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Haladhon blinked to adjust his eyes to the cool, dark interior of the inn, sighing with relief. At last he completed his long journey under the hot sun. He gazed about, taking in the common room. Thick walls insulated from the heat, and the wide windows allowed a breeze, while angled shutters kept out the too-bright sunshine. A blessed respite! He felt as wilted as would a flower with too much sun and no water.

A few patrons sat in shadowed corners, and an older, heavy-set man approached, wiping his hands on his apron. Likely the innkeeper. 

“Are you the Ranger chief that has been expected?” 

Haladhon inclined his head. “Aye. Is the Ranger Tadhrel here?”

“No, sir, but I will inquire after him. I have a room readied for you, if you would like to refresh yourself and perhaps take a meal?”

Stars, but that sounded blissful.

“My thanks. And your name?”

“Kadnar, sir. And welcome to Tathelon Province—and Pirton, sir.”

Pirton. A village on the ocean at the farthest southeastern edge of the southernmost province. Stars, he never thought he would journey so far.

He barely smiled, too exhausted to even try to use his charm. “I thank you.”

Kadnar bobbed his head and led him down a short hallway east and out into a courtyard. Water bubbled from the top of a fountain and rippled down the smooth, rounded sides into a basin surrounded by all manner of brightly colored flowers in small, neat beds. Standing sentry over this scene rose trees with tall trunks and wide fronds atop them, giving some welcome shade.

The building housing the inn’s bedchambers ranged around three sides of the courtyard, their structure separated from the main building by gates, allowing guests to come and go without needing to enter the tavern.

Columns twined with flowers supported the extended roof, which provided protection from the too-bright sun for the slatted-panel doors and wide windows.

He followed his host to the end door on the north side. The man gestured with a short bow. “This is my best room, Ranger Chief. It was aired and fresh linens put on the bed only this morning in preparation for your arrival. It is on the end so it has windows on three sides, giving more air circulation—an important consideration in hot Tathelon. The bathing rooms are at either corner of the boarding house, as are the privs.”

Haladhon ducked under the doorframe. A typical bedchamber for an inn: a bed, wardrobe, and a small table next to the bed with a candle. A small grate, forlorn and unused, nestled into the inside wall. Stars, did it ever grow chill enough here to need a fire? He could not imagine thus.

A breeze ruffled through, and Haladhon closed his eyes a moment to appreciate the wide windows. Bells, he had not realized how incredibly blistering this climate was. Even at night he had not needed his cloak and had bundled it in his pack.

“It looks very comfortable.” He managed to flash a smile. “My thanks.”

The innkeeper’s shoulders relaxed. “I’ll let you settle yourself in.” He bowed himself out the door.

Despite his hunger, Haladhon decided a bath was more important than a meal, after journeying for days in this heat. He hung his bow, quiver, and sword on pegs, but carried his pack with him.

He hung the sign on the bathing room door, indicating it was in use, and took his time, enjoying a long soak. Slowly, life seemed to seep back into his body, and he only got out when he felt himself ready to nod off.

Afterwards, he rubbed the drying cloth through his long, thick locks. At least in this hot climate, his hair should dry more quickly.

Many men here in the south wore their hair shorter—some barely past their shoulders. At first it had shocked him, although aye, ’twas a sensible custom with their hotter weather. But still, he doubted it would ever stop bothering him.

Dressed in clean garb, he let his hair hang loose while he shaved, trimmed his moustache, and evened his short chin beard. He studied his appearance, angling his head left and right, flipped the short stray lock of hair off his forehead, and gave himself a wink in the mirror. 

After taking his dirty clothes back to his chamber, he combed his hair out. The humidity seemed to offset the heat, and he sighed. His hair dried no faster than usual. 

His stomach rumbled—stars, he had not eaten since early in the day. He returned to the common room and ordered a drink and food at the counter. He took the cool beverage to the table, and in only moments, a lass brought the meal. With a winning smile, he thanked her. She smiled not too shyly in return, and he watched her appreciatively as she walked away. Not bad.

He brought his mind back to his food. Their meals were different here. Not the steaming stews, platters of fresh-roasted meats and vegetables, and hot tea he was used to, but fresh fruits, vegetables either raw, or cooked but served in a chilled sauce, cold meats, and cool, fruity beverages. He frowned, staring at his glass. How did they chill anything in this hot province?

He had only taken a bite when a Ranger entered—obviously local; the material of his trous and shirt both were a much lighter weight than worn by Rangers in the north. The shirtsleeves were split shoulder to wrist with lacings that hung loosely off the shoulder. They tied at the wrist but when it was overly hot, the wrist could be unlaced and the sleeves rolled neatly and tied up at the shoulder. 

The lower cut boots only came to just above his ankles and had cuffs. His jerkin even had a different style—more of a vest, larger arm holes, and an open V cut in front—no lacings, and only fastened by the belt. Again, only reasonable in this hot climate. His hair was long—a relief, that, as the idea of a Ranger with short hair was wrong—but as Haladhon usually did, he tied back in a thong. What Rangers were required to wear was indeed a burden in the heat. 

Haladhon stood as the man drew close, and they clasped shoulders. He noticed then the man wore a necklet. So he was married. A local Ranger with family nearby? 

“Tadhrel?”

“Aye. Honored to meet you, Ranger Chief Haladhon.”

“Just Haladhon, cousin. Our king does not stand on ceremony and neither do I. Join me, please.”

Tadhrel frowned. “I have not yet become accustomed to the change in title.”

“’Tis difficult. For him most of all, I deem.” 

Ranger joined Haladhon at the table. The lass approached to ask if Tadhrel wanted a meal. He shook his head no, and she left, glancing at Haladhon with a smile. Ah, so he had gotten her attention.

“Is service here always so prompt?” Haladhon asked.

“They see Rangers seldom here, except when one roaming comes through. And that is mostly me, as this is my bounds. So I am nothing special. I deem they hold you in awe, as you are a chief.”

Haladhon chuckled. “Ah, to have the skill to be born of the right parents.” 

After a moment of silence, Tadhrel’s stunned expression gave way to a grin.

“You are closely related to the Tha—to the king, are you not?”

“Aye, first cousins. Raised as brothers though, as my mother died soon after I was born, and his mother was my foster-mother.”

Although tired, more from the heat than the long journey, Haladhon might as well get down to business. “So when is the arbitration scheduled?”

“We have merely been awaiting your arrival, so all is readied. It can be presented tomorrow morning.”

“I know this petition was escalated to the king, but why did not a local Ranger arbitrate? You, for example.”

“Both families claim prejudice of local Rangers due to familiarity, friendship, or marriage. And aye, I am local, which is why I was not considered appropriate.”

“Then why did they not apply higher, to a district arbiter? Or to Lord Rildhran himself?”

“Lord Rildhran applied to the king since...” Tadhrel leaned close and continued in a whisper, “he does not wish to be bothered with ‘trifles.’ I am ordered to be your scribe.”

That explained much. Alcandhor steamed at the request, but at the advice of Mattan suggested Haladhon be dispatched as arbiter. Did that Elder see something? He began to see why Alcandhor often grew irritated with their ancient ancestor. He brought his mind back to the actual situation and groaned. “This sounds like it will be a headache.”

“It is from the talk around the village. Most people have taken sides and the arguing has been increasingly unfriendly. No outright fights yet, but hostilities are mounting. I fear little Pirton village could be split by feud. You arrived just in time.”

“You know not what it is about?”

“Aye, but do not wish to say anything. If you walk about the village, I am certain you will hear all you could wish.”

“Then I will not walk through the village.” Haladhon stretched out his long legs and crossed them. “I will not prejudice myself by listening to gossip. Actually, I would fain have some time to recover from the journey.” 

His eyes strayed over to the lass, who was now sweeping the floor. Alcandhor’s strongly worded admonition to be on his best behavior came to mind, with his king’s blue-grey eyes piercing as ice. He must only allow himself to admire the scenery.

Alas.
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“Steady on. She is the innkeeper’s daughter.”

Haladhon dragged his gaze back to Tadhrel who sat back with a knowing smile.

“I hope you do not find me presumptuous,” the Ranger said, “but I give the advice to be aware that in small villages, such as this one, nothing is secret, and parents are very protective of daughters. Besides, if you take up with a lass, she most likely will be allied to one side or another, and that could be taken as prejudicial.” 

Haladhon clenched his jaw. Presumptuous indeed, but not incorrect. 

The southern Ranger met his gaze evenly. “’Tis not common knowledge in the village, but among our kin, rumors abound of you having a reputation.” 

Ah, that explained the man’s meddling. He managed a smile. “’Tis no harm in looking.”

Tadhrel inclined his head in tacit agreement. “Do not say on in front of my wife though, I beg you.”

Haladhon exhaled a short laugh, raising his hands in innocence and rubbed the back of his neck. His hair was now dry enough to be put back in the thong.

“Why do we not just rest in the cool of the tavern?” Tadhrel asked. “I would fain receive news of Zaidhron and the strange rumors that have circulated. We could tip back a few and relax.”

Haladhon smiled. “You are a man after my own heart.” 

Tadhrel rose and sauntered to the counter. In a voice that carried, he caroled, “Kadnar, we are going to relax the rest of this day and catch up on news of clan. May I have two ales, please?”

Haladhon grimaced. What sort of man was this Ranger to give such information to the innkeeper? ’Twas not anyone’s business but their own.

Tadhrel returned to the table with their drinks, smirking. “Now, not only will we be left alone to tip a few back, but the whole village will know where you are and what you are doing. Not to mention we have brought the innkeeper some good business.”

Haladhon chortled at the man’s reasoning. “Ah, indeed. His tavern will be full this evening, I wager.” He pulled the leather thong from his jerkin and inclined his head. “My pardon, Tadhrel. My hair is now dry enough to tie back, and it is feeling troublesome.”

“Wise in this climate.”

“Aye, but I always keep mine in a thong anyway.”

He quickly whipped his hair into a tail at the nape of his neck and grinned. Tadhrel rapped his knuckles on the table. “So tell me about all these rumors.”

Haladhon could not resist; keeping his expression as innocent as possible, he asked, “What rumors?” 

“About a lass who is a Ranger, about the Elders being among us again.” Tadhrel waved his arms. “Come, cousin, do not taunt me.”

“Stars, where have you heard such strange gossip?” 

At the Ranger’s disgusted expression, Haladhon laughed, then grew serious. “They are no idle rumors.”

The innkeeper drew close and wiped the empty table next to theirs, obviously listening.

“There are truly Elders—the Enaisi—among us again?”

“Aye, several. The one intent on pestering our king is named Mattan.”

“What does he look like?”

Haladhon smiled, shrugging. “He looks like us, save his skin is very dark.”

“It is difficult to imagine that you have actually seen and talked to him.”

Haladhon shook his head. “Not if you were to meet him. He chastised us at first for our treatment of him. He told us bluntly he was no god, just a man like us.”

“But with incredible abilities!”

Haladhon shrugged. “It is native to their race. But it does not make them worthy of being idolized, no matter what the Worshippers claim. And they are not infallible.” He inclined his head at the innkeeper, who turned pink. 

“Your pardon, Ranger Chief. I didn’t mean to listen in, but it is an amazing tale—that the Elders are back with us after centuries.”

“Truly it is. And one my duties is to spread that knowledge. I am certain we will have the chance to talk of it later.” He flashed a friendly smile at the innkeeper who withdrew, bowing, with a pleased expression.

Tadhrel snickered. “Ah, cousin, you have a talent.”

Haladhon grinned, picking up the tankard.

“So tell me of this Ranger lass,” Tadhrel said. “Is she truly Second at Table?”

“Aye. She is Valdhor’s daughter. He Trained her, alone, in the wild of his bounds. Alcandhor brought her to Zaidhron and Presented her.”

“That must have caused some arched backs.”

“Aye, it did. She has had to fight contests to prove herself. But once Rangers discover what she is and has accomplished, they usually accept her. Too bad she cannot roam our world meeting all the Rangers, then they would accept her much more easily.”

“What mean you by ‘what she is’?”

“She is a Child of the Enaisi, with strong abilities. It was she who put us in contact with Mattan.” He paused in memory. “I will never forget when I saw him walk through that portal. I thought I had forgotten to use the priv.”

Tadhrel laughed with Haladhon. “What is she like? What does she look like?”

“Not like her father, that is certain. Except when angry. Her eyes narrow and her voice gets soft and low as his did.”

“I take it she is a tall, muscled woman then, to be a Ranger?”

Haladhon almost sprayed his ale, but managed to swallow it, and most of his laughter. “Ha, nay. She is a tiny thing and only comes up to here on me.” He held his hand up to the center of his chest. “Slender as a water reed, and beautiful with a countenance that is innocent and sweet. But her appearance is deceiving. She is a wicked fighter. And her abilities are incredible. Not compared to Mattan, of course, but as strong as some of our famous ancestors who were, like her, direct offspring of an Enaisi.”

“Bells, she is what?”

“Stars, know you not the full tale?”

Tadhrel shook his head. 

“Not only Ashani, but Mattan’s sister Ismari also stayed behind when the portal was closed. And she is Tam’s mother.”

“By both moons!”

“As a matter of fact, it was the king’s intention to send her here to arbitrate this matter.”

“So, why did he send you instead?”

Haladhon lifted his tankard as if in a salute. “She found out she is expecting.”

“Bells! She is married? To whom?”

“Ranger Chief Marcalan, son of Lantalan. Third cousins. He has been given chief’s status because of his marriage.”

“I cannot imagine the headache of figuring out rank of their offspring.”

“Alcandhor and our chief law-keeper, Andhrel, did quite a bit of puzzling out details of law and clan in allowing a female as Ranger. I am glad that headache did not fall on me.”

“Is she really supposed to become Thane—stars, queen!—when she comes of Age?”

“According to the vow given her father by conclave decision, aye. However, she is trying to find some point of law that will keep Alcandhor in that role.”

“Why? Is she as her father? He gave up heirship to Thane, enh?”

“Aye, he did. But in her case, she adores Alcandhor and wishes him to remain our ruler.”

“I see. And what is your opinion?”

“Me?” Haladhon shrugged. “I am merely a Ranger who follows orders. I will obey my clan thane and ruler, whomever he or she is. I have made a wager on who will win the debate, but cannot collect until the time comes.”

“And who have you wagered on?”

“That is between me and the odds maker.”

Tadhrel snickered. “How are the odds?”

“They change all too often.”

“Do they indeed?”

Haladhon chuckled. “The two of them bicker constantly over points of law versus tradition and conclave decisions. So depending on who seems to be having the better of a current argument, the odds swing one way or the other.”

Tandhral shook his head, grinning. Haladhon leaned back in his chair and glanced about. “This is a nice place, except that I am not used to the heat.”

“It does cool down nicely in the evenings, at least at this time of year.”

Haladhon’s eyes widened. “It gets worse?” 

Tandhral laughed. “Aye, cousin, it does. After the next few weeks or so, we usually have not only this heat in the day but all through the night. And from then until past autumnal equinox, sea storms are likely to hit as well.”

“Stars! And I am to roam this province after finishing this arbitration to spread news and set rumors to rest.”

“You might wish company roaming, cousin. Know you what to do if a storm hits and you are away from shelter?”

“Nay. There are no sea storms in the mountains. I would fain have you roam with me, if you would do me that honor.”

“It would be my privilege, but first, please arbitrate this matter and get it resolved before we have a war.”

Haladhon wagged his head. “I cannot imagine what has these people so inflamed, although ’tis said three are three reasons for a feud: land, love, and livestock. But as I said, I wish not to discuss it this evening. It has been a long, hard journey and I wish to simply rest.”

“And I am happy to join you. The tension here has been enough to make me as jumpy as a piperbird sensing a viper is near.”

“Then by all means, let us drink up and take our ease,” Haladhon raised his tankard. Tadhrel lifted his in agreement, grinning.
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Haladhon strode into the large, public meeting room across the breezeway on the west of the tavern the next morning, angling for the small head table and chair. He knew without having to look that it was packed, but after taking his place behind the table, he gazed across the crowd, recalling what Mattan said to him before he left:

“I am going to share something with you that I have discussed with no one.”

“And that is?”

The Elder inhaled deeply, his expression solemn, but Haladhon had the feeling he hid something...more. But what?

Mattan replied, “You have an innate empathic ability. Not enhanced as the Children of the Enaisi, but natural. It is rare, but not wholly unexpected in these days. Avadhron had it. The only one of your people at the time.”

“And why do you tell me this?”

“This ability will come in handy in your mission.” He raised a hand. “And for other things while in Tathelon.”

Haladhon frowned. “You speak as if you have had sight.”

Mattan grasped his shoulder and gave him a shake. “Just remember, you do have this gift.”

A weight seemed to settle upon Haladhon as he surveyed the gathering. What, by both moons, had the Elder meant? 

Dismissing the memory, Haladhon took his seat, and the rest of the chamber did likewise, except those left to stand along the walls.

He resisted the urge to wipe his brow. How did these people live in this climate? Just after dawn, he and Tadhrel had matched, and afterwards he washed, not only to rid himself of the stink of the workout, but to cool down. Sweat already trickled down his back, however. The chamber’s wide windows all stood open, but the air lay still and heavy. Stars, and Tadhrel stated it would get even hotter in the coming weeks.

“Are the parties who petitioned for arbitration present?” Two men rose, one from each side of the room. Haladhon looked them over. “Your clan, sept, family, and name.” He nodded to the man on his left, a large, burly man, dark hair shot with silver and thick eyebrows lowered ominously. “You first.”

His scowl did not budge. “Clan, sept, and family Burset. Thane Rantil, son of Lantor.”

As Tadhrel wrote it down, Haladhon turned to the other side. This man was taller, but lean-muscled with silvering blond hair. “Clan, sept, and family Tursil. Thane Caltin, son of Gartil.”

Haladhon narrowed his eyes, glancing from one to the other. “Am I mistaken in thinking this is no mere family dispute then, but between two clans?”

“You are correct, sir,” Caltin said. 

Haladhon clenched his jaw to stifle a groan, trying to keep his expression bland. A clan dispute could almost cause war. He had feared that from what Tadhrel hinted at yesterday but hoped he was wrong.

“Bring your petitions forward.”

Both men walked forward, but Haladhon held up a hand. He pointed Rantil to the left side of his table and motioned for Caltin to put his papers to the right side. He did not want these two adversaries too near each other.

The thick sheaves on each end of the table threatened to topple and spill. By both moons! They obviously had drawn up their petitions on their own, without help from scribes or law-keepers. No petition need be tedious reading if properly and succinctly written; these were, no doubt, filled with petty details unrelated to the matter at hand that each man self-righteously felt must be included.

Were scribes so rare here that they must do their own work? Or were both thanes so hard-fisted they would refuse to pay?

Haladhon cleared his throat. “My way is to read through the petitions carefully, writing down questions I may have for either party. Normally, I would have the parties wait, but—” He paused, glancing from one stack to the other. “I can see this is no easy read.” 

Scattered chuckles rippled through the room although the two thanes stood unmoving, stony-faced.

“Therefore, I will adjourn to read these, and we will reconvene tomorrow morning at this same hour.”

“But wait!” Rantil rushed forward. Tadhrel bolted out of his chair to stand between the thane and Haladhon, hand on his sword. One did not approach an arbiter unless summoned.

Haladhon glared at the clan thane. “Any statements will be heard tomorrow. I must first read these petitions and familiarize myself with both sides of the dispute. That is all.”

The people packing the room rose, grumbling to each other in undertones, disappointment on their faces. He resisted the urge to laugh aloud at them. If they wanted to see a show, they would have to come back tomorrow, and that would mean, for many of them, neglecting their work for a second morning in order to attend.

Tadhrel grinned wryly at the Ranger chief. “You are going to be busy, cousin.”

Haladhon shook his head and not in mock anguish.
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“So how goes it?” Tadhrel leaned on the doorframe, arms crossed.

Haladhon sighed, staring at the ceiling and rubbing his face. “I would rather be staked out on the rocks in the sun for hungry ka’gua to eat me alive than read through all this. Much less have to arbitrate it.”

Tadhrel pointed at him. “That is the price you pay for the skill of being born to the right parents, Ranger Chief.”

Haladhon threw black his head and laughed.

“It is almost luncheon, cousin,” Tadhrel said. “I thought I would remind you in case your reading drove it from your mind.”

“My thanks. I am almost through with this one. I wish to organize my questions and comments on it before I break for my meal.”

“I will leave you to it, then,” Tadhrel said with a bow.

Before long Haladhon finished and rose, stretching to get the kinks out of his neck and back. Stars, he would swear he had not sat reading for so long since he was a stripling!

He gathered the papers and took them with him across the breezeway to the innkeeper. “Is there a safe place to store these while I have luncheon, Kadnar?”

“Yes, sir. There is no Ranger hold here for you safeguard such things, but I will sign vouch on my lock box for you.”

“You are a good man.” Haladhon inclined his head.

The innkeeper beamed and showed him the way to his work chamber.

“So what is luncheon?” Haladhon asked after they had secured the papers.

Kadnar smiled at him. “You have already brought me much business, so I will let you in on a secret, Ranger Chief. The best luncheon is a light one in this climate. Most people will eat from the market stalls in the village square, not from my tavern. I get the night business, after it cools.”

“And what can one get to eat from the market stalls?”

“A great variety of things. Go see, sir. You will like what you find. And also, because of the mid-day heat, business is slowed or stops after luncheon for a couple of hours, then extends for longer at the end of the day than it does in the north. So after your luncheon, you may want to rest, or amuse yourself in some quiet way until the heat is past its worst.”

“I thank you for the advice.” Haladhon bowed and strode outside.

Even with a slight breeze, the sun beat down with an oppressive heat as he crossed the square. The trees made a difference though, and he appreciated them more than he had in a long time. Trellises and arbors twined with red, orange, pink, and yellow flowers embellished the square, giving off a sweet perfume, and nectar gatherers buzzed lazily about them. Smaller birds hopped about, twittering, and larger seabirds of various types glided overhead.

He walked from stall to stall, all covered by wide, brightly colored canopies, looking at the fresh fruits and vegetables available. Many were varieties rarely to be had in the north because by the time they could be sent by dray, they would have become over-ripened or rotten.

One item snagged his attention. It was larger than two fists in size, but had spikes covering it. Pointing to it, he asked, “Vendor, what is this thing?” 

The man grinned. “It is a conju, Ranger Chief.”

“Ah! I have never seen one whole. Only pieces served in stew.”

“In stew?”

“Aye. In the north it is a delicacy to add conju to stew. It is a favorite dish of one of my closest friends.”

’Twas true. Marcalan loved the tangy-sweet, rough-grained, yellow fruit that was often added to redfruit stew.

“We serve it many ways, sir, even adding the juice of it to distilled beverages as a sweetener, but I have never had it in a stew.”

Haladhon waved his arms. “With this climate, do you ever have stews here?”

The vendor chuckled. “Rarely, sir.”

“So...” Haladhon leaned over the conju, peering at it. “How does one eat such a thing?”

“I can show you, sir,” murmured a soft, feminine voice.

Haladhon turned. A young woman waited behind him. He immediately sized her up. Not his type, this one, nay: she was the type who married—and probably already was—and happily raising a family. Not a beauty, but pretty enough.

A large-brimmed, woven hat, such as those worn by most of the people of this region, protected her face from the bright blue-white sun. Because of his height and the hat, she tipped her head back to see his face. She was tall for a woman (which he liked, as he usually had to lean so far over when kissing), with light blue eyes and pretty, full, dark pink lips. Her skin was liberally sprinkled with pale freckles and his eyes wandered from her face down to her throat momentarily, wishing he could see just how extensive the freckles were all over her body.

Stars, behave yourself, man. This village will not stand for any dallying! Nor will Alcandhor.

Her clothing, like that of most women in this province, fell loose, so he could only perceive a general outline of her figure, but she seemed on the slender side. He preferred women who were much more well-endowed. But she was nice, he could not deny that. 

“Can you, lass?” he asked.

Her face flushed pink. “Yes, sir.” 

“Two conjus, then, my man.” 

The vendor offered them on a large piece of thick, coated paper. Haladhon carefully held them as she led the way to a bench under a tree. Why was the bench canopied if it were under a tree? Birds gathered noisily above them in anticipation of a meal, answering his unspoken question.

“Now, lass,” he said, as they sat. “How does one eat these things?”

“May I have your knife, sir?” 

He unsheathed his blade and handed it to her, then watched her deftly knock the spikes off. She cut the end, and showed him the interior of the fruit. “See the two colors inside?” 

“Aye.”

“It is all edible, but the best flavor is in the center, where the darker color is. Most times we peel the hull off, then split it in half. People often eat the outer layer and save the core for last.” She pared off the thick hull, cut it in two, and held half out to him. “It is very juicy, so you might wish to roll up your sleeve.” 

Haladhon quickly did and took a bite. “Stars, it is good.”

She nodded, still holding the other half. 

“Eat, lass.” He gestured to the fruit.

“This is your luncheon, sir.”

“I bought two so we could share. Eat.”

“Thank you.” After a timid smile, she took a bite, and he looked away, trying to think of anything but those moist, full lips.

He forbore asking her name; no reason to flirt if he dare not venture farther. So they ate in silence, then he said, “Let me try the other one, to see if I have remembered.”

He did well, he thought, except he did not have the knack for how to hold one firmly enough to knock the spikes off without being stuck by them. He was sure he would feel the needle-like wounds for the rest of the day, especially since the juice caused them to sting and burn.

They ate the second one, then she folded the paper over the parings. She pointed to the fountain in the center of the square. “We can wash the sticky juice off there.”

After they had washed and drank some of the surprisingly cold water from the ladles provided, the woman walked away.

“Wait,” Haladhon called. “Where are you going?”

“To feed the birds our leavings.”

Haladhon followed her to an area beyond the stalls. She waved the paper, tossing the scraps into an arc, then almost danced backwards as birds descended loudly, squawking and screeching as they fought over the remains and quickly gobbled them up.

“Stars!” Haladhon exclaimed, chuckling.

The woman smiled and tossed the paper into a small cart, sitting nearby. “What is edible is left for the birds, and what isn’t, is hauled to a midden.”

“Sensible system.” Haladhon smiled. “I thank you for your assistance, lass.”

“You are most welcome, sir, but I must go now. I have tasks awaiting me.”

She curtsied and strolled off. Haladhon watched her for a moment, before returning to the stalls to see what other delicacies he might find.

Haladhon chatted with several vendors as he tried their wares and discovered several tasty local foods, then decided to walk outside the village along a road lined with trees that offered shade and a place to be alone. 

He sat under a tree, enjoying the breeze and the quiet. A strange place. Such different customs they had in this clime. Although he had to admit, even in the north, those in the mountains had customs that differed from those near the shore. Varying foods as well. And each province had its own clothing styles, although among the noble clans that was more planned by the clothing masters who had the ear of the lords—and ladies—in each province. 

But here, with the open market vendors, the birds looking for a handout, the midden wagon, the afternoon resting time—many things were disparate. He felt an outsider and untutored. Stars, he knew not how to eat a simple fruit. 

He wiped his sweaty forehead as his mind went back to the petitions. He needed to finish reading them. With a sigh, he rose and meandered back to the village, wishing he could spend his time in the tavern with a tankard of ale and a pretty lass instead. The first he might accomplish that evening, if he finished the petitions, but the second he would just have to do without.
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