardest on him."

Kyel chuckled. "Tessalynn," he said. "Without a doubt, Tessalynn. But it's a testament to our young king that he and Zira did marry and are now discussing having children."

Treyas leaned back in his chair, his countenance thoughtful. "Sometimes I wonder if we're doing the right thing. I mean, having children. Here I am, a halfling who can barely control his own magic, who has to have people around like Cynthe and Druce to help, and I'm having children. Children who will no doubt inherit at least some of my supposed talents. And Jansson, the reluctant king, bringing a child into his own personal conflict, that of inheriting the throne. And perhaps you're the worst of all. Bringing brownlings to life in a world that won't accept them. And the hardest part of that is that it's not your fault. It's mine."

Kyel's eyebrows rose in amusement. "Tell that to Willow."

Treyas frowned. "You know what I mean, Kyel. My big idea that people would accept their king's actions as their own. I've really messed up your life, not to mention Willow's and Elecka's."

"So, you think you're the only reason Willow and I had Elecka?"

Treyas shrugged. "Isn't it?"

Kyel chuckled. "Oh, gods, Treyas! I would hope that I had more sense than that. Willow and I wanted children. We wanted them over thirty years ago. It wasn't possible then because of her marriage to Tehras, because of what the elfin crown expected of them. Now, it is possible. Which is precisely why we're having another."

"What?" Treyas sat up straight, astounded. "Then that's why Willow's been holed up at Mayfaire?"

Kyel nodded. "TravelSpells are quite upsetting to her right now." He rose. "Speaking of which, I need to get back myself."

Treyas rubbed wearily at his eyes. "So, my king, do I go to Sarben tomorrow? Do I ask him what part of Glede he would choose as his own?"

Kyel gripped his shoulder affectionately. "For tonight, don't worry over it. I'll give it some thought. It may be that I go to see Sarben and you go to Saskra."

Treyas' heart leapt at the possibility and he forced the next words from his mouth. "But my duty, Kyel, is to Lidgerwood. And, as you have so often pointed out to Jansson, neither the Crown Prince nor the King has the luxury of going off on an adventure."

Kyel grinned. "But I, too, have been a solid, stuffy old king for the last three years. Now it is time for my adventure."

Treyas started, surprised at the words. He laughed. "No wonder you and Jans get along so well. You're of the same mold."

Kyel's looked at him in surprise. "A white human and a black elf? I don't think so. I'll see you in the morning, Treyas." He cast a TravelSpell and was gone.

Treyas sighed and walked slowly to his room. It felt empty without Cynthe there. Empty and cold. Just the way his heart was feeling without Pepin. He tossed another log onto the fire, changed into his nightshirt and went to bed.
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He woke to the sound of Jansson and Darosenim bickering in the library. He lay still, listening in amusement to their raised voices, though he could not tell what they were arguing about. It seemed they were always having a heated debate over something. Usually something inconsequential. They had argued when they first met in Karsaba three years ago and had continued ever since. Fortunately, it was good-natured, and Treyas knew that they were fast friends. In fact, they were not only friends, they were blood-bonded, something not even Treyas had done with Jansson. So, it was a big surprise to him when he suddenly heard the clanging of swords.

He leapt from his bed, dashed down the stairs and across the hall to the library, stopping in astonishment at the open door. Jansson had just done a neat two-handed block and was getting ready with a counter strike, when he spotted Treyas.

"Tor's hell!' Treyas cried. "What is going on here?"

"Treyas!" Darosenim whirled to face him. "Baerns! Did we wake you up?"

"I usually wake up fairly quickly when I hear swords in my home," Treyas retorted hotly. "What are you two doing?"

"Oh, nothing." Jansson shrugged and re-sheathed his sword. "Dar was just showing me a move he says Webb taught him. I say that's one of Quinlin's moves."

"It isn't!" Darosenim insisted. "I've only practiced with Quinlin a few dozen times and that is not his move!"

"Yes, it is," Jansson replied. "Don't you remember? He taught it to you in Mere Odain."

"He didn't have time to teach me anything in Mere Odain," Darosenim told him.

"Enough!" Treyas snapped. "You're both quite lucky Bosna didn't come in with my guards and show you both a new move! The arena is for sparring, not my library! And what in Tor's hell are you doing with your swords anyway?"

"Oh, these aren't ours. They're yours." He pointed to the mantle where a display was now empty.

Treyas drew a calming breath. "Then I would thank you to return them to their proper place."

"Gods!" Jansson mumbled. "You're testy this morning. Besides, Bosna has already been in, and we've already ordered breakfast."

"Fine!" Treyas snapped, then added, "And I am not testy!"

"You're also not dressed," Jansson pointed out.

Treyas glared at him. "Which I will go do now if you and Dar think you can get along for ten minutes."

"Baerns, Treyas," Darosenim mumbled. "Jans and I always get along."

Treyas groaned and hurried back to his room. What he really wanted was a long, hot soak in the tub, but he made do with a quick face wash before donning his usual woolen leggings and tunic. He skipped his boots, opting instead for some soft house-shoes, ran his fingers through his mass of blond hair, frowned at the two different colored eyes staring back at him in the mirror, then headed to the dining hall to join his two friends for breakfast.

Bosna had been quick. Treyas smelled the hot eggs and meat from the hallway. His stomach rumbled in anticipation and he quickened his pace, somewhat afraid that Jansson would make short work of the food. He needn't have worried. There was plenty. He sat down eagerly but hadn't taken more than a few bites before worries of Pepin and the situation in Mere Odain stalled his appetite. He pushed his plate away, sipped at his tea and watched Jansson practically inhale the food.

"Gods, Jans," he finally said, shaking his head. "How do you stay so skinny eating like you do?"

"Someday it will all catch up to him," Darosenim teased. "He'll be as big as a boulder and just as hard to move."

Jansson ignored them, stabbing up another slab of meat with his knife. "So, did Kyel say when we leave? And who is to go?"

"And how?" Darosenim put in.

"I think we're all going, even Kyel. Probably by TravelSpell, but I'm not sure when."

"Baerns and the good mother earth," Darosenim groaned. "I don't know which I hate worse, TravelSpells or gryphons. What ever happened to using horses?"

"Do you know how long it would take to get to North Karsaba by horse?" Jansson asked.

"A week or so."

"A week or so from Saskra," Jansson agreed. "Might I remind you we're in Lidgerwood?" He looked to Treyas. "And why is Kyel going?"

Treyas smiled. "Something about needing adventure."

Jansson laughed. "That's my papay."

Treyas' smile faded. He actually winced at the Merian word for father. A familiar ache spread through him and he reached out a tentative MindLink to his young son, only to find Pepin blocking him. With a sigh, he released the Link just as Kyel strode into the room, his dark face grave.

"Good morning," Jansson greeted. "You're just in time for breakfast."

Kyel waved the idea aside. "I've eaten," he said, and got straight to the point. "Treyas, we have a problem. Pepin's gone."

Treyas stared at him in shock. "What do you mean gone?"

"He slipped out last night."

"Well, can't Ashton pull a LocatorStrand and get him back?"

"Pepin didn't use magic," Kyel replied. "He took one of Lorid's horses. We've both tried to MindLink him but..."

"I know. He's blocking. I just tried." He rose. "Kyel, I--"

"Have to go to Saskra," Kyel interrupted. "I know. I have a servant packing for you now."

"Why would Pepin leave?" Darosenim asked. "Did he and El'leigh get into another fight?"

Kyel shrugged. "Ashton says no. Alinaena even checked on him before she retired for the night. They talked and Pepin seemed to have calmed down from his earlier discussion with El'leigh. El'leigh says she does not know where he is, or why he left."

Treyas frowned. "I'm not sure I believe that. What if El'leigh commanded Pepin to re-pledge to Fayemera?"

"Why would she do that?" Darosenim asked.

"Because those dragons are her responsibility. I think she'd do whatever she had to do to ensure their survival. She'd probably even take on the pledge herself if Pepin would let her." Treyas' gaze went to Kyel. "Can you find out if that's the case?"

"I can't MindLink with El'leigh. The only one she'll accept these days is Pepin. But I can talk with Ashton. Or, better yet, you can go there and talk with both of them."

"I can't let Pepin re-pledge, Kyel," Treyas said. "I can't let him get to Taithleach."

"How would he get there?" Jansson asked, obviously trying to ease Treyas' concern. "It's not like he knows how to TravelSpell."

"Maybe not," Darosenim agreed glumly, "but there are no doubt plenty of people in Karsaba who do, and will for a price."

Treyas looked over at him. "Dar, come with me. You know Karsaba; it's your land. You know where Pepin might go."

Darosenim looked to Kyel, who nodded. 

"Jansson and I can talk to Sarben and Cennoc," the black elf said. "You go on with Treyas." He looked up as Druce entered the room, carrying two packs.

"I'm ready," the Merian stated. 

Treyas frowned. "Who said you--"

"You're not going without me," Druce interrupted, then held up the Triskelion. "Or without this."

Treyas grimaced. "I don't think I need that. I should be able to control myself and my magic by now."

"Just the same, take it," Druce insisted. "I've seen what you're capable of and I've heard all of the stories from Jansson and Dar. I don't feel like having my brains fried by accident."

Jansson chuckled. "He's got a point, Trey."

Darosenim rose. "I agree. You don't know what state of mind Pepin's in. He could be distorting the magic again like he did three years ago."

Treyas sighed in resignation. "All right, all right." He snatched the medallion from Druce and slipped it over his head. "But it's only to ease your mind. I don't need it."

"Let's hope that is true," Kyel said, then abruptly MindLinked with him.

Treyas started. "Aren't you pushing it a little? I mean, you've got Jansson, Willow, and Ashton already."

"I can handle it. And if things get too crowded, I can always drop Jansson."

Jansson choked on his tea, gaping at Kyel. "You wouldn't!" he managed between gagging coughs.

Kyel clapped him on the back with a smile. "Your defenses really are getting weak," he teased.

Treyas managed a laugh, took his pack, drew Darosenim and Druce close and cast a TravelSpell to Saskra.
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Treyas arrived in Ashton's cottage somewhat shaken, the effects of the TravelSpell tingling along his nerves like little daggers. Druce and Darosenim looked no better.

"Baerns!" Darosenim groaned, sagging into the nearest chair. "What kind of TravelSpell was that?"

"It wasn't me!" Treyas said at once. "I had complete control, I assure you." He turned to the white-haired elf who had quietly witnessed their arrival. "What's wrong with the magic, Ashton? I had enough in Lidgerwood, but when I tried to complete my Spell here, it faded out."

Ashton gave a heavy sigh as if he had been holding his breath. "So, it isn't just me," he murmured. "Tell me what you feel, Treyas."

Treyas hesitated, testing the MagicStrands about him. "Not much. That's the problem. I mean, I know Lidgerwood's magic is highly concentrated, but this..." His words trailed off in bewilderment.

"What are you talking about?" Darosenim asked. "It feels the same to me."

"It would," Ashton agreed. "You don't use elfin magic. You use sorcery magic."

"I didn't know there was a difference," Druce put in, collapsing onto a chair by the table.

"There is," Ashton replied. "All magic is different, suited to its own user. While it is possible to learn to use other magic, it's not as comfortable or as easy to manipulate." He regarded them with a frown. "You all look like you've been thrown from a wild horse. I'll make some tea."

"We don't have time for tea. Where are Alinaena and El'leigh?" Treyas asked. "I need to speak with her before I go after Pepin."

"They're at market. They should be back soon."

Treyas sighed, glancing out the window. He hated waiting. "Has El'leigh said anything else about the discussion she had with Pepin?"

"No. In fact, she refuses to speak of Pepin. That's why Alinaena took her into town. We're hoping El'leigh will offer some information during the walk. At the least, Ali hopes to find evidence of Pepin's departure in town." Ashton placed four mugs on the table thoughtfully. "I'm worried, Treyas. I believe El'leigh had something to do with Pepin leaving, despite her assurances to the contrary."

"Why?"

"It's not like him to run off from you. He values your relationship far too much to jeopardize it."

The words stung and Treyas grimaced. "Gods, Ashton, he's my son! Does he think I'll disown him for bad behavior?"

Ashton drew a slow breath. "He may at that. He's acutely aware of the fact that he's not your blood relative." He poured the tea.

Treyas stared at the steam curling from the cups. "It's never bothered him before."

"Well, apparently it does now."

Treyas frowned as Ashton served Druce and Darosenim. "And just where did all of this insight come from all of a sudden? You haven't even seen Pepin for months."

Ashton gave a small smile, sitting down across from Treyas. "My Merian counterpart. Alinaena seems to have a way with reading another's inner turmoil."

"A telepath?" Darosenim gasped, then paled at Ashton's nod. "Baerns! And I've been living here with her all of this time? I think it's time I moved into the palace permanently."

Ashton chuckled. "Not a chance of that, Dar. Ali has quite adopted you as her son. You're not going anywhere until such time as you are crowned King of Karsaba. Besides, the palace isn't yet complete. It'd be a bit drafty, I'm afraid."

Treyas frowned, his mind working. "If Alinaena is a telepath, then she must have read El'leigh as well."

"Oh, good heavens, no!" Ashton retorted. "Don't forget, Treyas. El'leigh is Ali's queen, no matter that she's but a child. Ali would never be so presumptuous to think she could delve into El'leigh's mind. And besides, El'leigh is very adept at protecting her thoughts. I can't even MindLink her unless she allows it."

"So I heard. Kyel tells me she's only been accepting Pepin lately. That's quite a change from three years ago. Then, she wouldn't even let him close."

Ashton studied his mug thoughtfully. "El'leigh has changed a lot in the last year," he admitted. "Changes I don't much care for."

"It must be the age," Treyas said. "I'll be the first to admit Pepin's been a challenge."

"Well, if Pepin's been a challenge," Darosenim said, "then El'leigh's been a brat."

Druce smiled. "And yet, I seem to remember her saying that you were quite handsome."

Darosenim flushed. "I said she was a brat. I didn't say anything about her eyesight."

Treyas chuckled. "At any rate, I'd like to find my little challenge. Dar thought he might seek out someone who could TravelSpell him to Mere Odain."

Ashton snorted. "Not a chance! Not in this magic. I barely had enough to TravelSpell Dar to Mayfaire two weeks ago."

"You didn't tell me that!" Darosenim cried in alarm.

"I thought it was me," Ashton replied. "I am over two hundred. At my age, some things are bound to start going." He turned back to Treyas. "But then you come along and feel it, too, and I no longer think it's just my age."

Treyas' brow knitted into a tight frown. "So, what do you think it is?"

"I have no idea. It's not all magic that's weaker, just elfin. There's still that old sorcery magic Jansson released from the Guardian's Pool in Saul three years ago." Ashton paused. "I suppose if Pepin could find a sorcerer or a mage still alive, one might be able to send him to Mere Odain. But it's highly doubtful."

"You certainly haven't had much trouble manipulating sorcery magic," Treyas reminded him.

"Yes, but I'm as old as the magic itself. There's not another in Karsaba who can claim that."

Darosenim regarded him worriedly. "But you're feeling all right, aren't you? I mean, maybe you should take it easy. You're overworking yourself."

Ashton smiled warmly at the boy. "I'm fine, Dar, really. Just frustrated. I waited a long time for elfin magic to return to Karsaba and now..." He shrugged, then looked at Treyas thoughtfully. "You seem uneasy. Is it more than just Pepin and the magic?"

Treyas grimaced. "Isn't that enough?" he asked, then after a moment, exhaled quietly. "It's Karsaba, Ashton. Karsaba makes me uneasy." He swirled his tea, watching the amber liquid hug the sides of the cup. Abruptly he set the cup down and rose to pace. "Karsaba used to be a place of refuge for me. The only place I could really, truly, relax away from magic. Now it holds only bad memories." He glanced at Darosenim and Ashton. "Good friends, but bad memories. I almost lost Jansson here, more than once. Rugan died here. I lost a brother and Willow lost her son. Now, it would seem, Karsaba wants my son as well."

"Karsaba isn't the place it used to be," Darosenim pointed out. "Lots of things are the same but a lot has changed as well. We have magic now, as you said, like the rest of Glede. It's easier to live here."

"For whom?" Druce asked. "For those who can use magic or for those who don't?"

"Hopefully for both," Darosenim replied. "That's why I'm a little distressed to hear about the elfin magic being weakened. Karsaba already has very few elves living in it. And there'll be fewer still if the elfin magic continues to dwindle. I need to look into this further."

Treyas stopped his pacing and regarded Darosenim. "Can it wait, Dar? Can you help me find Pepin first?"

Darosenim smiled. "Perhaps we can do both at once. If Pepin is looking for someone to TravelSpell him to Mere Odain, he'll most likely head to Westphal. That's Karsaba's biggest village. It's also on the way to Rune Mountain."

"What does Rune Mountain have to do with anything?" Treyas asked uneasily.

"Rune Mountain is still the holder of elfin magic, Treyas. True, its power is less than half of what it used to be now that the sorcery magic has been released, but we still have Rovers, and we still have elfin magic pockets. If elfin magic is going anywhere, it'll be going there. I aim to find out how and why."

They all looked up as Alinaena and El'leigh arrived, holding several baskets of produce. El'leigh had grown into a beautiful little girl with long black-brown tresses. Her brown skin had lightened, though her dark eyes remained as alluring and mysterious as ever. Right now, they were burning with anger as her gaze swept over Treyas and Druce.

Druce was on his feet at once. He gave a low bow before his former Queen, though he really didn't need to. He had long since sworn his allegiance to Lidgerwood and Kyel. Still, he afforded her this respect. She regarded him icily, her actions taking him down to the peasant level he no doubt came from.

"At least someone still remembers who I am!" she snapped, then slammed her basket down on the table in front of Ashton. "How much longer am I going to be forced to live in such appalling quarters? Why aren't we all living at the palace? I am not a commoner, Ashton! Why must I live and act like one?"

Ashton forcibly contained his sigh. "We've been through this time and again, Your Majesty. There is still a great deal of unrest in Mere Odain. There are those who still seek to destroy you." He shot a glance at Treyas, who had caught at his breath sharply, then continued. "Housing you at the palace would be far more dangerous for you, Your Majesty. And there is the condition of the structure to think about. Many rooms are unfinished, and not fit for a Queen."

The subordinate tone seemed to calm El'leigh. She looked at Treyas accusingly. "What are you doing here?"

Treyas bristled but managed to keep his voice calm. "I'm looking for Pepin. Any idea where he might be?" Treyas pulled a small strand of magic and cast a subtle TruthSpell over her.

She glared at him. "How would I know?" she snapped, then surprised Treyas by throwing off the Spell. "And why would I care?"

"I would think you would be very concerned," Treyas said. "Pepin is your DragonMaster. You need him."

El'leigh regarded him for a long moment, then spun and stomped into another room, slamming the door behind her.

"Coals," Druce breathed, reseating himself. "If that's what Mere Odain has to look forward to, we're in trouble."

Alinaena frowned, leaned over the kiss the top of Ashton's white head, then poured herself some tea. "I'm afraid I agree, Druce," she murmured, then looked to Ashton. "Our outing got us nowhere. Not once did she speak of Pepin or her part in his leaving. And no one in town has seen him."

Treyas sighed. "Ashton, I'd like to get going. Pepin already has a head start. As light as he is and with his affinity for riding, he could go a long way before stopping to rest. By the way, I'm hoping he took supplies?"

"He did. He helped himself to my pack and my cupboards. I'm just a little concerned about some of the herbs in my pack. Some can be deadly if not used properly."

"Hopefully Pepin will have the good sense to stay out of them," Treyas replied, though his stomach tightened in worry.

"You're not going to cast another TravelSpell, are you?" Druce asked warily.

Treyas looked at him, amused. "You don't have the stomach for it?"

"Hardly."

"If it'll make you feel better, I plan to use horses. We don't know for sure if Pepin is going to Westphal. I'll be able to track him more easily on horseback. I assume, Ashton, that you have horses we can use?"

"Of course." Ashton rose. "I've packed a bag for Dar as well. I suspected he would tag along. I'd go myself but, under the circumstances, I think I'd better stay here and keep El'leigh placated."

"Is that possible?" Darosenim muttered. He rose and snagged his pack. "Come on, I'll show you to the stables."

"No need!" Lorid stomped into the room. He wrapped one strong arm about Darosenim's neck in a playful, affectionate hug. "Firesass, boy! Ya been gone long enuf! Who's this?"

Darosenim grinned, introducing Treyas and Druce. Lorid smiled, his hazel eyes twinkling. "So, this is Jansson's friend then? The elf with the crazy eyes, the wild magic. Well, I can see the eyes, let's see the magic!"

"Not now, Lorid," Ashton said, as if he were talking to a child, though Lorid was old enough to be Treyas' grandfather. "This is also Treyas, Pepin's guardian. They need to get under way. Are the horses ready?"

"Hellfires, Ashton! When I say I'm going to do somethin', I do! 'Course they're ready."

Treyas grimaced at the foul language. He knew Jansson had picked up some fairly colorful words from Lorid, and Pepin had seemed to like the sound of several. Treyas was one step away from putting a LanguageModifierSpell on the little boy. Jansson had one, courtesy of Kyel, though it didn't seem to affect him much. He simply worked through the little pulse of pain and said the word anyway. Treyas suspected Pepin would do the same thing. He dared a glance at Alinaena.

She was glaring at Lorid, obviously biting back her reprimand until she had the man alone. Lorid seemed to know it. He was grinning from ear to ear, showing a perfect set of flawless white teeth that stood out in contrast to his sun-browned skin. Skin, Treyas suddenly thought, which could get a man killed in Mere Odain. He shuddered, retrieved his pack and headed for the door, then abruptly stopped and regarded Ashton again. 

"This magic problem...should I warn Kyel?"

"Kyel?"

"Yes. He and Jansson are heading up to Sarben's in the North Territory."

Ashton's blue eyes went wide with concern. "When?"

Treyas shrugged, his uneasiness increasing. "Today, soon. I'm not sure."

"Yes. He does need to be warned. Sarben's claim is just leagues north of Rune Mountain. If the mountain is indeed pulling the magic, it stands to reason it would start with the closest. Kyel may get there and find himself totally without elfin magic."

"Is that really a problem for Kyel?" Darosenim asked. "I mean, he can use sorcery magic, too."

Ashton sighed, chastising him gently. "Weren't you listening? Sorcery magic is not a good fit for Kyel."

"He and I are MindLinked," Treyas said. "I could inform him."

"Let me," Ashton replied. "I want to speak to him anyway. You just concentrate on Pepin."

Treyas nodded, and the group stepped outside and mounted their steeds. "Dar, you know the way. You lead."

Darosenim agreed, then eyed Ashton once more. "You're sure you're all right?"

"I am fine," Ashton answered firmly. "Don't forget. I have Alinaena watching over me. And you and I are still MindLinked, Dar. You'd be the first to know if anything happens. Now, relax and put your energies to helping Treyas."

Darosenim studied him for a long moment, then sighed and led Treyas and Druce away from the cottage and toward the forest beyond.

"Don't look back," Druce warned. "It makes it harder."

Treyas smiled at hearing Quinlin's words coming from Druce. In some ways, Treyas wished Quinlin were here. More than a friend, Quinlin Thomarius was a guardian, a brother and a father figure rolled into one. 

Treyas glanced sideways at Druce, who flashed him a smile of reassurance. At least, Treyas thought, I have Druce. Even after three years, he was still amazed that Druce had been willing to leave his home in Mere Odain to go to Lidgerwood. The Merian had never even questioned his attachment to Treyas, though Treyas knew full well what it was all about. Druce was his SoulMate, as much as Cynthe was. Treyas had never explained it to the man for fear Druce wouldn't understand.
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