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"Father?"

Crown Prince Treyas Merripen looked up from his paperwork with a smile. He beckoned the young elf into the room as he rose from behind his desk.

"I'm not interrupting anything am I?" the brown-skinned young man asked.

"Pepin, you are never an interruption," Treyas replied and embraced him warmly. "In fact, I'm glad you're here. I was finalizing our travel plans to Dalziel and I realized I never got your supply request. If you want to,"

"Papay," Pepin interrupted softly, "I'm not going."

Treyas looked at him in surprise and puzzlement. "What do you mean? Is something wrong? Is someone ill?"

"No, no. Everyone is fine," Pepin assured him.

"Then..." Treyas shrugged.

"It's not my place to go, Papay," Pepin said.

"Of course it is. You're in line to the throne."

"That's just the point," Pepin said with a sigh of exasperation. "I'm not. Not really."

Treyas' face grew firm. "Pepin, you're my son."

"Yes, by choice not by chance." Pepin took hold of his arm, his dark eyes searching Treyas' face. "You've been my father since I was seven years old. There's not a day that goes by that I don't thank you with all of my heart for adopting me. But you adopted me, Papay, not the elfin empire. I should not be in line to the throne. That right belongs to Vantann. He is your first-born son, not me."

Treyas stared at him in shock, then annoyance settled in his mis-matched blue and green eyes. "Who's been talking to you?"

"No one." Pepin released Treyas' arm and walked over to look out the tall, mullioned window. He could feel Treyas' gaze burning into his back.

"Then where did you come up with this idea?" Treyas asked. "Aelfdene and the elves accepted you as my son fifteen years ago, Pepin. They expect you to follow me. I expect you to follow me. What's happened that's changed that?"

Pepin hesitated, toying idly with the drapery pull. "Father, I have a legacy," he finally said. "A role to fill. But it's not in Aelfdene. You know that."

"I know that you're an honorary Prince of Mere Odain," Treyas said tightly, "and that you still oversee the DragonRiders there, but I was under the assumption that Faolan had filled the role you speak of."

Pepin closed his eyes, the chill in his father's voice eating at his heart. He took a deep breath, opened his eyes and turned to face Treyas. "I've taken the position back, Father," he said quietly. "I am now officially the DragonMaster of Mere Odain."

Treyas stared at him, stunned. "When?"

"Six months ago," Pepin replied. "On my twenty-third birthday."

"Six...why didn't you tell me?" Treyas exploded. "Was it supposed to be some sort of secret? Was I supposed to find out the day you left home? Gods, Pepin! I'm your father! Does being twenty-three relieve you of common courtesy? I should have been told, Pepin! No! Dammit! I should have been asked!" He jerked toward the door as a soft knock sounded. "What is it?" he snapped.

Druce Sinclair, Treyas' squire and SoulMate, stepped into the room, his dark eyes darting from Treyas to Pepin and back. "You wanted to know when Elek had arrived," he said. "He's downstairs with the children."

"Where, Druce?" Treyas demanded hotly. "Downstairs is a bit vague."

"In the kitchen," Druce answered slowly, then added, "He's sitting in the chair closest to the fireplace and has had three cookies and a half a glass of milk."

Treyas glared at him. "Don't patronize me," he seethed, then glanced at Pepin. "We're not through with this discussion, Pepin. Until we are, I forbid you to return to Mere Odain!" He strode from the room, angrily pushing past Druce.

Druce watched him storm down the circular stairway, then turned to Pepin. "What was that all about?"

Pepin shook his head and flung himself into a chair. "Nothing!"

"That was nothing? Come on, Pepin, what's going on? You and Treyas never fight."

Pepin rubbed wearily at his face, then looked up at Druce. "I've officially assumed my title as DragonMaster."

Druce's eyes went wide. "I see. When did this happen?"

"Six months ago. I know I should have told him then. I just couldn't. Half the house was sick with poujo, and Mamay and Papay,"

"You haven't told your mother?" Druce interrupted, aghast.

"Not yet," Pepin mumbled, picking at the green brocade on the chair arm.

"Coals, Pepin, and you think Treyas took it hard."

Pepin slouched further into the overstuffed chair. "I know, I know, but at least Mamay will understand." He surged to his feet to pace. "Gods, Druce! What is it with Papay and Mere Odain? Why does he go wild every time I mention it? You'd think he'd understand. I'm half Merian, my father was the DragonMaster. I'm his only son. It's my legacy, it's part of who I am. I can no more ignore that, than he can ignore his naiad half. Why does he make this so painful for me?"

Druce winced.  "Because it's so painful for him." He touched Pepin's arm lightly, stopping his pacing. "He's been fighting against Mere Odain's pull on you for over fifteen years, Pepin. That's a long time. A long time to be waging a personal war only to find out he lost it six months ago."

Pepin regarded him with a frown. "I really messed this up, didn't I?" He sagged back into the chair.

"Well, waiting to spring it on him the night before you're supposed to leave on a diplomatic visit probably wasn't the wisest course of action," Druce admitted, sitting in the chair next to him. "Why didn't you just wait until you got back?"

"I couldn't," Pepin replied. "I'm not going."

Druce sighed in amazement. "This just gets better and better. Why aren't you going?"

"Because, like I told Papay, it should be Vantann going, not me. Vantann is related by blood. The lineage runs through him and Thomlin, not me. And besides," Pepin took a deep breath, "Queen El'leigh has ordered Dragon placement in Akuri Kelta. They leave in two days. I'm the overseer."

Druce sat back with a groan. "Oh, gods, Pepin." He was quiet for a long moment.

Pepin spoke up. "You being a Merian, I thought you'd understand."

"Being a Merian, I do understand. The Akuri can't be given any slack. We've all seen what they're capable of. But, being your father's SoulMate, I know how he's going to take this."

"Uncle Druce," Pepin said, sitting forward, his voice low, "he doesn't have to know. At least, not until he gets back from Dalziel. I would prefer it that way."

"Pepin, I can't keep this from him," Druce replied in astonishment.

Pepin hesitated. "I could order you to," he said slowly.

Druce stiffened. "I suppose you could. I would hope that you wouldn't."

Pepin eyed him steadily. "Will you keep quiet?"

Druce returned the gaze defiantly. "No."

Pepin clenched his jaw and rose. "Then consider it an order, Druce. Papay is to know nothing about this until I tell him."

Druce also rose, his voice cold. "Consider it done, Prince Pepin. I only hope you know what you're doing."

Pepin watched him leave, then exhaled sharply. This had not gone the way he'd intended. Not only was Treyas furious with him, Druce was as well. And since Treyas had forbidden him to go to Mere Odain, he would have to go against his father's wishes to follow Queen El'leigh's command. That is, if he wanted to truly be the DragonMaster of Mere Odain in more than just title.

He left the study and began the walk back to his living quarters. The Elfin Council Chambers had been his home for sixteen years, ever since Treyas had plucked him out of Sarben's clan to assist in finding King Jansson van Tannen. Pepin had had more than one opportunity to claim his position as DragonMaster and always he had turned it down. He was comfortable with his elfin half, though even that was not pure. He was a brownling. His mother had been a black elf, his father a white Merian. Sarben's clan had been the only place he was accepted until Treyas had brought him to Aelfdene Valley. For a while, even that was hard.

Treyas, being the true heir to the Crown, had appointed Kyel Sylvain, King of the Black Elves, to rule over black and white elf alike. Since Kyel's wife, Willow, was a white elf, it didn't take long for other brownlings to appear. Then, Treyas had relocated Sarben's entire clan of brownlings to Aelfdene Valley, ensuring that Pepin would never be considered an outcast again.

So, what am I doing, Pepin thought. Why am I going against the one man who has made my life complete? He sighed and opened the door to his and Nila's solar. That was the problem. His life wasn't complete. True, he was an honorary Prince of Mere Odain and as such, could still be involved with his beloved dragons. But it wasn't enough. His legacy called to him, begged him, seduced him. He was meant to be the DragonMaster. It had ceased to be a choice. It was a command, given to him by a power he didn't understand and couldn't ignore, though he had valiantly tried for many long years.

He collapsed on the settee, lay back and stared at the ceiling. And what of his elfin allegiance? What of the fact that he had pledged his loyalty to King Sylvain and the elfin crown? How did one go about changing that allegiance? Did he really want to? Or had he already done so when he had accepted his Merian title? Gods! Why did everything have to be so complicated?

"Papay!" A sweet, little voice reached him and he sat up with a smile. His five-year-old daughter, Velouette, took the last stair, wriggled free of her mother's hand and raced to the settee. Pepin swept her up in a hug and showered her with kisses, until she was giggling happily.

"How did it go?" Nila asked, approaching him.

Pepin looked up at the black elfin beauty. "Not well. Papay was furious. He forbade me to go to Mere Odain."

Nila sat down beside him and handed Velouette a silver plated brush. The little girl squealed with delight and immediately stood behind Pepin to brush at his dark shoulder length curls.

"Did you tell him about El'leigh's orders?" Nila asked.

"No." Pepin winced as Velouette caught a snarl and yanked it free. "The way he went off, I didn't dare. I'll just have to wait until he gets back from Dalziel. Hopefully, I'll be back before then anyway."

Nila took his hand and kissed it. "I wish you weren't going at all," she murmured.

Pepin gave a small smile, looking into her blue eyes. "So do I, Nila, but if I'm going to be the DragonMaster, I need to be with my dragons."

"I know," Nila replied quietly.

Pepin kissed her gently. "I wish Papay understood as well as you do."

Nila smiled wryly. "I don't know that I do understand, Pepin. I only know what makes you happy. Being with your dragons makes you happy. Doing what was born into you makes you happy. Being DragonMaster of Mere Odain makes you happy. I know it, but I don't really understand it."

Pepin chuckled and drew her into his arms. He laid one hand on her belly. "Just as I know there's a child here, though I don't understand the miracle of its growth. Some things just are, Nila. Maybe they can't be explained. Maybe if we explain them, we take away their mysterious beauty."

Nila smiled. "You should have been a bard, Pepin."

He chuckled grimly. "My life surely would have been less complicated if I had. Ouch!" He cringed, then reached back and snagged Velouette, hauling her onto his lap. "Leave some hair there, you," he teased. "What are you still doing awake anyway, miss?" He tickled her gently.

She giggled and flopped backward onto Nila's lap, then turned her head and kissed Nila's protruding stomach. "Sister," she said.

Nila laughed. "Now there's a mystery for you. She takes turns referring to the baby as sister or brother."

"So? She's guessing."

"No, no. I mean, she never makes a mistake. It's always sister, then brother, then sister and so forth. I've been writing it down out of curiosity. She hasn't made a mistake since I started keeping track. How does she do that?"

Pepin shrugged. "Maybe it's twins. After all, my mother was a twin."

"Don't remind me," Nila said with a shudder. "Your mother's twin could have easily substantiated Winze's belief in the demon twin. Come on, Velouette, it's time for bed. Are you coming up, Pepin?"

"In a bit."

"Don't be long," Nila said, scooping Velouette into her arms. "I'm sure to have nightmares now." She kissed him lightly and went up the stairs to the bedroom.

Pepin sighed. He needed to talk to Treyas.
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"How could he do this?" Treyas raged, pacing furiously. "How could Pepin do this to me?"

"I don't think he intended to do anything to you," Cynthe answered softly.

Treyas turned to look at his wife, who was perched on the side of the bed, one hand gripping a bed poster. Though her words were calm, her rigidity belied her emotions. "How can you take this so lightly?" Treyas cried. "Pepin has taken on the role of DragonMaster! Do you know what that means? It means he's transferred his allegiance from Kyel to El'leigh. It means his loyalties now lie with Mere Odain and not Aelfdene. It means..." he paused, taking a deep breath, "it means, I've lost him to his past."

Cynthe rose, walked to him and took him into her arms. "Myshay, you haven't lost Pepin. You could never lose Pepin. He's your son."

Treyas looked at her sadly, then pushed away to go stand before the window. He stared out at the quiet gardens, the stables, the dark woods beyond. This was his home, had been for over fifteen years, since he was seventeen years old. His gaze lifted to the western skies. The sun had already set in Bailiwycke, filling the coastal skies with hues of red, gold, orange, touching the silvery water of the cove outside of Ravenscroft. Treyas missed seeing that, missed Ravenscroft and the carefree days of his first fourteen years. The days before he had discovered who he was, who his father was, what his future entailed. Crown Prince to the Elfin Empire. It was a long way from fisherman's apprentice.

He snorted softly. As if he had ever really been Quinlin Thomarius' apprentice. Quinlin was a member of the Elfin Royal Guard, had been assigned to protect the little five-year-old prince, the prince hidden away from the eyes of the elfin royalty. That Quinlin had grown up in Ravenscroft and knew about fishing was a bonus. But while he was a fisherman by choice and trade, Treyas was no more his apprentice than...than...he sighed heavily...then Pepin was an elfin prince. Just putting someone in a particular place and wishing a life for him, didn't always work out. Treyas was proof of that.

His father, Crown Prince Tehras Merripen, had tried. He had sequestered Treyas in Bailiwycke with his dear friend, Elek Beckering. Elek had been sworn to secrecy regarding Treyas' true identity, his heritage. As had Quinlin. Tehras had wanted Treyas to grow up free, away from the pressures and constraints of royal life. For fourteen years he had. Fourteen, long, wonderful years.

Until the Triskelion had resurfaced, plunging Treyas into a nightmare years in the making. His peaceful existence had been shattered violently and permanently. He had witnessed horrors he had never dreamed possible. He had been involved in desperate life or death decisions. He had seen friends die, and he had killed. He shuddered now, then started when Cynthe laid her hand on his shoulder. "I wanted to protect him, Cynthe," he murmured. "I wanted to protect Pepin just as my father wanted to protect me. But we can't change who we are, can we? Our past finds us and claims us. It claimed me and now it claims my Pepin. Gods, Cynthe, will the pain of my life never end?"

She leaned her chin on his shoulder. "Has it all been pain, myshay? Has no good come of it?"

Treyas gave a small smile, breathing in her sweet scent. He turned and took his wife into his arms. Her waist-length blond hair hung loose and caressed his hands and arms as he held her. "You're right, myshay. As usual. I have you and the children. I have friends who are like brothers. I have people around the world whom I can turn to for help and advice. None of this would be mine if I wasn't who I am." He kissed her gently. "I should be proud of Pepin. My son, the DragonMaster of Mere Odain. Gods! Who would have thought that such a tiny little boy would grow to command a legion of dragons?" He looked into Cynthe's violet eyes, then kissed her again, long and passionately. "I need to go talk to Pepin," he said when they'd parted.

Cynthe smiled and ran her finger down his cheek to his lips. "After that kiss, I hope you won't be long."

Treyas smiled, kissed her finger and promised.

He walked steadily, resolutely toward Pepin's living quarters, taking the long way around to gather his thoughts. First, he thought, I'll apologize. I'll apologize for treating him like a child. He's a man now, a husband, a father himself. I can't forbid him to do anything. 

His footsteps faltered outside a guestroom solar as a hoot of laughter reached him. It was quickly followed by hasty shushings. Treyas glanced at the hall clock. Eleven. Too late for the younger children to be awake. He pushed open the doors to the guest solar, and froze.

Vantann and Thomlin, his fifteen-year-old twins, shot to their feet with a collective gasp. They were dressed only in leggings, their chest and feet bare. Their companions, Rusulka and Ketura, also twins at sixteen, were clothed only in their linen undershirts and hose. A small pile of clothing lay nearby and Treyas' gaze flicked to it briefly before his anger exploded. "What in Tor's hell is going on?" he roared.

"P...papay, we...we..." Vantann stammered, his face going red.

Treyas stormed into the room, snatched up Vantann's tunic and flung it at him. Thomlin hastily grabbed his own and yanked it on. "We were playing Queen's Takeoff," he mumbled, then added quickly, "but we weren't going to take anything else off! Honest!"

"Where," Treyas said, trying to control his anger, "did you learn how to play that game?"

The twins exchanged quick, frightened glances, their blue eyes wide. Vantann swallowed hard. "From Grandpapay Elek."

Treyas stared at him, stunned. He didn't know whether to laugh or rant. His gaze swung to the girls, who had not moved. "Get your things," he said tightly, "and get home. I will discuss this with Quinlin in the morning." They scrambled to obey, fairly flying past him toward the study and the TravelPortal.

"They told Uncle Quinlin they were staying here tonight," Thomlin said, then withered under Treyas' gaze. "But I guess they'd better not."

"Good guess," Treyas replied. He regarded them both for a long moment, then drew a deep breath. "Go to your rooms. You'll be leaving with me tomorrow for Dalziel."

"Dalziel?" Vantann repeated. "I thought Pepin was going."

"There's been a change of plans," Treyas retorted sharply. "Now, go to your rooms!"

They sidled past him and bolted for the door and the relative safety of the hallway. Treyas picked up the deck of playing cards, took a deep, calming breath and went to find Pepin. He met his son just a few steps outside of the young man's solar.

Pepin stopped short, obviously reading Treyas' angry face as being directed at him. "I thought we could talk," he said. "But I see you're still angry."

"No, Pepin," Treyas replied. "I'm not angry with you. Not now. In fact, I was on my way to see you. You're right. We need to talk."

Pepin nodded and led the way back to his solar. Treyas sat down in a soft, overstuffed chair before the hearth and looked absently at the cards in his hand.

"What's that?" Pepin asked, nodded his head at the cards.

"What? Oh." Treyas suddenly chuckled and looked up at Pepin. "I just caught Vans and Thoms playing Queen's Takeoff in the guest solar with Rusulka and Ketura." He shook his head.

Pepin smiled. "I'll bet Grandpapay Elek taught them." He laughed at Treyas' look of astonishment and sat down in the chair opposite Treyas. "He taught me how to play it, too, when I was fifteen. He claims it's a great icebreaker with the girls."

"Gods," Treyas mumbled. "If you only knew how protective, moral and...and boring he was when I was growing up!" He shook his head again and dropped the cards on the table between the two chairs. "Anyway, I'm not here to discuss my guardian's morals or lack thereof. I want to apologize, Pepin. I behaved very badly this evening. I treated you as if you were a child, not a man. You're at the age where you need to make your own decisions. I need to respect those decisions no matter how I feel about them personally. Will you forgive me?"

Pepin sighed and rose. "There's nothing to forgive, Papay. I sort of sprang this on you. I should have told you six months ago. I was wrong not to."

"I can fully understand why you didn't," Treyas told him with a grimace. "I'm sorry, Pepi. I'm sorry that you feared my reaction enough that I couldn't be a witness to your title ceremony." He rose, reached out and drew Pepin into an embrace. "I'm proud of you, Pepin. I really am."

"Thank you, Papay," Pepin said quietly. "That means a lot to me."

Treyas studied him for a moment longer, then turned and re-claimed the playing cards. On impulse he handed them to Pepin. "Let Velouette play with them." He paused, his hand gripping one end of the deck, Pepin's the other. "Pepin, can you postpone your move to Mere Odain until I get back from Dalziel? I just want to be here."

Pepin smiled sadly. "Of course."

Treyas released the cards and went to the door, Pepin trailing. "I've decided to take both Vantann and Thomlin with me to Dalziel," Treyas said. "It's apparent I need to get them away from the girls for awhile."

Pepin chuckled lightly. "Papay, you should know better. If they're truly SoulMates, time and distance won't matter."

"Maybe not," Treyas agreed, "but I'm not letting them marry before they're twenty. I'm just not up to it. Goodnight, Pepin."

"Goodnight, Papay."

Treyas paused outside the door. There had been something else, something he felt that Pepin wanted to share, but hadn't. He wondered if he should press the matter, then sighed, shook his head and shuffled down the hallway.

 


 

 

[image: C:\Users\Sandy\Dropbox\WEE\BOOKS\TEMPLATES\Chapter Headings\fantasy\2fantasy-chapter.png]

 

Treyas set down his empty tea mug with a sigh. "I have to go," he said. "Thanks for listening, Quin. Again."

Quinlin grinned and encouraged his tall, lanky form up from the porch step. "What are big brothers for?" He clapped Treyas on the shoulder and walked him back inside the cottage.

It was early and the rest of Quinlin's family was still asleep, with the exception of his eighteen-year-old daughter, Reya. She sat before the fire, huddled in a heavy, patchwork blanket, her face pale, dark circles ringing her green eyes. Even so, she was beautiful, a copy of her mother with her fair skin and copper hair.  Treyas smiled knowingly. "Reya," he said softly, "Cynthe used to get like this too, when she was with child.  Gerowen had an herb mixture that really helped.  I could have some sent over."

Reya nodded.  "Thank you, Uncle Treyas, I'd appreciate that."

Quinlin gently massaged his daughter's shoulders, then looked up as a young, black elf, still dressed in a calf-length nightshirt, stumbled into the room.  "Reya?  What's wrong?  I woke up and you were gone."

"It's nothing, Keelin," Reya replied. "Just nature's way of letting me know I'm to be a mother."

"Oh." Keelin sat down on the floor next to her and rested his head sleepily on her lap. She smiled, draped part of her blanket about him and stroked his dark curls.

Quinlin regarded them with an affectionate smile, then glanced at Treyas. "When you started this mixing of elves, I never thought I'd be part of the experiment."

"I'm afraid it's gone far past the experimental stage," Treyas said with a laugh.  "It's become a way of life in Aelfdene."

"And I thank you for that," Keelin mumbled.

"You've come a long way from Reyuann's camp, Keelin," Treyas said. "How do you like being a fisherman?"

Keelin shrugged and Quinlin laughed. "He's a good fisherman. He has a gift for knowing where to put the nets."

Keelin grimaced. "Now if I could only get past spending the first three hours heaving."

"Keelin!" Reya cried and bolted for the bathroom, shedding blanket and husband.

Quinlin laughed, his green eyes twinkling. He gave Keelin a hand up. "Choose your words wisely around a pregnant woman," he advised.

Keelin nodded, scooped up the blankets and went after his wife. Treyas chuckled.

"Eighteen and expecting a child?" He shook his head at Quinlin. "Where did all of that talk of maturity go? You railed on me about having children at an early age."

Quinlin shrugged, then looked over as his wife, Drisana entered the room.

"Treyas! Good morning. You're up early."

The statement held a question, and Treyas headed for the TravelPortal. "I'll let Quin explain that one. I really have to go. The others are probably waiting."

"I'll talk to Rusulka and Ketura about their choice of games," Quinlin said, ignoring Drisana's questioning gaze. "And, Trey, don't lose sleep over Pepin. It'll work out. You'll see. It'll work out."

"I hope you're right, Quin. I'll see you when we get back." He stepped into the Portal, manipulated the TravelStrands and arrived back at his study in the Elfin Council Chambers moments later. As he had predicted, the others were waiting. At least, some of the others.

Kyel and his eldest child, Elecka were there, as were King Jansson van Tannen and Darosenim Quartermane, King of Karsaba. The twins and Druce were not.

"Trey!" Jansson greeted. "Where the hell were you?"

"Jansson," Kyel admonished firmly.

Jansson rolled his brown eyes and corrected his language. "Where were you?"

"In Ravenscroft. I went to see Quin. Where are the others?"

Jansson shrugged, selected another breakfast sweet from the tray and collapsed into a chair. Darosenim shook his head, stroking his full, flaming red beard. "Baerns, Jans, that's about the fifth sweetcake you've had this morning."

"So?"

"So, if you start heaving in the Portal, you'd better be standing away from me," Darosenim teased.

"Men!" Kyel snapped. "And I use the term lightly. We are taking impressionable young minds on this trip. Please remember that."

Jansson glanced at Elecka, then opened his mouthful of half chewed food at Darosenim. Elecka giggled and Jansson suddenly yelped as Kyel gave him a sharp mental magic slap, then turned to glare at Elecka. She shrank back in her chair as the twins and Druce arrived, the former two still adjusting their tunics. Their blond hair was tousled and sleep hung heavy in their eyes as they stumbled into the room. Druce looked frazzled and annoyed.

Treyas addressed the boys. "So? Do we have a reason here?"

"We forgot," Vantann mumbled, heading for the breakfast tray. "I mean, you only told us last night."

"All right," Treyas agreed. "That's fair." He looked at Druce. "Were you able to help them pack? Do we need to wait?"

"No. I've got their packs. I gave them to Elek."

"Good. Did he say when he'd be ready?"

"In about half an hour," Druce replied, his voice weary.

Treyas eyed him, concerned. "Have you been up all night, Druce?"

"No, not all night."

"Just a good portion of it, right?" Treyas gripped his shoulder and propelled him toward the door. "Go spend some time with your family. We'll wait."

"Trey, I,"

"Go!" Treyas gave him a gentle push, almost sending him colliding with Pepin who darted into the study breathlessly.

Druce and Pepin exchanged a long look, then Druce left with a terse nod. Treyas turned to Pepin, puzzled.

"I wanted to say goodbye," Pepin explained. "I was afraid I'd miss you. I thought you were scheduled to leave at nine."

"It's been delayed," Treyas said. "Due to a change of plans. Remember?"

Pepin winced and glanced at Kyel, then dropped his voice to a whisper. "Does he know?"

"Do I know what?" Kyel asked.

"You can't sneak anything past those ears, Pepin," Jansson said. "Trust me. I've tried."

"Perhaps you should share your news," Kyel said.

Pepin flushed. "That's not why I came down here," he mumbled.

"Just the same, you are here. If there is something I should know, then please speak it."

Pepin looked to Treyas for help but Treyas turned away. He wished he could help, wished he could offer encouragement and support but found it just wasn't in him this morning. He waited with a heavy heart to hear Pepin say the words again.

"I...um..." Pepin took a deep breath, then blurted, "I've officially accepted the title of DragonMaster."

Treyas closed his eyes as stunned silence settled over the study. Then Vantann let out a whoop and Treyas' eyes snapped open to see the twins descend on Pepin with smiles and hugs of congratulations. Even Jansson and Darosenim seemed happy for him and Treyas relaxed. Until he looked at Kyel. Gone was Kyel the friend, Kyel the grandfather. In his place stood Kyel the King.

"Prince Merripen," he said, quieting the others instantly. "Am I to understand, sir, that you have transferred your allegiance from me and Aelfdene to Queen El'leigh and Mere Odain?"

Pepin stared at him, obviously flustered. "I...I don't know," he stammered.

"You don't know? Perhaps this is something you should have considered before accepting the title."

"Kyel," Jansson started and was silenced with a look.

The room sparked with tension, and Treyas looked helplessly at Pepin, who stood rigid, his dark cheeks flaming. Treyas' heart went out to his son but there was nothing he could say. Kyel's question was valid. Pepin needed to provide the answer. Only Pepin could.

Pepin's gaze danced over those around him, then settled on Kyel. He drew himself up tightly. "I had hoped, Your Majesty, that a compromise could be worked out. I have no true desire to abandon my allegiance with the elfin empire. I did not choose to be the DragonMaster. It was born into me. It is a calling I have tried to ignore for years. I can ignore it no longer. If there is no possible way for me to retain my allegiance and position within the elfin empire, then I will be forced to give up both."

Treyas sucked in his breath, his heart catching.

"That's not fair!" Jansson cried, startling everyone. Treyas looked at him quickly.

"Jansson," Kyel said firmly, "this does not concern you."

"The hell it doesn't!" Jansson retorted. "You're the elfin king. I'm King of Odora Dava. You're my advisor and my father. Yet, last I looked I hadn't made any pledges to Aelfdene, nor had you to Odora Dava. So, what does that mean, Kyel? If it comes right down to it, you'll go your way and I'll go mine and family ties be damned?"

"King van Tannen!" Kyel snapped. "You are out of line!"

"No!" Jansson advanced on Kyel with a fury driven by his own uncertainty. "No, I'm not! Tell me now, King Sylvain. Just where do I stand with you? Are you my father or do I need to beware my back in a conflict?"

"Jansson!" Treyas cried. He grabbed Jansson's arm and spun him away from Kyel, just as Elek strode into the room. He was a tall, muscular man and his presence seemed to fill the room.

"What's going on in here?" he asked, his gaze moving from one to another. "I could hear you clear down the hallway!"

"It's past," Kyel replied, his voice tight and cold. "Prince Pepin, I will expect you to reflect on my question while I am gone. We will discuss it further upon my return. Treyas, I will wait in the grand hall. Elecka." 

She leapt to her feet and followed her father from the room, though her blue eyes flicked briefly to Jansson almost in reassurance.

"Baerns, Jansson," Darosenim mumbled. "Are you desiring a short life or what?"

"It's my fault," Pepin said softly. "I'm sorry. I never should have come down. Papay, I'm sorry."

Treyas went to him. "I wish there was something I could say, Pepin, but you knew it would come down to this." He gave Pepin a gentle hug. "Work on it while we're gone. Present a well-thought out compromise to Kyel and he may just accept it. No matter what his decision, though, remember you are always my son. I'll see you when we get back."

Pepin nodded slowly and turned away, then stopped and looked back at Jansson. "Uncle Jansson, thank you," he said. "I'm sorry that I,"

"Forget it," Jansson interrupted, then gave a wry smile. "Make that a good compromise, Pepin. I may need it."

Pepin sighed, nodded again and left.

Darosenim looked to Jansson. "Come on, Jans, you don't believe that."

"I don't know what I believe, to be honest," Jansson returned. "It's given me something to think about though. I never even questioned a dual allegiance before." 

Treyas looked at Elek. "I haven't seen you for days and I need to know about the safety of this trip. I know Kyel has complete faith in Elecka, but the twins are another story."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Vantann demanded.

Treyas shot him an amused glance. "Need you ask, Vans?"

"Treyas, I have been to Dalziel numerous times," Elek said. "I see no reason to think this visit will be anything more than a typical diplomatic session to discuss alliances."

"In another words," Vantann grumbled, "boring."

Treyas turned to him. "But a necessary part of your position, Vantann." He looked at Jansson, who wore a set, grim expression. "Elek, why don't you and the others go on to the grand hall? I want to talk to Jansson for a moment."

Elek nodded and ushered the twins and Darosenim from the room. Jansson frowned. "Are you going to yell at me, too?"

"Of course not, Jans. I'm in no position to yell. I just wondered,"

"About my state of mind?" Jansson interrupted. "About how I dared to speak to Kyel like that? I can't believe he's forcing Pepin to make a choice. He's being a hypocrite. I simply pointed that out to him."

"I wouldn't say you did it simply," Treyas said. "That line about watching your back was a little strong."

Jansson flushed. "I know. It's just that..." He brought his gaze up to meet Treyas'. "It hurt, Trey. The thought that Kyel might turn against me if push came to shove...gods, Treyas! I never really thought about it until now, but it's a real possibility."

"I don't see how, Jans. There's a grand difference between the elfin kingdom's alliance with Odora Dava, and the elfin kingdom's alliance with Mere Odain. Odora Dava and Aelfdene have been allies for decades. Politically we follow the same path. And socially," he draped an arm about Jansson's shoulders, "you're my best friend, Jans. You're like a brother."

Jansson frowned. "Even brother's fight."

"Fighting between brothers and going to war are two different things. You're just going to have to face it, Jans. You were angry and you overstepped your limits. You know it and Kyel knows it. And now, you'll have to apologize."

Jansson grimaced. "Do I have to?" he teased.

Treyas chuckled, guiding him from the room. "You have to."

They walked the short distance to the grand hall to find everyone ready and waiting except Druce. Treyas thought that strange since Druce had a thing about being punctual. He glanced at the large wall clock. Ten. An hour later than the planned departure time. He frowned and turned to the twins. "Thoms, would you go," He broke off as Druce hurried into the room, looking tidier but no less weary.

"I'm sorry," he apologized. "I seem to be having trouble getting going today."

Jansson grinned. "Maybe you need a good dose of that coffee stuff you claim is so good."

Druce gave him a wan smile. "Maybe."

Treyas took Druce by the arm, scrutinizing him. "Are you sure you're feeling all right? Maybe you should stay here and,"

"No," Druce interrupted. "I'm fine, Treyas. I'm just tired. By the way, you didn't tell me if you would be needing the Triskelion. I brought it just in case."

"I wasn't planning to use any magic," Treyas pointed out. "This is, after all, just a business trip."

"True, but why take chances?" Kyel asked, with a slight smile.

Treyas regarded Kyel and Druce him with a small smile. "Cowards."

Druce grinned. "That I admit to."

"Is everyone ready?" Elek interrupted. "I've preset the Spell. We'll arrive in Dalziel's session chambers. Vantann, Thomlin, Elecka, you three hold hands. I don't want to lose you crossing the dimensional border."

"Lose us!" Thomlin cried as they linked hands.

"Have you ever lost anyone?" Vantann asked.

"No." Elek raised his arms. "But there's always a first."

Treyas cast a sharp glance at Elek, puzzled by the ominous tone in the sorcerer's voice, then forced a smile at the look of alarm that swept over the three youth's faces. Elek cast his Spell and sent them all across the dimensional void to Dalziel.
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Pepin felt the little surge of Sorcery magic as Elek cast his Spell. Guilt once more flooded through him. Guilt laced with despair. Kyel's question of allegiance still rang in his head. Even though he had known he would have to face it, to hear the words spoken stung. He shivered in the cool air of the stables and nestled further into the loose straw. He had fled here after the confrontation with Kyel. He often used the stables as a place to think. The musty smell of straw, animals, wood and dirt brought a sense of comfort to him, though he wasn't really sure why. He supposed it was because he had spent a great deal of time here after his problems in Mere Odain.

His gaze drifted to the empty stall at the end. It had once housed cages of various sizes and shapes, all built to fit a specific animal. His animals. Pepin had had a lot of them in his youth. He had loved them all with a passion, but knew now that he had simply been trying to fill the void left by Fayemera's death.

His thoughts drifted to the dragon gently, peacefully. It had been thirteen years since she'd died on the ice plains beyond Rune Mountain. Died saving him. He recalled the LifePledge that had drawn him to her at the age of eight, and was once again thankful that Treyas had talked him into breaking that pledge. If he hadn't, Pepin would have died along with Fayemera. Such was the pledge. It increased the power of both dragon and rider but the cost was far too high. For that reason, Pepin had forbidden any of his Foumen DragonRiders to LifePledge with their dragons. To his knowledge, none had with the exception of Faolan, the Lushik Keltin that Pepin called bloodbrother.

Pepin had assigned Faolan the position of DragonKeeper in the long years of Pepin's internal struggle. The action had brought together Merian, Keltin and Foumen for the first time in history. It was a union that was doing spectacularly well and Pepin continually wondered what effect his actions would have. Faolan had seemed happy for him, content to have him in control again. Still, Pepin wondered how deep Faolan's acceptance ran.

He sat up straighter as El'leigh attempted to MindLink him. He had never gotten over his jealousy at her power. MindLinking from such a vast distance was far beyond his capabilities and he once again reflected on the one major difference between him and El'leigh. Their magic. They were both halflings, cousins. Their mothers, Alita and Irida, had been identical twin sisters. Pepin's father, Pe'pinlaidh, had been the DragonMaster, El'leigh's father, Be'an, the king of Mere Odain. Irida had tricked Be'an into bedding her by posing as Alita, and, though Be'an thoroughly despised Irida, he loved their child El'leigh with a passion, and sought to raise her as a Merian princess.

But war had intervened. War that had caused Pepin's father to send him away for his own safety. Pepin trembled now, thinking how his father must have felt when word came, albeit erroneously, that his only son had been killed. Pepin couldn't imagine losing Velouette and still be able to live. It was no wonder that, in his grief, Pe'pinlaidh had taken El'leigh in as his own when Be'an had been killed. Still, it drove daggers into Pepin's heart to know that while he had languished as a loneling in Karsaba, El'leigh had loved and been loved by his father.

Pepin wondered what El'leigh would have been like had she not received seven good years of upbringing from Pe'pinlaidh. Her familial tie to dark magic and necromancy were strong. Still, she had spent little time with her mother, and Pepin often wondered where she had learned to use her magic so well. El'leigh refused to speak of it, and Pepin had given up prying. Thankfully, her penchant for the use of dark magic was tempered both by Pe'pinlaidh's years of guidance and her husband Andison's gentle love. Still, it was dark magic and even now, as she contacted him, he winced at its use.

::I'm here, El'leigh,:: he sent in the usual informal tone he used with her. ::What is it?::

::Pepin, you have to come right away! The Akuri have attacked Graybara!::

::What!:: Pepin came bolt upright in alarm. ::When?::

::This morning, or, last night to you,:: she sent, referring to the time difference between the two countries. ::Jibben only arrived with the news hours ago. Pepin...he says Graybara is gone. He thinks the Akuri had help.::

::From?:: Pepin prodded.

::From some of the Nydiri, Pepin.::

A cold chill swept through him. ::That's impossible! There are no Nydiri left in Kelta. Papay sent them all to a different dimension when he shattered that Dirin barrier years ago. And Dukker wasn't successful in releasing them either.::

::Apparently there are more than that!:: El'leigh snapped, her volatile temper rearing its ugly head. ::Don't argue with me, Pepin. Just get over here. You need to take a DragonFleet down to Kelta and make sure the Akuri go no farther than they already have. Or do I need to have Faolan do it?::

Pepin stiffened in anger. ::I'll be there. I have to get my pack ready and say good-bye to--::

::To Nila,:: El'leigh interrupted, her voice sour. ::I know. Make it quick, Pepin. I'd like you to be in position as soon as possible.::

::I'll be there within the hour,:: Pepin returned, then winced again as she dropped the MindLink. With a heavy heart, he got to his feet, brushed his clothing clean and headed for the house.

He still couldn't understand El'leigh's animosity toward Nila. He hadn't remembered Nila doing anything to warrant it. But then, memories had a way of changing over time to fit what one wanted to believe. Pepin wanted everyone to love Nila as much as he did. He had known Nila since he was eight-years-old. Nila and El'leigh had met six years later, during a conflict in Mere Odain. A conflict in which Nila had nearly died, would have died but for the power of her grandfather and dark magic. If anything, Nila was the one who should harbor ill feelings for El'leigh, not the other way around.

Pepin grimaced, entering the palace through the kitchen tower. 

"Master Pepin!" the rotund dwarf cook greeted him happily. "I've come up with a new cookie recipe. Could you taste them and tell me what you think?" She opened the heavy oven doors, releasing a rush of warm, cinnamon scented air.

Pepin drew back, though it was not so much the heat as it was the iron lining of the ovens. He despised iron. All elves did. It was the one thing that could stop elfin magic. It had once stopped him and Nila, leaving them prisoners of the Akuri Keltins. He shook off the unpleasant memories and accepted a hot cookie from the dwarf.

"Zaida! These are wonderful!" he exclaimed. "What's in them besides cinnamon?"

"That's a secret," the cook replied with a grin. She winked, pushed a stray red lock from her forehead and set to work on placing another batch on the cooking tray.

"Too bad the twins aren't here," Pepin said.

"Good thing they aren't," Zaida retorted. "They'd have the cookies gone before anyone else could taste them. I've never seen such appetites! And where does it all go? They're mere wisps of boys, barely there. And you're no better, Master Pepin."

Pepin grinned. "It's the Merian in me, Zaida. You know that."

"And might we be losing you to Mere Odain?" she asked without looking at him.

"Where did you hear that?"

"The walls have ears, young lord, though I can't say as I like what they hear."

Pepin sank down on the bench by the long trestle table. "Am I doing the right thing, Zaida?"

"I couldn't say, Master Pepin. I only know that occasionally a person has to leave their home to answer a calling. I know I did." She placed another tray of cookie dough into the oven and hurriedly closed the door.

"And your calling?" Pepin asked.

"To serve the king, Your Highness," Zaida replied. "I left my home in Wray to come here and care for your father and his family."

"Don't you miss Wray?"

"Of course I do, Your Highness, but your father, bless him, has gone out of his way to make me feel that this is my home as well."

Pepin frowned. "I doubt Queen El'leigh will be so thoughtful." He got to his feet. "Speaking of which, she wants me to go to Mere Odain immediately. Could you make me up a pack with some more of these cookies?"

"I will indeed, Prince Pepin," Zaida said with a grin. "But I'll include some good wholesome food as well. You need a few pounds on you."

Pepin grinned, then on impulse, gave her a light kiss on the forehead. She started, a red flush settling over her plump cheeks. Pepin chuckled and left the kitchen, snagging a cookie for Velouette on the way. His and Nila's tower was on the other side of the palace and, instead of following the hall around, Pepin elected to walk through the interior courtyard.

He liked it here. The air was always cool and fresh, making the scents from the many different flowers seem stronger, clearer. The sound of water gently falling in the many well-placed fountains was soothing and, by the time Pepin had traversed the stone path, he was relaxed, though still not ready to say good-bye to his family. He crossed the hallway and climbed the spiral staircase to his solar. Nila was just coming down from the bedroom. She greeted him with a hug and a smile, which faded as she drew back to look into his dark eyes. "What is it?"

"El'leigh has ordered me to Mere Odain. The Akuri Keltin have attacked Graybara. She wants me to take some dragons down and see what we can do to stop the Keltins."

"When?"

Pepin took her hand. "Now."

Nila was silent for a moment, then she turned back toward the bedroom. "I'll get you packed then. You'd best get to the armory and get your sword and dagger and whatever else you may need."

Pepin drew her back. "I'll get them in Mere Odain at the palace. Right now, I just want to be with you and Velouette." He held up the cookie. "I brought her something."

"She's asleep," Nila told him, but led the way to the bedroom.

Pepin laid the cookie on the dresser and gathered Nila into his arms. He kissed her long and gently, then held her close. "I'm going to miss you," he whispered.

"And I, you," she replied, then moved away. "Well, this isn't getting you packed."

"I know." He helped her gather his things together, but was puzzled when she took his heavy, wool, winter cloak from the wardrobe. "What's that for?"

"It's cold in Mere Odain," she explained. "Especially when you're...when you're..." She clutched the cloak to her chest and began to cry softly.

"Oh, Nila." Pepin took her into his arms.

"I don't like you on those dragons, Pepin. They scare me. Mere Odain scares me. I'm sorry. I tried to understand. I tried to support you but..." Her words trailed off and she pressed against him.

Pepin stroked her short dark curls tenderly. "I know you have, Nila. I know and I do appreciate it and love you for it. This decision wasn't just mine to make. I realize that now, but it's too late to reconsider. At least, for now. I promise you, Nila, when I get back we'll discuss it fully. You, me, Papay and Kyel."

Nila drew back and nodded. "Whatever is decided, Pepin, I'll be there for you. That's my promise."

"Q'egoshay, beloved," Pepin murmured, stroking her cheek gently.

Nila managed a small smile. "Q'egoshay, beloved."
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Vantann yawned widely and flung himself onto one of the beds in his and Thomlin's room. "Gods," he groaned, "this was one of the longest days of my life."

"No," Thomlin corrected, gazing out the wide window, "gutting fish on Uncle Quinlin's boat counts as the longest to me." He stared down at the immaculate gardens glowing in the vibrant light of afterdusk, then motioned to Vantann. "Look. The hedges are cut into a maze."

Vantann joined him at the window. "Gods! That's huge. A person could get lost in there. I wonder what it's for."

"Probably for fun."

Vantann snorted and returned to the bed. "I doubt the Dalzielians have much fun. They seem rather stuffy to me. Although, they do seem to like fancy things." He ran his hand over the purple, velvet bedcover as his gaze flicked over the guest-room.
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