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Prologue
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Year 1027 . Lunation Five . Day Ten

Thirty-one days past summer solstice

(sixteen years before current events)
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Alcandhor’s father stopped a moment on the steep path. “Look, son.”

To their right the mountain fell away, and only a few trees stood between them and the cliff. Stars, they had climbed to a dizzying height above Thane Valley! Alcandhor stepped closer to the edge to view the landscape. The dark greens of the woods, the lighter greens of the farms, and little blue ribbons of the streams and rivers stretched out to a blurred distance. 

They started on this journey with no explanation. He had asked, repeatedly, where his father was taking him, but Saldhor would only say, “Wait, and you shall see.”

Now, with a touch on his shoulder, Father said, “Thane Valley shall be yours one day.”

With Alcandhor having only fourteen years, Thaneship and its burdensome responsibilities, as well as the resultant ownership of this beautiful land, seemed safely far away. Surely, surely, his father would live many more years, especially since he had the blood of the Enaisi in him, and those aliens were so very long lived. 

“Come,” Saldhor murmured.

Alcandhor turned and followed his father. They crested a rise and before them, in a secluded hollow, nestled a small cottage, surrounded by several pastures of animals and a large, tidy garden to one side. 

Unable to contain his curiosity, Alcandhor blurted, “Who lives here?”

His father merely lifted an arm for them to continue on. 

They drew near, and the door opened. A stooped man with long, silvery hair smiled at him. Shock rooted Alcandhor’s feet to the ground, and he found his breath stolen away as the man’s large, deep-brown eyes bored into his. His bronze skin, darker than any Alcandhor had ever seen—except in the gallery portraits of the Enaisi themselves—seemed tinged with grey, as if old age leeched the color from it. This man could not be an Enaisi; those aliens withdrew through the portal to their world centuries ago, shutting it down and locking it against use. But then, who was he?

“Aye, this is the one, Saldhor. This is the one. Bring him to me.” The ancient man retreated into his cottage. 

His father bowed full, eyes lowered, then with a hand on Alcandhor’s back, urged him forward.

Apprehension warred with curiosity. The latter won out, and Alcandhor did not resist. He blinked to adjust to the dark of the interior. ’Twas sparsely furnished with only the hearth, a table and two chairs, a cot to one side, herbs and vegetables hanging from the ceiling; a typical poor farmer’s cottage.

The old man lowered himself into the one chair, well padded with cushions, and gestured for Alcandhor to come to him.

Swallowing, and reciting to himself Rangers do not fear, he lifted his chin and stepped closer.

A dark hand, not gnarled but with the thin boniness of age, touched his temple. “Aye, you are the one.” He took Alcandhor’s hand and bowed over it. “You are also the last I shall see.”

“Say it is not so!” Saldhor exclaimed.

“It is not long now. Even she has said so. But she is not alone anymore. Everything is as I have foreseen, my son. And I am not sad. For so many years, all who remembered have been gone. Do not grieve.” 

The old man stared into Alcandhor’s eyes, and he met them steadily, not afraid, truly, but not understanding. The wizened hands rested on his head for a moment and then rose, turning palm up. 

“Who are you, sir?” Alcandhor whispered.

With a grin, white teeth in a dark face, he leaned forward until his forehead touched Alcandhor’s. “I think you know.”

There was only one possible answer, but by all the Bells of the nebula, it could not be! He could not be! “But–but you are dead!” 

“Obviously not, young Son.”

“But then, you...you are the true Thane!” Alcandhor wheeled to his father, eyes wide, searching for...for denial or assurance or something that would stop his heart from pounding thus.

“Ha, nay. I passed that mantle on many generations ago. I am just an old man now, ready to die.”

Alcandhor’s eyes stung, and he blinked, taking a deep breath.

Straightening with a smile, the ancient one asked, “Shall we have afternooning? I prepared a stew that I find quite delectable.” 
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Alcandhor sat on the floor near the hearth, his father on a chair behind him. His ancestor asked questions about the city, various provinces and their lords, about Saldhor himself, and Alcandhor’s elder brother, Valdhor. Many times he seemed to already know the answers, although that could not be. Not up here on top of a mountain, alone. Shrewd guesses, aye, that must be what it was.

The wide, dark eyes now settled on Alcandhor, and he fidgeted despite all his efforts. 

“You will see great things in your lifetime, young son. Great changes. Never doubt that.” 

“Will they...will they be good changes?”

“That will be for you, and your world, to decide.” He sat up straighter in his chair, his eyes narrowed. “But you...you will know great sorrow and grief, and great joy.”

“Do not all people experience those things?”

The ancient man laughed. “You are wise for one so young. Aye, you are correct. But take care, young son, as events will occur that will attempt to crush you. You have strength that you do not realize yet. Stand firm.” Those large, disconcerting, too-knowing eyes bored into Alcandhor’s. “One decision will come that will seem impossible to contemplate. You shall want to draw back from it, abhor even thinking it, but it is a decision that is yours to make. Thus it has been seen, and thus it shall be.”

“If the decision is so difficult, how shall I choose? How shall I know what to do? Can you not tell me?”

“If I tell you, is the decision then yours?”

Alcandhor had no answer for that. Nay, he had, he just did not like it.

“You fear being strong enough, wise enough, but I tell you, young son, you are just what this world needs, just when it needs it. Hold fast to that.”

With a single nod, Alcandhor dropped his gaze to his hands clasped in his lap. He was but a boy, a younger son, scorned by so many in the clan who saw what he was. Not strong like his older brother, not built like a fighter. How could he lead his clan one day? What could his world need that he could some day provide?

The old man stood slowly, steadying himself with a hand on the mantel of the fireplace. “Young son, at the right time, you will have answers to your questions and doubts. And to many other things besides.” His hand, resting on the mantelpiece, tapped a steady tattoo, his smile sly, as if sharing a secret, but Alcandhor could not decipher what it might be.

With a sigh, the ancient man lowered himself to his chair once again. “Will you pour me some tea, young son?”

Alcandhor complied, honored at serving his revered ancestor.
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The next morning, his father opened the door, and Alcandhor stepped outside, pulling his cloak tightly around himself. ’Twas not truly cold, but this high up, the strong wind had some bite. He stopped to say goodbye, and found the ancient man smiling at him. He set his thin hands on Alcandhor’s head, as if blessing him, although he said nothing. 

A muzzy warmth settled on Alcandhor. He smiled at his ancestor and turned to follow his father down the path.
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Year 1043 . Lunation Nine . Day Twenty

Thirty-four days past autumnal equinox

(current year)

––––––––
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Irdhith, new lord of Lantral Province, paced in the sumptuous study that once belonged to Zantith, his uncle. He could not pretend sorrow that his uncle had been found guilty of treason and murder and exiled to a remote island, but he did regret that the man’s plans to usurp control from the Rangers had not succeeded. So much had depended on that, not only for the independence of their province from outside interference but for his own purposes. 

And on top of everything else, the Ranger Nandhal, complicit in Zantith’s plans, had been declared outlaw and captured. Irdhith could not escape acquaintance with the man, but he must distance himself from him.

Now Irdhith was left to pick through the remains of the schemes and try to gain something. The sister of Thane Alcandhor—what was her name? Sarinna? A lonely widow. Aye, now there was a prize to be won and for many reasons. 

He swept to the gilt-edged table and sat, staring at the polished wood, his eyes narrowed. Finally, he picked up the quill. This letter to the Thane must be carefully written. 

~*~
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Sarinna found herself barely able to breathe for the pounding of her heart as she pushed into the throng gathering at the gates of Zaidhron, their city. She awaited the safe return of her younger brother Alcandhor, Thane of their clan, Ch’shalna, who were the Rangers and peacekeepers of their world. 

If only she could run ahead, across the plain and past the out-wall to find her brother. But that was not their way. So along with all the others, she waited for him, and the men accompanying him, to arrive at the main gate. Hopefully all alive and well. 

“How close are they?” someone asked.

“I know not,” another replied. “Have they passed the out-wall?” 

“What did the drums say? Can anyone tell what the drums said?” called a woman, her voice querulous. “Did they capture the Rogues?”

Other than Trained Rangers, not many knew drum code. However Sarinna did. The message from the drum tower in Pashelon Pass, a half-day’s march southwest, had alerted the city to the soon return of their kin.

“The drums merely sent word of their approach,” she offered. “Nothing more.”

“They near the gatehouse!” a woman shouted. 

People milled, and Sarinna braced her feet to keep from being shoved off-balance. She pressed through toward the front, raising on tiptoe in search of her brother and cousins.

For too long Rangers who had forsaken their vows and gone Rogue had plagued their world. A recent hunt had rid them of all but two. The first, Monadhal, clever and vicious, had lived in the wild, managing to elude his former kin for years. Her first cousin Haladhon had claimed Capture Rights on the outlaw for not only once trying to kill him but more so for murdering his father. That meant Haladhon would fight the man alone, to capture or to death.

The other Rogue, Nandhal, had only recently fled, having plotted to murder the Thane and the chiefs of their clan, and had also well-nigh succeeded in killing the Ranger Marcalan, Sarinna’s second cousin. Even though he was barely healed from the near-deadly attack, Marcalan claimed Right on Nandhal.

The Rangers surely would not be returning if they had not been successful in capturing the two Rogues, but had they paid in too dear blood for it?

A cheer rose and rippled through the crowd. They surged back, almost knocking Sarinna off her feet. Making way? For whom? Stars, was someone badly injured? But nay, everyone would not be cheering. 

A wild yell and shrieking feminine laugh answered her worries before she even saw the cause. Marcalan had Tam, his new, young bride, slung over his shoulder like a sack of meal and pelted north straight toward where their family chamber awaited.

Sarinna found herself laughing with everyone else. Marcalan obviously had recovered enough from his near-fatal beating to consummate their marriage. Today would start their three days of nestling. 

She turned her attention back to the gate, lifting again on tiptoe, searching for her close kin. The Rangers came through the entrance with less speed and more decorum than the newly married couple.

Alcandhor walked at the front with Haladhon at his side—both appearing hale, thank the Maker! And on her brother’s other side, the incredibly long-lived alien, Mattan, their very own ancestor who had, only days ago, reactivated the portal, and come through from his planet to join them on this world.

From nearby, Sarinna’s young niece squealed. The child and both her brothers rushed to their father. Alcandhor knelt down to embrace his children, his careworn face brightening. 

Sarinna shared a smile with her mother, Taniss, as the older woman murmured, “They bring him to life.”

His little daughter in his arms, Alcandhor drew near. 

“All is well?” Sarinna asked while he embraced their mother. 

“All is well. Monadhal and Nandhal have been captured without injury to anyone. They are already being taken to the cells.”

Sarinna gave her brother a quick kiss on the cheek, but noticed his smile seemed forced. Using the limited empathic abilities inherited from her Enaisi ancestors, she sensed him as they strolled on the path between gardens of the sward and felt his fatigue. Was that all it was? Exhaustion, not worry?

“Truly? All is well?”

“As well as can be. Nandhal will be branded tonight, and cut off.”

“Is it necessary with his execution only days away?”

“The branding must happen regardless, but in his case, I will not abrogate the law, not after he raped a woman and her daughter and killed the whole family. He will be cut off.”

That explained her brother’s brooding.

“But he is captured, and now there are no more Rogues. Surely that is a reason for joy.”

“Aye.” 

“Come.” She made her smile bright. “Let us feast tonight without reservation.”

“I take it the preparations are already well under way?”

Sarinna nodded. She had not needed to tell Ganill, the head cook of the Great Hall, to begin readying for the banquet after the drums had finished echoing. The woman knew her business. “Aye, and with Tam and Marcalan nestling, we shall have yet another celebration in three days. With all these festivities, the city’s schedule has been tossed into the midden.”

“I am certain our city steward will manage to keep us from falling into chaos.” He inclined his head to her. 

“I will. As always.” On the far side of the dark-skinned Mattan, a familiar face smiled at her, a few more laugh lines around his deep-set blue eyes and his blond hair more silvery than when she last saw the sept chief from Pashelon Province. “Ordhral!”

“And how are you, Sarinna?”

“I am well. How is your wife? The last time she wrote she was glowing over a great-grandchild.”

“Boy or girl?”

Sarinna thought for a moment. “Girl.”

“Ah, then expect another missive soon. There is also a boy.”

“Wonderful!”

Alcandhor squeezed her arm. “Do you keep track of all clan births, sister? That is the task of our head law-keeper.”

“Or, since he is not here at present, his son.” She glanced over at their cousin Andhrel, pacing them nearby, who grinned and inclined his head. “But nay, I keep correspondence with their sept, mostly through their chiefs’ wives, and the other septs as well, not to mention with many of the provincial Ranger hold stewards. I receive better tidings that way.”

“Does that fall within the purview of the city steward?”

“It falls within the purview of the clan matriarch, and our mother tasked me with that responsibility when she moved to the valley after Father died.”

“But she is back now, living here.” He frowned over at Taniss.

“And I have not wished to take full brunt of those duties again,” his mother returned with a stern glare. “However, Sarinna does keep me informed.”

Alcandhor inclined his head and said nothing more. Wise man, her brother.

“I do have other news.” Sarinna raised her chin and met Mattan’s gaze. “Several Worshippers arrived.”

“Say not!” Alcandhor growled. 

Anger kindled in the faces of both Ordhral and Mattan.

“The guards refused them entrance at the out-wall, and they left. But with an Enaisi here, they will likely return in greater numbers, insisting we allow them in.”

“I refuse to permit those heretics access to the city,” her brother hissed.

“Perhaps if Mattan talked to them, explained to them he was not a deity?” Alcandhor’s son Teldhor suggested.

“They would fall down and worship, ignoring his words,” Ordhral spat. “They have no sense, and one cannot reason with them.”

“I agree, from what you have told me,” Mattan said. “They would merely find an excuse to dismiss anything I say to them.”

“What if you sent them emotions to show your anger, like cousin Tam has done to several people?” Teldhor asked.

“Proof of my godlike powers, I daresay.”

“I may not have the fabled foresight of the Children of the Enaisi”—Haladhon bowed toward Mattan—“but I foresee trouble ahead with the Worshippers.”

“We may indeed,” Sarinna said. “But never mind for now. You, brother, have an urgent duty. Hindhal wishes you to call upon him to see how fares the healing to your shoulder.” 

“I will do so tomorrow.”

She met his eyes evenly. “You can stave off trouble by attending the healer promptly.”

“Trouble from him or trouble from you?”

“Both.”

Alcandhor sighed. “Thane of the Rangers, and I answer to my sister.”

“That you do!” Sarinna smiled. “We shall go ahead to your family suite and await you.”

“My thanks.” Alcandhor kissed his daughter and set her down, then hugged both sons. “I shall join you shortly.”

~*~
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Tam slowly woke from some pleasant, muzzy dream and became aware of a weight across her waist. And legs twined with hers—and light snores muffled by her hair. A smile spread, and she stifled a giggle. Her new husband seemed to love to cuddle behind her and sleep with his face in her hair. She knew not why. Would not one feel smothered or tickled by it? 

She stretched very carefully, hoping not wake him. He had managed to keep everyone convinced he was fine while journeying back from capturing the Rogues, but being empathic, she felt his fatigue, and shared the pain from his leg wound, still not fully healed. Now, he was leaden in sleep. Stars, if he was drooling in her hair—! Tempting as it was to feel to see if he had, she did not wish to disturb him; he needed the rest to heal completely.

She lifted her eyelids enough to tell their chamber was dark. She wriggled a bit to get comfortable and closed her eyes; she had no reason to stay awake, they did not have any duties for three whole days. Her eyes flew open—what would they do for three whole days? She felt her face warm, aye, that of course. 

She had thought being loved by her uncle, aunt, and cousins was the most wonderful thing ever. And then she thought having in love was the most wonderful thing ever. But making love, that went beyond anything she could have ever imagined!

But surely they could not do that for three whole days!

Marcalan snuffled in his sleep and snugged her tighter, and Tam could not help but smile again. Their bond had increased much more after they had made love, and she could sense, even deep in slumber, the contentedness and completion of her husband. 

Mattan had warned them how strong their bond could be. He had pulled them aside that last morning before they broke camp and sat on a fallen log, facing them.

“Now, you must both be careful, since you are both empathic,” he had said, his dark brown eyes earnest. “You can sense each other, but do not send to each other while intimate. You particularly, Tam. You are strong and could cause a bond-lock.”

Marcalan had looked as bewildered as Tam felt. “What is a bond-lock?” 

Mattan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You grow so...involved with each other that you become lost in the bond. You become unaware of anything beyond each other.”

“Bells!” her husband had exclaimed. “Does this happen among your people?” 

“Aye, and it often does not end well if others are not there to try to break them out of it. So heed me, please.”

Tam had nodded most gravely.

Glad she was of the warning too, because that had been so intense, she could not imagine what it would be like with them actively sending their sensations to each other.

A shock came afterwards too, when they discovered that they could actually read each other’s thoughts. She knew not which of them had been more surprised the first time it happened. She did hope they would become accustomed to it, or perhaps learn to control it. ’Twas not always good to know what another person was thinking, especially if it was not meant to be heard.

Marcalan stirred, and a low, happy Mmmm erupted from him and a thought: Stars, what a way to awaken! 

As he kissed her shoulder, she giggled and rolled toward him, her arms wrapping around his neck as his lips found hers in the dark.

A knock at the door startled her, and she broke the kiss.

“Evening meal,” a woman’s voice called through the door. “’Tis hot, do not let it sit out here for too long.”

Marcalan groaned. “What timing!” He leaned forward to kiss her again, but Tam put a hand on his chest. 

“Our meal will get cold,” she said.

“I care not!”

“I do! I am hungry. And I am not going anywhere. We have all night. We have three whole days. Let us enjoy a hot meal. Go. Bring it in.” Tam threw back the covers. “I will make tea.”

With a moan, Marcalan sat up. Tam stood and felt her way around the bed hearing rather than seeing her husband pull on his trous. 

“I can barely see by the embers in the fireplace,” he grumbled.

“Wait and let me light a candle first. You do not want to stub a toe. Forget not the chair near the—”

A thump interrupted her, and a grunt, and she winced at the flash of heat throbbing in his right foot. His resultant curse, although only mental, seared into her mind.

Stars, you need not use such language!

I did not intend you to hear it. Shall we never have private thoughts again?

It seems only directed thoughts, and very strong thoughts, are sent. 

Marcalan snorted as he opened the door. 

Tam lit several candles from the embers, then swung the kettle over the fire. She tossed a few small logs made from salnais in the fireplace for both heat and light, then returned to the bed to get dressed.

You need not dress, you know. Marcalan’s voice even seemed to lilt when it was only a thought-voice. Such a view while eating would be glorious.

The air is chill.

Aye. He chuckled, and her face grew warm as she realized the implication.

“Stars, Marcalan!”

“I cannot help it, Love-ling. You are beautiful. I want to appreciate your beauty.”

“Let us eat first and appreciate later.”

Marcalan’s grin belied his serious bow.

~*~
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Arms crossed, Sarinna observed her kin in the Great Hall, wearing a false smile. Inside, she worried about her brother. He had been subdued during the evening meal and left soon after with his children.

Granted, he rarely stayed in the Great Hall in the evenings. Sarinna could not say if it was more because he enjoyed playing kingsmen, backhand, or various other games until his children’s time for bed, or to avoid his wife, Aleta. The latter no longer applied though, since he had put her out, ending the marriage. As soon as she knew she lost her authority and privileges as wife of the Thane, the viper left the city, not even saying good-bye to her children. 

But tonight, he seemed distracted and aloof, much more than usual. Sarinna had asked if it was anything the healer said, but Alcandhor claimed Hindhal had merely stated he was still on the mend. Perhaps that was all it was; he chafed due to the time it was taking to heal.

Mattan strolled over, drink in hand, concern on his fine, dark features.

“What troubles you?”

She did not ask how he knew. This was an Enaisi, after all, he could sense emotions—and even read minds, although he claimed he did not do so unless invited. 

She hesitated, then replied, “My brother.”

“His shoulder?”

“Nay. Well, aye, but he seemed more distant than usual this evening.”

Mattan leaned close, smiling. “I think some of that is the attention he is garnering from the ladies, now that he no longer wears a necklet.”

Sarinna bit her lip. “I had not thought of that. So you think that is all it is?”

“Stars, nay. His real problem is something much deeper.”

“Oh?”

Mattan smiled. “Aye. He has deep wounds. He knows not how to begin healing.”

“And it is affecting them.” Sarinna nodded toward the center of the Great Hall, where Rangers and kin gathered. Tonight’s celebration quieted when the Thane left, and everyone moved about in a ritual of feigned jubilation. Laughter gusted here and there, mostly from younger folk. The music reflected the subdued mood: soft, slow tunes, not the merry, lilting ones usually expected for such an evening.

“Aye, it is.”

Sarinna turned to him and implored, “Speak to him, Mattan. He respects you and will listen to you.”

The Enaisi vented a soft huff. “Not likely. He thinks me interfering when I try to discuss personal matters.”

“But why?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps because he does not know me well enough yet. He has told me things I am certain he has shared with very few, but it was hard won to get it out of him.”

“Believe me, it is no easier for any of us who have known him all our lives. Please talk to him.”

“Nay, Sarinna, it is your place.”

“He will not listen to me.”

“Oh, I think he will. He wants help, but knows not how to ask for it. He is trapped, and needs to see there is way out. Ponder that as you go to him. He is in his Thane’s chamber.”

She met Mattan’s eyes, searching for understanding. A veil lifted, and she gasped as she saw her brother as never before. “Thank you.” She hurried away.

~*~
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Upon hearing his sister’s voice call his name, Alcandhor dragged his attention from his studies, blinking to clear his thoughts. Sarinna stood in the doorway, cloak wrapped around her. 

She walked toward the table. “If you put a cot in here, you would never leave but for meals, would you?”

“Is it not the Thane’s chamber?” he asked.

“My dear brother, I understood your long hours here to avoid Aleta, but why now?”

“You know I prefer books.” He lifted the tome in his hands as proof.

“I know you well enough to know that is but an excuse. Stars, ’Candhor, if you wish to learn of our history, our laws, and the Enaisi, or more of the Enaisi’s science you love to study, you have someone who can sit and teach you from firsthand knowledge. You sit here, shut up until all hours of the night and your people worry about you.”

“You mean you worry about me.”

“I mean your people worry about you.” Sarinna leaned on the table. “And wonder if you are displeased with them. They are in the Great Hall celebrating so many things, the capture of the Rogues, Tam and Marcalan’s marriage, the arrival of an Enaisi, the end of the treason, and also, forthrightly, your freedom from her. But here you sit as if the weight of the world were still on your shoulders.”

“Is it not? I rejoice with them, but I have the burdens of my office. There are still traitors and those causing dissent, especially in Estan, and we know not if the new provincial lords are true or corrupt. It is a relief knowing we have no more Rogues now, but I grieve over the two awaiting their sentence. And although I understand why everyone is delighted that Aleta is gone, yet I know that I was a fool. I married her and brought her here, and I endured her for years, not realizing how the whole city suffered as well.” He looked down at the text. “Nay, it is better that I stay here.”

“You, dear brother, are more stubborn than a kinchou.” 

“My thanks,” he replied dryly, returning his gaze to the page he had been reading.

“I mean it! You climb up to the heights and cling there on a spit’s worth of ledge with astounding tenacity for what good reason?” Sarinna splayed a hand over the book. “You will not stay here, Alcandhor.” 

He leaned back with a sigh. “Why can I not be left alone?”

“Because you are Thane.”

“It is because I am Thane that I am alone.”

Sarinna pulled a chair close and sat across from him. “Talk to me.”

He sighed, closing the tome. “Those Rangers need a man they can esteem. One who is—”

“Oh, spare me! I know the litany. You do not realize there is something more your people need: a Thane to whom they feel akin.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember how Father was? He would be in the Great Hall right now, tipping a few back, singing songs, laughing, dancing, being with his people. You used to be that way. You did withdraw somewhat over the years, mainly because of her, I think, but when you became Thane, you withdrew from us completely.”

“Sarinna, how do I make you understand—”

“You cannot.” Her grey eyes shone almost as steel in the candlelight. In even a more scolding tone, she repeated, “You cannot. You are wrong, Alcandhor.” 

Leaning forward, her eyes gazed intently into his. “You—are—wrong. You think if they see one spot of weakness from you they will no longer follow you. You give them no credit, brother. They demand not perfection from you—that is your own expectation.” She grasped his hands, her face earnest. “I sense, I know what they feel. They understood why you withdrew to avoid her, but she is gone. They worry about you, and they wonder if they have done something to alienate you. They want their Thane with them. They need you, Thane Alcandhor.”

He stared at her, shocked, then averted his eyes. Her fingers squeezed his hands, tacitly urging.

Finally, he replied, “You are right. I have been selfish.” He rose, sighing. “Let us go to the Great Hall.”

Sarinna stood as well, fists on her hips. “Oh, what a festive face you have, Thane.”

Alcandhor huffed softly. She sent feelings of affection, and he returned them. How would he survive without being able to sense this? Her staunch love and belief in him had held him through so much. 
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The celebration in the Great Hall did indeed lack vivacity. ’Twas forced. Sarinna had hit the mark. Alcandhor met his sister’s expectant gaze with a smile, determined to be happy this evening, and strode through the hall toward the kegs of ale.

“Thane!” Cordhan ambled over. “We thought you had retired for the night.”

He filled a tankard and then turned to the Ranger. “Not at all. I had to sneak away to finish a few details for the morning meeting. Now, I am free from duty for a little while.”

Cordhan visibly relaxed. “Thane, I have wanted the chance to ask you something personal.”

“What is that?”

“I was wondering when your shoulder will be completely healed.”

Alcandhor drank deeply from his tankard, delaying his answer. “Hindhal examined me today. Not for some time yet.”

“Ah, I understand. It was a most serious wound. We were afraid we were going to lose you. But let me know, as I wish to regain one of my favorite match partners.”

Before he could reply, several young Rangers swooped down on the keg table, laughing and jesting.

“Stars, is it our Thane?” asked Loch’alan with mocking amazement, jostling with another Ranger to fill his tankard next.

“You seem to be enjoying the evening,” Alcandhor said, grinning.

“What is not to enjoy? Things will go better now, aye, Thane? And my brother is married. Perhaps he will find it more arduous to plan pranks with a wife in tow.”

The Rangers hooted, and Alcandhor grinned. “I do not see anything slowing down Marcalan. Is there a wager on it yet?”

Loch’alan gave an innocent blink, much like his brother. “Stars, Thane, we would never wager—”

Cordhan laughed, shoving Loch’alan, who squawked as his ale slopped over the side of his tankard. “Think you the Thane knows not the wagering that goes on in the back halls? Stars, he has wagered enough himself in the past.”

They stared at Alcandhor, mouths agape. How separated he truly was from his men. These younger ones did not know him at all. He hid his disquiet and let his eyes smile with wicked delight over the rim of the tankard as he took a drink. 

“It is hard to imagine the Thane wagering,” Loch’alan replied in a cautious tone.

“It is difficult for me to make a wager,” Alcandhor said, straight-faced. “Everyone knows I have sight.”

Amid the Rangers’ laughter, he found himself relaxing, just a little. Stars, he needed this as much as they did. How long had it been since he had let them see he was one of them? Why had he felt it so necessary to—nay, he would not think on such things tonight. He vowed to be cheerful as he concentrated on watching his men enjoying themselves.

“It is so strange with Marcalan missing.” Baidhrol glanced around. “I keep expecting him to either walk up with that too-innocent expression of his, or see him laughing as he runs off.”

“Aye, so do I,” said another young Ranger, “and it is unnerving.”

“It is a relief to me,” Loch’alan retorted.

“You really should not display such open affection for your brother,” Baidhrol shot back.

Loch’alan snorted. “I love my brother best from a distance. I am happiest when he is roaming.”

Alcandhor chuckled silently, knowing the young Ranger’s heart too well. He had prowled worriedly around Zaidhron while his older brother was recovering from being beaten almost to death by the Rogues. And he begged to be allowed to join the chiefs when the word came that those outlaws were caught in the net, but Alcandhor had denied him—as he did their father and many others. Had he permitted every Ranger to go that wanted to be there, the city would have been emptied. 

“And what think you of your new sister?” asked Cordhan, refilling his own tankard.

“My head runs in circles around her.” Loch’alan grimaced. “First I see a slip of a lass, until she knocks me topside down. Then I see her as a Ranger. Now she has married my brother. So do I view her as a Ranger or a lass?”

“As a lass who is a Ranger. She is both.” Alcandhor pointed at the youth with his tankard. “And you had best inure yourself to it, as she will be your Thane one day.”

“Stars,” Loch’alan muttered, wagging his head.

“Just think, Loch’y,” Baidhrol said, his twinkling eyes belying his impassive expression. “One day you will be brother-in-law to the Thane.”

“Stars!” Loch’alan repeated emphatically, staring at Alcandhor.

The young Rangers all asked questions at once.

“What is Marcalan’s rank now?”

“What about their children?”

“When does she become Thane? When she comes of Age?”

“What about you, Thane?”

Silence fell after that last question.

The doubt and concern on the faces of all these Rangers filled his heart. Bells, if only all his men had this much love for their Thane! He took a long pull of his ale to give himself a moment to regain composure, then shrugged. “I will become her Second at Table.”

“But...how can you just...stop being Thane?” Baidhrol whispered.

Alcandhor smiled and dropped a hand on the young Ranger’s shoulder. “It would have been easier if we had known of her all along. It would have been understood that I was Thane in interim until she came of Age. You are accustomed to me as Thane, aye? This is sudden for you. For all of you.” He grinned at them. “But you have five years to prepare for her ascension.”

“You seem so accepting of it already, sir. How is that?” another asked.

“It is the law.”

“Why did he not follow the law and have her birth registered?” asked Loch’alan with a frown. “He was strict to follow the law from what I have heard.”

Alcandhor fingered his tankard. He did not want to make excuses for Valdhor, especially as none existed, but would not condemn him when the man was no longer alive to answer for himself. “We will never know, Loch’alan.” He took a deep breath, hoping the conversation would not delve too deeply into what could bring him under condemnation himself, and continued: “That is my fault. I needed him too badly as I prepared for the traitors’ attack and did not call Question on his actions, intending to do so after the treason had been dealt with.”

“’Tis not your fault, Thane,” Cordhan said in a firm voice. “You saw things, and knew you must have men placed strategically, especially Valdhor. Without him, you would not have had knowledge of where the traitors held the young Laird hostage. How could we blame you?”

“That is all past, is it not?” asked Lantalan, walking up with several other Rangers.

“Aye,” Cordhan replied, exchanging quick glances with the older Ranger. “So, what think you of your oldest son finally marrying?”

Alcandhor did not miss the two older Rangers unspoken communication and abrupt change of topic. Did they both understand the danger to their Thane with questions about Valdhor and Tam’s birth? 

Lantalan snorted. “About time, although it took me by surprise. I am still adjusting to the idea of that incredible young lass with such abilities will be Thane—and now she is my daughter.”

“Perhaps she has ability enough to tame Marcalan,” Loch’alan said, which drew snorts, guffaws, and hoots.

“Never happen.” Baidhrol waved his hand.

“It would be nice to see him tethered, would it not, Father?” Loch’alan asked.

Lantalan draped an arm around his son’s shoulders, while glancing at Alcandhor with a grin. “Aye, but somehow I have a feeling that Marcalan will continue to be Marcalan. What say you, Thane?”

“Aye. And you spoke almost word for word what Mattan said about him.” Alcandhor smiled past Lantalan and his son. The alien approached, brows raised, obviously close enough to hear his name mentioned. 

“What did Mattan say?” asked Loch’alan.

“He said that Marcalan is meant to be Marcalan.” 

Loch’alan blinked. “What did he mean by that?”

The alien stood silently behind the young Rangers, his lips quirking up.

“Ask him,” Baidhrol said with a grin. 

“Not bloody likely!” exclaimed Loch’alan.

“Afraid of him?” Baidhrol poked him in the ribs.

“If you have no fear of him, you ask him.”

“I am not the one who wants to know what the Enaisi meant,” Baidhrol shot back.

“What I meant by what?” Mattan asked.

The two jumped, and several Rangers snickered at Loch’alan’s and Baidhrol’s now red faces. The alien quietly filled his tankard, then turned toward them with eyebrows raised. “You wished to ask me something?”

Alcandhor fought the urge to burst out laughing. He took a sip of ale as he tried to compose himself. A rush of mirthful warmth flowed over him, the Enaisi empathically sharing his amusement in the situation as the two young men fidgeted.

Baidhrol nudged Loch’alan, who swallowed.

“Uh, the Thane...he said that you told him that Marcalan was meant to be Marcalan.”

Mattan waited, his demeanor calm and open. 

Loch’alan cleared his throat, his face still flushed. “I just wondered what you meant by that, sir.”

“Simply what I said.” Mattan shrugged. “Marcalan is meant to be Marcalan. Not what anyone else wishes him to be.”

“It is not easy to live with that sometimes,” Lantalan replied dryly.

The alien chuckled. “Nay, but be assured, you have done your duty well by him. And he did not cause you to turn grey after all, did he?”

Alcandhor and the older Rangers, as well as Loch’alan, all burst into laughter as that had been one of Lantalan’s complaints since his eldest was a wee lad.

“Nay, sir, he did not,” Lantalan replied with a grin when he caught his breath.

“You had better all learn to call me Mattan, just as you call your other chiefs by name. I despise formality perhaps more than your Thane.” He winked at Alcandhor.

Lantalan gave a slight bow in acknowledgment. “I understand it is a deep cost and dangerous to you, so I wish to thank you—most heartily—for risking your own life to heal my son.”

The Enaisi grinned. “I will remind you of that the next time he has vexed you.”

“At least I have two more days respite before I need worry about it again.”

“Now that is a indisputable reason to celebrate.” Loch’alan raised his tankard.

Alcandhor chuckled, stepping away from the Rangers and their continued jesting, and retreated to a nearby table.

“Good to see you here tonight, Thane.” The fair-haired Zandhral smiled, sliding onto the bench next to him.

“And how are you, cousin?” 

Zandhral had a few more years than Alcandhor, and although not close friends, they had a bond because of their ability to sense. Also, his cousin used to keep watch on Alcandhor when they were young, as would an older brother, which had caused a few conflicts with Valdhor.

“Better now,” Zandhral replied, his eyes twinkling.

Alcandhor’s lips twisted in a wry smile, taking his meaning. The mood in the Great Hall had shifted, becoming more cheerful, as people realized their Thane was present. 

“How is the shoulder?”

Alcandhor looked sharply at Zandhral, who just grinned smugly. “That is one thing you cannot hide, especially from me.”

“’Tis true.” Alcandhor sighed. “It heals very slowly.”

“And you are worried.”

“I cannot be Thane, or even a rostered Ranger, if I am permanently impaired.”

“Has Hindhal said anything?”

“Nay, but I have sensed his worry. He is not pleased with how it is healing, or rather, not healing.”

Zandhral leaned forward with an eager whisper. “What about Mattan?”

“What about him?”

“You could ask him to heal you.”

“Could I?”

“Why not?”

Alcandhor drank some ale to give himself a moment to think of a way to explain it to his cousin, but Zandhral placed a hand on Alcandhor’s arm, his chastisement apparent. “What think you your men will feel if they know their Thane has a way to be healed yet refuses? As long as you are not back to full fighting ability, we will worry. You insist going out on missions, as this one where the Rogues were captured. How can we allow you if you are not hale?”

“He speaks the truth and you know it,” Mattan said from behind him.

Alcandhor twisted to look up at the Enaisi. “You have been listening?”

“I just walked up, but I heard enough.”

“I am healing fine,” Alcandhor said, “it will take time.”

Zandhral looked from one to the other, his gaze finally resting on Alcandhor, rebuke in his eyes as he stood. “You are stubborn and prideful. Think hard about that choice, Thane, before some Ranger calls Question on your actions.”

Alcandhor stared at Zandhral as he walked away. Hang the man, he always knew more than he should. He glanced up at the alien and scowled. “Are you going to say on about it?”

“He is right. You are proud. Too proud to let me heal you.”

Alcandhor glowered at him as the Enaisi sat down next to him.

“One favor,” Mattan said.

“And that is?”

“Allow me to sense the wound. I can discern if it would mend by itself. If it is a permanent injury, as you suspect, then permit me to heal it.”

He sighed. “I begin to wonder why I ever wanted to meet you.” 

Mattan laughed. “Do not try to fool me.”

Alcandhor lifted a hand.

“Do you agree, Thane?”

“Is that not dangerous for you, even fatal?”

“Aye, but for something as this, I can do it in stages and take time to recover.”

He hesitated a moment, then sighed. “I will permit you sense the wound.”

“And heal it?”

“First tell me what you find, then I shall decide.”

Mattan glared, lips thinned, and laid a hand on his shoulder. Alcandhor kept his gaze on his tankard, holding his breath, as he waited for the Enaisi’s pronouncement. 

Silence dragged on, but he dared not look up.

Finally Mattan murmured, “There is much damage from that arrow. Damage to the brachial plexus and muscles, scar tissue that has already—” He stopped, his expression grave. “This will not completely heal on its own.”

Alcandhor swallowed, his stomach tightening.

“Thane?” he asked softly.

An urgency, an insistence swept over him, and he searched surreptitiously for the source. Zandhral watched intently from across the hall, arms crossed. Their eyes locked in a silent battle, and finally, Alcandhor averted his gaze. “You are not fully recovered from healing Marcalan. Will it not make you weak?”

“Aye, but not dangerously so. Nothing strenuous has taxed me, nor will it. Being here is restful and healing.” 

Alcandhor did not reply. 

“My son?” Mattan whispered.

He licked his lips, frowning. Why was it so difficult to just accept this offer. After two false starts, he muttered, “Do it.”

“Let us go to my chamber.”
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The Ranger Sedhral crossed his arms, eyeing Alcandhor and Mattan ascending the staircase. What was that simpering by-blow of a thane scheming with that stranger? Enaisi—feh! Some trickery, that. Alcandhor had found some dark-skinned hill folk of their clan, likely related to that lass he claimed as niece, and brought one of them back for some inexplicable reason, probably to bolster his claim of Thaneship.

Sedhral would not be fooled as all of Zaidhron was! And it would not stop Pendhras, himself, and all who aligned themselves against Alcandhor from calling Question. As soon as the petition arrived with the signatures of all their allies, they would finally, finally be able to rid their clan of that weak excuse of a thane. 
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Upstairs, Alcandhor reclined on the bed, the Enaisi sat next to him, placing one hand slightly to the front of the shoulder. After a time, a slight warmth spread, and the constant ache gradually ebbed away. Mattan remained still, head bowed, long after the pain had gone. He could not bring himself to look up at the alien—’twas true, he had too much pride. How could he resent such a gift? 

Finally, the Enaisi leaned back with a sigh. “I have healed it somewhat. I need to recuperate. Later I will do more. But you must be easy with it. Keep up the strengthening exercises but gently. Before long you should be able to wield a sword.”

Alcandhor made himself meet Mattan’s gaze. “I thank you.”

“It is a privilege to serve my Thane,” he replied with a quiet smile, inclining his head. “But I tell you again, I am serious about you not pushing these next few days while exercising.”

He nodded. For a man who claimed he would not read thoughts unless invited, the alien always knew quite a bit.

“May I ask a question, Thane?”

“I think you will whether I say aye or nay.”

Mattan chuckled, but said nothing, his dark eyes probing. After an interminable silence, Alcandhor finally relented. “Say on.”

“Why do you resent Thaneship so much? Certainly as you grew up you knew the chance of becoming Thane was there.”

“If Valdhor had died and left this mantle, I think I would not have such resentment. But he simply walked away from his responsibilities, dumping them on me.”

“So is it truly being Thane that you detest, or your brother?”

“Both.”

“And you both detested and loved your brother, did you not?”

Alcandhor huffed. “Aye.”

“And do you feel that way about Thaneship as well?”

“I know not what you mean.”

Mattan chewed his lip for a moment. “You do enjoy control, and despise when it slips from your fingers.”

“Aye, I admit that. But to have the lives of my clan in my hands, to know every decision I make could cause men’s deaths, that I cannot abide.”

“Think you that burden will be lighter on Tam?”

“But it is rightfully hers.”

“I do not argue that point.”

“Then what? Do you see or sense something?”

“I just wish you to honestly look at your reasons. Do not hide behind that conclave decision given to Valdhor. If you pass on Thaneship, make sure your heart is clear.”

Alcandhor frowned with uncertainty at the Enaisi. How could this man unerringly find the mark and make him have to search his heart? “Let us return to the Great Hall.”

Mattan inclined his head.

Once back at the kegs, he filled a tankard and walked to a table, the alien following. He took a deep pull, trying to keep his mind from his meddling ancestor’s advice. Females congregated nearby, distracting his thoughts. He groaned quietly. 

His dark eyes glinting, Mattan leaned close. “Do you think you can escape them?”

“I only need not notice,” Alcandhor hissed.

“Ha! That will not last long. They will merely become more bold.”

“And I do not care for bold women.”

“Do you not? What sort of woman do you like?”

Alcandhor spat, “One who is quiet and unassuming.”

“Submissive?”

“Nay, just not domineering and overly willful.” He ground his teeth. Or childish and selfish and given to shrieking temper displays. Or unfaithful.

“Too much of that the first time around?”

He stared at his tankard.

“Come, man, you need to discuss it with someone. I know her not, so I can listen without prejudice. Tell me.”

“’Tis still too raw and hard to put into words. The years I tried, yet failed, to keep our marriage alive. My love for her alive. I lied to myself for years that there was hope, putting my children and all my kin here at Zaidhron through torment because I did not put her out long ago.”

“Do you think you will marry again?”

“Stars, nay! I have no desire for another necklet to be about my throat. Who would wish for such torment?”

“Marriage is not always torment.”

“I will not take the chance. I do not intend to marry again. Ever.” 

“That proclamation shall cause great sorrow among the women here.” 

“They have no heartache because of me, they are all only interested in marrying the Thane. There is not one woman in this city whose heart dies inside wishing my arms were around her. A plague on them all!” He drained his tankard, then stood, and gestured toward Mattan’s. “Shall I fill it for you?”

“Nay, thank you.”

Alcandhor strode to the kegs, hoping his brisk pace would deter the gaggle of women that eyed him. He determined to do one thing—avoid the dancing area of the Great Hall. Staying near half tipped back, jesting Rangers at the kegs would prove much safer.

He smiled as he filled his tankard, listening to the young Rangers nearby. He remembered times spent with Haladhon at that age, and the fun they had. He turned with a wistful sigh to watch them as they laughed, told stories on each other, and bragged on themselves. He found himself grinning at them.

“Were we ever that young, Thane?” Eladhrel asked, walking up beside him.

Loch’alan and Baidhrol doubled over laughing and gave each other playful shoves. The two chiefs chuckled and stepped away from the kegs.

“So, cousin, what think you of their opinion”—Alcandhor gestured over at the young cockerels—“that things shall begin to quiet now?”

Eladhrel pursed his lips. The man was a contradiction in some ways. He embarrassed more easily than even Alcandhor, and quick, witty comments would pass by him unnoticed. Yet despite his unassuming manner, he was a wicked fighter, always the first to rush into a fray, and had an instinct for assessing situations and people that was uncanny. 

“Nay. I see it not. Even if we had not a woman who is Ranger and heir to Thane, and had not an Enaisi now in our midst, we have much to deal with. Rebellion roils. Most strongly in Estan, but in other provinces, too, and with inexperienced lords whose loyalties remain in question. And we have a young, untried Laird which will cause doubt and mistrust among the nobles, especially as he is an advocate of Ch’shalna clan. I suspect we still have much turmoil in our future.”

Stifling a sigh, Alcandhor could only nod in agreement.
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Chapter Three
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Mists swirled about Alcandhor in the darkness. A nebulous shape slowly grew into a towering hulk. Dread overcame him, and despite himself, he took a step back. The looming structure glistened in cold welcome, and Alcandhor recognized it. Estan Hall. He shuddered, knowing, somehow, his steps must bring him hence.

Sitting up abruptly, Alcandhor gasped, sweat dripping down his face. He threw back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed, then dropped his head into his hands. Not another dream! Not again!

~*~
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Alcandhor pulled his cloak close against the bitter wind, his long, dark hair whipping about his face as he marched across the grounds the next morning. He slammed into the Thane’s chamber startling the two clan chiefs already seated at the table. 

A pained grimace crossed Mattan’s features. “Was that necessary?” 

Alcandhor bit back a reply that a man who had lived for over a thousand years should have better sense and avoid a morning-after, but it was a celebration last night, and many suffered the same fate today. 

Haladhon straightened from his indolent posture. “Is there a problem, Thane?” 

“I apologize for being late.” He strode to his study table. “This whole place has gone mad.” 

“Why say you that?” asked his cousin, a glint in his green-grey eyes.

“The women in this city are suddenly interested in greeting me, asking about my health, and wanting to discuss various aspects of the weather.”

Haladhon threw back his head and roared with laughter, while Mattan winced, placing a hand on Haladhon’s arm in a tacit plea.

Alcandhor planted his fists on his hips, teeth clenched. “What is so amusing?”

“You, my dear cousin. You have supplanted me, sir, in being the most sought-after male in our clan. I thank you.” The tall Ranger inclined his head in mock gratitude.

Before he could retort, a knock came at the door, and Eladhrel and his brother Andhrel entered, accompanied by the Pashelon Sept Chief Ordhral.

“Is something amiss?” 

“Nay, Thane,” Eladhrel said, holding out a missive. “But a messenger arrived from Viltara. Lord Krendhal has called a lords’ conclave to confirm Randhal as the new Laird.”

“I expected that would be soon. Ordhral, wish you to join us for the morning reports?” 

“I would be honored, Thane.”

Alcandhor waved Andhrel and Eladhrel to seats, wishing them to stay for the meeting. Mattan leaned back, eyes closed. His tall cousin nodded toward their dark-skinned ancestor and winked.

“I am not asleep,” the Enaisi muttered. He rubbed his temples with a soft moan.

Ordhral asked, “You are in pain, Mattan?”

“The truth is,” the alien said in a quiet voice, “that I am not well this morning.”

“Aye, too much spiced wine,” Haladhon replied with an insufferable smirk. 

The Enaisi shot him a dirty look.

Alcandhor suppressed a chuckle as his tall cousin continued, “At his age, you would think he would know better than—”

“At my age?” spluttered Mattan, sitting upright and glaring at Haladhon. “What in the names of both moons does age have to do with it?”

“All the centuries you have lived and you know not the results of drinking too much?”

“Regardless of age, when one is enjoying himself during a celebration, one does not always think of how much one is drinking,” he retorted, then sat back grimacing.

Alcandhor rubbed his lips, fighting a smile. The Enaisi glared at him. “What has you amused?”

“A grumpy clan chief suffering too much morning-after-the-night-before.”

“I do not see how that is amusing.”

“Stars, man, why do you put up with the headache? Can you not heal yourself of it?”

“It is taxing to heal, whether oneself or another person, and I would rather save my energies for something more worthwhile.”

“In other words, the headache eases his guilt for overindulging,” Haladhon put in, snickering.

Mattan glowered in Haladhon’s direction, which did not subdue the tall Ranger in the least. 

With a grin, Alcandhor pulled the pile of papers toward himself. Fortunately, today, the morning reports were routine save missives from the lords of the three provinces previously plagued by Rogues.

Haladhon snorted as he read the first, from the new lord of Keladar. “Gilendhar is not best pleased Rangers descended on his province, and has not said word one about the fact the Rogues have all been captured as a result.”

“No surprise there. I fear he is as his cousin Paltor was.”

“Aye.” Haladhon frowned. “I think we should look into his activities.”

“Let us wait for more reports from Keladar Rangers. Besides I will have a chance to meet and assess Lord Gilendhar at Laird Hall.”

His cousin lifted a shoulder and picked up the next letter. “This is a little better. Lorwith of Pashelon sends greetings and thanks us for ending the Rogues’ menace.”

Now Alcandhor snorted. “I am certain he is grateful. He does not like competition in his thieving from his people.”

Haladhon’s eyes widened. “Cousin, how can you say on against such a loyal lord?” 

“I take it,” Mattan drawled, still leaning back with his eyes closed, “that Lord Lorwith is not as upright as he should be?”

“He is a traitor, but we have no proof,” Alcandhor spat.

“He squeezes as much as he can out of his people,” Ordhral added through gritted teeth. “Not to mention his border taxes make it difficult for his people to trade out of the province. We Pashelon Rangers feel the bite of the difficulties but are hindered in doing much. ’Tis beyond frustrating.” 

Mattan hmmed but said nothing more.

Haladhon cleared his throat and fluttered a missive in the air. “Irdhith, our new lord of Lantral Province, makes a bare mention of the dead or captured Rogues, despite the fact the murdered family’s farm is in his province.”

Alcandhor nodded. “I have only met him once or twice, but he appeared to be concerned only with his own comfort, not that of the province. I do wonder if his uncle gave him any instruction as to how to govern.”

“How much did Zantith govern anyway?” Haladhon’s lip curled. “He was only interested in gambling and gathering finery for himself.”

“True. It is interesting, though, that Irdhith does express dismay and disbelief that the Ranger Nandhal, whom I had sent on assignment to his uncle some lunations before, had gone Rogue.” 

Haladhon nodded at Irdhith’s letter. “I also find it noteworthy that he states a desire to visit Zaidhron, specifically mentioning meeting Sarinna. How did he word it? Known for her beauty and wisdom? He must be scheming something.”

“You do not think he might be honestly interested in her beauty and wisdom?” Ordhral asked, grinning.

Before Haladhon could reply, Alcandhor said, “I am perhaps a bit biased, but I think my sister is beautiful and wise. However, I believe she is more widely known for her acerbic turn of phrase and the ability to cut men off at their knees. So nay, I agree with Haladhon. I do not think he is truly interested in her. Which makes me wonder what he is truly interested in.” He straightened, trying to crack his back. “I think the lords’ conclave at Laird Hall will be very informative. But now, shall we turn our minds to the morning reports?”

In Tam’s absence, Haladhon recorded the summaries of all the daily tidings, then tapped the message from Lord Krendhal. “The conclave is in eighteen days. When are you leaving?”

“I mean for us to leave in three days’ time for the Laird’s conclave.” With a meaningful stare at Andhrel and Eladhrel, he added, “And I am going to follow the precedent of the other noble clans. We are not going alone. Your wives will accompany you, if they wish it.”

They all gaped at him.

“In the midst of what might be dangerous circumstances, Alcandhor?” Andhrel asked in a rough whisper.

“Once at Laird Hall, they will be safe. Remember ’tis our men who guard that hall since the siege. We will travel with a large detail of Rangers as well. However, this time of year is cold and not easy journeying for those not inured to it. It will not be an easy task for the women.” He paused, glancing around the table. “Sarinna is going.”

“Sarinna?” Haladhon stiffened. “Why?”

“I have no wife to attend. Taniss, as matriarch of our clan, is not willing to make the journey, so it falls next to Sarinna.”

“And she has agreed to this?” 

“Aye. She looks forward to it.” Alcandhor frowned in surprise at Haladhon’s disapproval.

“She knows of the dangers you expect?”

“Cousin, this is Sarinna we are discussing. Think you she would allow me to keep anything from her, even if I attempted it?”

The brothers snickered, and his Third at Table relaxed into his chair, looking abashed.

“Stars, man, you would think she is your sister,” Eladhrel said. 

“She is the closest I have, cousin,” Haladhon said, his jaw set. “I alone of you am an only child. Sarinna is as sister to me.”

“Think you I would put my own sister in danger?”

Haladhon met Alcandhor’s eyes and let his breath out slowly. “Nay, Thane. Nay, you would not. I apologize. I overstepped myself.”

“It delights me to know your feelings for Sarinna are as deep as they are for me.” Alcandhor’s humor rose, and he pointed a finger at the tall Ranger. “Take care, or you may reveal the depths of your heart and ruin your carefully constructed reputation.”

Haladhon scowled and then sighed, leaning back again and stretching his legs under the table. In his usual mocking manner, he summarized, “So, we leave in three days, with our women, for Laird Hall. You have Rangers guarding nobles and Rangers guarding Laird Hall. And you have Tam and Mattan as ‘secret weapons.’ Marcalan too, if you consider his wit.”

Andhrel huffed at that, and the others grinned.

Alcandhor sobered. “One more bit of business must be attended this morning. When do we hang the Rogues?” 

Their countenances all grew solemn.

“Now, while they are nestling. Tam needs not see it again,” Haladhon spat.

“She will know it,” Mattan murmured. “She has a strong awareness of Nandhal. She will sense his death when he is hung. Give them their nestling time.”

“Carry out sentence on the two Rogues the day after their marriage celebration. We can leave that morning after the hanging,” Andhrel suggested.

“How can she sense Nandhal so strongly?” Haladhon asked with a frown. “Is that natural?”

“As strongly as she has inherited the abilities of my people, aye. She has met him, felt his presence, and he has sent to her and she to him, even though it was only negative feelings of hate, anger, and pain. I will need to be there for her, I think, in this instance. It might be a good idea to alert all those of Enaisi blood to be aware they might sense his death personally, especially if they knew him well.”

“Marcalan,” Haladhon murmured.

“Aye, he Trained with him for years.”

In a low voice, Alcandhor said, “Empathic or not, it affects us all.” He inhaled deeply, pulling strength from inside himself. “Any other business?”

“Aye. When do we announce Marcalan has been given chief status because of his marriage?” Haladhon asked.

“At their marriage celebration,” Alcandhor said. “I have already ordered a chief’s jerkin to be readied for him.”

“And the announcement that he is a Child of the Enaisi?”

“Mattan,” Alcandhor asked, “you are ready to explain to our clan the impossibility of Marcalan’s genetics?”

“Stars, no one has been able to explain the impossibility of Marcalan himself,” Haladhon said dryly.

Alcandhor glared at him.

“Aye, Thane. I can make an explanation that I believe would be simple enough for most people to understand.”

“And do we leave our people to make their own assumptions as to whether Marcalan is the fulfillment of Zadhras’ prophecy?” Andhrel asked.

“Until Mattan and I can discover where those prophecies are hidden so we have the exact wording, I will make no statement. Nor will any of the chiefs. Is that understood?” Alcandhor gazed around the table. 

The chiefs all inclined their heads.

Ordhral nodded, indicating he knew he was included even though not a chief—save of his own sept within the clan. However, his eyes gleamed. Did he know something?

Alcandhor studied the man, but only received raised eyebrows. Stars, another who could playact innocence. “Any other business?” he asked again.

Eladhrel straightened, frowning. “Aye, Thane. I think planning to leave the same day as the executions is not a wise move.”

“Why is that? Because of the emotions involved? I thought journeying would keep our minds off it.”

“But it is not just us—it is the whole city. And forget you if we wait until afterwards, we will need to journey quicker to arrive at the journey station before dark, especially as we are nearing winter solstice and the days are shorter. That will be difficult on the women.”

Alcandhor met Eladhrel’s gaze. “Perhaps you are right. We had best wait a day. Are we agreed?”

The chiefs all nodded.

“Then this meeting is concluded.”

Everyone rose. The brothers bowed and left, leaving Haladhon standing by the door. “Thane, I would like to go to the valley. I will return before Tam and Marcalan’s celebration.”

Alcandhor sighed, then belatedly smiled. “Aye. Visit while you can.”

Haladhon returned the smile, tightly, then whisked out the door. 

“What was that about?” Mattan asked.

Alcandhor shook his head. “I do not fain discuss it. Ask Haladhon.”

The alien’s brows rose, and he opened his mouth, but Alcandhor stopped him before he could begin. “Now, about those prophecies. Have you made any headway?”

Mattan glared but replied, “Nay, but I did want to know if you wished to accompany Delgan and me to the Portal Complex.”

With frown at the mention of his friend and history-keeper, Alcandhor asked, “Why are you and Delgan going to the Portal Complex?”

“To work on breaking the encryptions on those files. Three might speed up the process.”

“Encryptions?” Ordhral asked.

Mattan waved a hand. “I discovered files that were uploaded and encrypted—you might call locked—after the time that the portal had been shut down and complex closed off. Which means only Ismari or Ashani could have been responsible. We think perhaps those files contain the lost prophecies of Zadhras the Seer. The Thane and I—” Mattan stopped and frowned, fists on hips. “What is so amusing, Ordhral?”

“I do not say the prophecies were not stored in the Portal Complex as a safeguard, but I know for certain that is not where Zadhras kept them.”

“And where are they then, Sept Chief?” Alcandhor asked.

Brows raised, Ordhral replied, “You know, Thane. Think about it. You have
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