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~ The History of Elyria ~

The planet Teledhar was dying, the people forced to retreat into domes to escape the toxic atmosphere. But domes could not save them from the frequent earthquakes, eruptions, and fumaroles. They knew time was running out.

An ancient portal activated, and an alien named Mattan came through, offering help. He and his people, the Enaisi, offered to relocate the Teldheri people to another planet, called Elyria. Their main proviso was that the Teldheri must not despoil their new world. To keep that promise, the royal Ch’shalna Clan undertook the duties of roaming the land and guarding the natural elements of Elyria, earning them the moniker of Ranger Clan.

Two of the aliens married into Ch’shalna Clan, and some of their traits were passed on to their descendants, such as longer life spans, empathy—the ability to sense the emotions of others—and tellingly, the irises of their eyes would darken to black when angry. Occasionally, one would have the gift of foresight or prophecy. These Teldheri which inherited the alien traits were called Children of the Enaisi.

During the early years on their new world, various clans fomented discontent, which grew into open rebellion. A war resulted, and as part of the reconciliation, their king, Thane of Ch’shalna Clan, gave up his crown and, with the advice of provincial lords, instituted a new government. This new rule would be a council made up of the provincial lords with dual oversight provided by the Thane of Ch’shalna and the thane of Viltara, previously the king’s first advisor and now called their high lord, or Laird.

A provision was included that in an extreme emergency, the thane of Ch’shalna could make Claim and take back the crown.

Approximately five hundred years after relocating the Teldheri to Elyria, all the aliens except two withdrew through their portal and sealed it, without explanation.
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~ The Story So Far ~

Year 1043, Elyria.

Relative peace reigned during the intervening centuries since the Enaisi had left. However, within recent months, numerous changes and upheavals have unsettled the Teldheri people.

Thane Alcandhor of Ch’shalna, or Ranger Clan, discovered that his brother, Valdhor, the true heir and Thane of their clan—who had given up that mantle and retreated to live high in the western mountains—had a daughter, Tamissa. Against all tradition, Valdhor trained Tam as a Ranger. Alcandhor brought his niece back to their clan’s home city of Zaidhron. The Thane had her declared her father’s heir to the position, a role she would assume when she came of Age in five years.

Several provincial lords attempted a coup, wishing to throw off any oversight of their rule in their own provinces. They murdered the Laird, lord of Viltara clan, whom they knew would oppose them, and staged an ambush to kill Alcandhor. Tam’s father, Valdhor, protected his brother at the cost of his own life.

After a siege led by Alcandhor, the traitorous lords were deposed and executed or exiled.

Alcandhor discovered that Tam had some of the abilities of their alien ancestors, to a much greater degree than had been seen in generations. His niece’s empathic strength allowed an alien named Mattan to mentally contact her, and soon the portal reopened. The alien came through to their world claiming to be the original Mattan who had helped their ancestors over a thousand years before, and offering proof that quieted most doubters.

While at Laird Hall to confirm the new young Laird in his office, Ranger Maradhor, Alcandhor’s best scribe and a master swordsman, fell in love and wedded Atinna, a woman from the Laird’s clan. This went against a decision by the lord’s conclave from years ago banning marriages between Ch’shalna and Viltara out of fear of collusion between the two most powerful clans. 

Infuriated, the provincial lords condemned them both and sentenced them to serve in the mines, which was nothing more than a slow but certain death. But before the couple could be apprehended, they disappeared.

Alcandhor and the young Laird had both appealed to the lords to rescind their condemnation, to no avail. When Alcandhor vowed to put his clan first and withdraw his Rangers from their peacekeeping duties in the provinces if the lords did not acquiesce, they countered by declaring they would raise their own forces and completely throw off the role of the Rangers, part of which was to protectively roam tracts of land called bounds, and thereby breaking the vow their people made to the Enaisi.

At that point, Alcandhor felt he had no choice but to take back kingship relinquished by his forefather a millennium ago. As part of his new authority, he revoked the sentence upon Maradhor and Atinna.
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~ Sixteen years earlier ~

Year 1027, Elyria. 

Lunation Five. Day Twenty-three. 

Forty-four days past summer solstice.

Maradhor glanced up from his armful of scrolls to see his Thane’s younger son and heir, Alcandhor, pelting down the stairs from the law library two and three steps at a time, calling Maradhor’s name. Although only three years separated their ages, he felt old compared to the energetic stripling.

“Stars, you are going to break your neck!”

With a wave, the lad dismissed the warning. “I have need of a scribe.”

“A mere, newly confirmed journeyman scribe?”

“Oh, come, you are the best in ages. I heard Father and Lamadhel say so. And besides, your hand is much neater than mine.”

“I am to deliver these copies to the archives and then—”

“Lamadhel, with the other chiefs’ permission, has allowed me to undertake special studies, and has seconded you to me. He says it will hone your skills.”

Maradhor’s eyebrow quirked. “He has, has he?”

“You must gain at least some knowledge of the languages of the Enaisi, aye?” 

“Enai, at the least.”

“And Amhan’ai as well.”

Maradhor groaned. “Your obsession with history and languages—” 

“Is inspiring?”

“Exhausting, say rather.”

Alcandhor grinned and snatched some of the scrolls from Maradhor. “Come. After we deliver these, we can begin.”

Maradhor did not even try to stifle his sigh at the lad’s enthusiasm. At least Alcandhor had a more pleasant demeanor and did not exhibit the pride and boastfulness of his older brother. Unlike some of his clan, Maradhor did not find the stripling lacking because he was more studious and less of a swaggering warrior. A Thane should be wise as well as a good fighter. In his opinion, anyway.

~*~
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Maradhor shifted from foot to foot, frowning, but he must push forward. This secondment seemed a jest, a waste of time. “Thane, this task of helping Alcandhor—” 

“Humor him. And me.” Saldhor crossed his arms, his sharp eyes piercing Maradhor. “The lad will be Thane, and aye, he needs to study for that role.”

“But these are not what he needs to study for Thaneship.” After a moment, he added, “Sir,” hoping he did not come across insubordinate. He was not long Confirmed, and still only a journeyman scribe.

“His personal interests in history, language, science—if I refuse to allow any time for them, he might...balk at fulfilling his duty as future Thane.”

“He has a choice, sir?”

“We all do, although few exercise it once they gain stripling status.”

Maradhor ducked his head in tacit agreement. And even fewer once Confirmed since that had consequences. 

“So you see, if we can offer him the sop of a few allotted hours each week, it will hopefully alleviate his frustration, and...”

Maradhor nodded. “And keep him from throwing off the mantle which has been placed upon him.”

“Aye. Exactly. And so I implore you to be his scribe and companion in this.” Thane Saldhor grinned—that scampish, winning grin! “Besides, it would be good for you to gain some of the knowledge as well. The world is changing. You will need it one day.”

With narrowed eyes, Maradhor asked, “Is that merely your thoughts, Thane, or sight?”

Still grinning, Saldhor shrugged, lifting his arms. Insidious and subtle, leaving Maradhor to wonder. Stars.

All of Alcandhor’s passions weighed against the obligations his clan had dropped on his shoulders. And Maradhor dumped into the middle of this internal struggle with which the lad grappled.

Was Alcandhor’s sense of duty or his passion for learning the greater? And could Maradhor help guide him toward the path he was seemingly destined to walk?
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Year 1043, Elyria.

Lunation Ten. Day Twelve.

Twelve days before winter solstice.

Maradhor surveyed the woods, keeping his attention split between the slushy ground immediately before them and the lay of the surrounding hills. He resisted glancing back at Atinna, trudging behind him, still too pale despite their night’s sleep indoors. Thank the Maker for the generosity of that old woman, who offered the floor by her hearth when all Maradhor asked was to shelter in one of her outbuildings in exchange for whatever chores she might have. 

Desperation alone had driven him to chance knocking at an unknown door, after watching Atinna wilt over recent days. She did appear stronger today. He continued to lead southwest, veering toward the cave-pocked mountains of Lantral Range, which would render the nights less cruel for her. Perhaps with the Rogues gone, the Rangers did not roam the mountains so thickly.

“Think you she suspected?” 

Maradhor flinched at the strain in her already mild voice. “Nay. At least, I hope not. The old woman seemed to believe us, and I think we gave nothing away. At best, if someone comes to ask, she gave shelter to a lordling and his servant. But we need to make good time, which should not be a problem if this snow continues to melt.”

He allowed himself a glance toward her. Aye, her cheeks were wan beneath the flush of cold, but she offered him a thin smile. He resumed watching their intended path but seemed unable to stop the flow of words.

“If it becomes too muddy, however, we shall leave a trail easy enough for a young Trainee to follow when night comes and it freezes. I hope we are to higher ground before nightfall and can find a cave.”

“A cave?” Her voice wavered. “Is that...safe?”

“Most creatures we would fear to find in a cave should be hibernating or brumating, so do not let that worry you. Rogues often used caves as shelter and kept them cleaned out, usually stocking a good supply of wood for fire. With the Rogues all captured, Rangers are searching for their hideaways, but they cannot all be found yet. We may find some supplies. We do not need weapons, but warm clothes would help. Occasionally they stored food as well, but not often as it would attract animals. If we can find food, though, I would take it to extend ours.”

He did not point out the obvious danger of encountering other Rangers. Atinna remained quiet, and Maradhor was certain she disapproved of staying in caves. ’Twas not his first choice, but they must do what they must. The Lady Atinna was his only thought. His only priority. He must save her from the mines, and use every bit of cunning to do so, as his opposition was his own kin. 

He held no illusions that he could outwit them, but he must try anyway. For her. He glanced again at her pale face, and the dark smudges under her blue eyes. Her lips thinned with the effort of keeping pace; yet not a word of complaint about exhaustion or cold or the hardships of journeying had crossed her lips. She had more strength than he ever would have given her credit for. For several nights she had slept cradled in his arms, in a hole he would dig in the deep snow to protect them from the wind. ’Twas not comfortable or warm, but they kept from freezing. Each day they trudged on through the icy winter weather.

Late that afternoon, they found a cave and settled into one of the back recesses, which had a slight updraft and would work well to take smoke out of the chamber. Maradhor lit a fire, and as he tended it, pondered over this cave, or more rightly, chamber of caves going far back into the mountain. They were not natural. He knew that from helping study the movements of the Rogues and the maps his kin made of these excavations. They all had a similar layout, ventilation, and water nearby. But how his ancestors and the Enaisi could carve these caverns out of solid rock amazed him.

He stared into the flames. Never again would he see the Enaisi, Mattan, and ask the many questions the alien had not yet answered. Quiet settled; they were so far from the front chambers of the cave they could not even hear the howl of the wind. He rose. “Stay close and warm yourself. I will see to some food for us. Tonight we can be at ease.”

Atinna smiled, and Maradhor turned away, chest aching. There was no ease for him—not with Rangers on their trail.

How long would it take them to journey south along this range and then across Keladar and Valeshon? He could make it quickly, but his dear lady could not. She was already driven to her limits. He needed a place where she could rest and recover her strength. But where? How? All the Rangers hunted them, and most likely, men of the provincial lords as well. Where could they hide?

They would not have gotten this far if not for the help of a friend who told the Rangers he overheard them talking of a ship at North Port. All effort would be directed toward the ports and harbors—or should be, but how long would that fool the Thane? He knew Alcandhor would not agree with the sentence decreed by the provincial lords but could not disobey them. 

But would Alcandhor let himself be fooled by such a ruse, to delay, to give Maradhor time to get Atinna away? Would he let his heart guide him instead of his duty? The slight hope beating inside Maradhor wavered and grew silent. Nay. Alcandhor was compassionate but duty bound. He lived by it. ’Twas only a matter of time before they were caught. Before that precious lady was sent to the mines, not only to hard physical labor and horrific living conditions, but Maradhor knew what would happen to such a beautiful woman in a place dominated by hardened, fallen men. And he would not be able to protect her. 

He watched her as she warmed by the fire, her cheeks pink again, flushed by the heat. Her blue eyes looked up at him, sparkling with love. She trusted him without question. Could he let her suffer the evil and cruelty of the mines? 

If—nay, when—they were caught, he would have to make a decision. If he had the opportunity, would he have the strength to save her? Could he use his knife quickly enough to keep her from being captured? Cut that beautiful white skin—slit her throat or plunge his knife into her heart? 

Could he?
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Alcandhor stared out the window at the gently falling snow, chewing the inside of his cheek. Where could Maradhor and Atinna be? Reports suggested the couple had plans to go east to North Port and board a ship. Throughout Viltara Province and northern Estan where the large port city was located, they drummed that it was safe for them to return, and he had ordered his Rangers to search for them as well. 

He turned toward his tall cousin Haladhon and to Mattan, the dark-skinned, long-lived alien who was his forebear.

“I can understand being in love and letting that override judgment and caution.” Alcandhor thought of his own idiocy and subsequent failed marriage. “But not with Maradhor. It goes against his nature.”

“Indeed,” Mattan said. “It was not him. When she thought he was dying of the fever, Atinna put the necklace on him. With his permission, but—as she told me—not for her to make a claim as widow, just to say in her heart she had been his wife. She had planned to remove it before we claimed his body. But the necklet was seen, and the news spread.”

“What?” Haladhon exclaimed, whipping the stray short lock of black hair from his forehead. “It is not valid then.”

“It is, if he gave permission.” Alcandhor ran his hands through his hair. “Bells,” he muttered in a mild oath, referring to the nebula in their night sky.

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation. Haladhon answered and swept his arm out, welcoming the young Laird and Lord Krendhal.

The Laird’s round blue eyes darted about, and his hands were clasped before him in what appeared to be an effort to keep calm. Krendhal stood behind his blond cousin, tall and austere. 

They both bowed, and the Laird murmured, “Your Majesty.”

Alcandhor ground his teeth at the title, but said nothing. He despised the decision he felt forced to make but must uphold his new authority without displaying any reluctance. Haladhon’s green-grey eyes twinkled with silent laughter, enjoying his cousin’s discomfiture, but fortunately kept quiet.

“What may I do for you, my Laird?”

Randhal stepped forward. “’Tis the fever, Your Majesty. It is easing. No new cases reported from Nelatan. From anywhere. Certainly not in this province. It appears we will not have to claim quarantine. The lords have mostly stopped...whining about it.”

“Good!” Alcandhor’s lips quirked up. “One less worry then. Thank you for informing me.”

The lad smiled, albeit hesitantly. “You are welcome, Your Majesty.”

“And I am glad you are here. I need your opinion on something I feel is very important.”

The Laird’s eyes widened. “And what is that, Your Majesty?”

“These new lords...we do not know if we can trust them. Do you agree?”

“Aye. They are related to traitors and have not been governing their provinces long enough for us to determine their true intentions. I...do not know how to ascertain if they are honest or not.”

“Exactly! As king, I can send my men to audit their records and those of their predecessors, but my concern is that they will howl I am discriminating simply because they are new, and besides, have not been in power long enough to implement changes. We have already heard as much during the conclave.”

“Aye, Sire, that is true.”

“So, have you any ideas how we may proceed?”

With a wry smile that bespoke his understanding of Alcandhor’s intentions, Krendhal replied, “My Laird, if the king were to audit all the provincial lords, these new lords could not claim they have been singled out.”

Randhal grimaced. “So you advise me, and I advise the king. Why not cut me out and just discuss the matter with him?”

“My obligation is to advise you, Laird, as yours is to advise him. Why do you find this offensive?”

The young man lifted his arms and let them flop to his sides. “I feel...unnecessary.”

“On the contrary, your duty is extremely important,” Alcandhor replied. “By the governing system we were both raised in, you and I held strong but dissimilar roles. You know them, I do not see the need to expound on those prescripts. But now, as king, I have not only my clan chiefs as council but the provincial lords, and you above all.”

“With this return to the old ways, what am I? Krendhal has acted as provincial lord, so my forefathers before me and now I could care for matters as Laird. But that is gone. In truth, the ‘Laird’ is gone. Am I superfluous, or am I to take that role from him?”

“That is a clan matter for the two of you to decide. But you are provincial lord in fact even if Lord Krendhal has been responsible for the duties until now, which sets you as not only one of the king’s advisors but his top advisor. I know not if there was an official title, Mattan would know better than I.”

The alien shrugged. “I only ever officially heard ‘top advisor.’ Unofficially, I heard Fesdhel called many things, most not repeatable in polite company. He was,”—Mattan bowed toward Randhal—“if you will excuse me of speaking of your ancestor so, a greedy, contemptible person.”

“I have heard a few stories. It is difficult to know what to believe.” Randhal frowned at Alcandhor. “You are not going to seriously consider me your ‘top advisor.’”

“And why not?”

“Am I not young?”

“You have been trained your whole life to fulfill a specific role—” 

“Which has been thrown on the midden!”

“And you would trust an untried youth?” Krendhal asked.

“It is...” Alcandhor paused and met the older lord’s gaze as he readied to use a word which they had bickered over and bantered about for years. “Tradition at the least, and law at best. I have not studied the old ways in depth, but aye, I will have Viltara as my top advisor, as was done on Teledhar before we Crossed.” 

Krendhal’s eyebrow raised, but he said nothing.

Alcandhor inclined his head to Randhal. “And since, as you said, the position of Laird is not valid now, we shall repurpose the title as that of the king’s top advisor.” 

“But as Lord Krendhal says, I am an untried youth.”

“Aye. But you see, I know you well. You will give an honest opinion, and are more likely to ask questions. Seek understanding instead of assuming you know the answers. Do you not consider that valuable?”

“I...I suppose I do.” Randhal grimaced. “But you know the lords will say you chose me as top advisor because I am young and because you were my tutor, and I am therefore already swayed to your views. ’Tis no secret I look up to you as an elder brother.”

“And what say you to that? Will you blindly back me, or question me to keep me straight on the road?”

“You taught me to never make a decision without delving into the consequences, at least as much as could be ascertained. You are the one who taught me to think and question. But...you would listen to a lad, a mere stripling?”

“Think you I give ear to my Second at Table, although she has but fifteen years?”

Randhal ducked his head. “A point.”

With a smile, Alcandhor asked, “So you think Lord Krendhal’s suggestion of auditing all the lords is wise?”

“Aye. That could work to possibly forestall the lords claiming discrimination.”

“Good. Thank you, Viltara. I will take your recommendation under advisement.”

The lad’s lips tipped up slightly. “I have a feeling you have already made this decision.”

“Actually, nay. But with you and Lord Krendhal both agreeing it might lessen the lords’ howling, I lean strongly in that direction.”

“By both moons, we do not need more reason for the lords to howl,” Randhal muttered. “I am the young one, but they react as children sometimes.”

Haladhon burst into laughter. “You have hit the center of the mark, my Laird.”

That caused the lad to grin. “We shall leave you to...your decision making.” He bowed and turned, but Krendhal stopped him with a raised hand and murmured to him. Randhal swung back around. “Ah, I thank you, Lord Krendhal. Sire, do you have a date set for your coronation?”

Alcandhor stared at the lad. Coronation?

“We just discussed this earlier, Laird.” Haladhon met Alcandhor’s gaze for a moment, his expression one of remembering a conversation they had. Although they had not. He wanted to throttle his Third at Table, but could not even react to pinch the bridge of his nose or rub his forehead. He wanted to postpone it, give time for the situation to settle, and perhaps revert Claim. It appeared he could not stave off the event.

Haladhon blithely continued, “With all the lords descending on Zaidhron for the coronation, we wish to give a little time for preparations to be made. Granted, Sarinna trusts her Second in managing the city while she is away, but this is a unique event. And would be on the heels of solstice.” 

Mattan nodded. “Aye. Two major celebrations that close together will cause some consternation. And the Great Hall head cook is not happy if not given enough notice.”

Haladhon barked a laugh. “Nay, Ganill near flayed you for suggesting a special feast in honor of your own arrival.”

Mattan ducked his head with a sheepish grin.

“We would like to be back home for solstice,” Haladhon said, “and so shall depart in three or four days at the latest. But we need to decide on the date for the coronation, Sire. A week after the solstice celebration? Or nay, ten days. Most of the lords have already indicated they will journey with us instead of returning to their provinces.”

Alcandhor frowned at his cousin. Haladhon shrugged. “Several have said thus. They do anticipate the coronation.”

“Aye,” Krendhal said. “The southern provinces especially would not enjoy making the journey twice, especially in the winter. It is wise for them to remain north.”

“True,” Randhal said, “however, Elendhar is returning to his province. We should give time for him to journey to Zaidhron after their solstice. We know not how fierce the weather might be.”

Alcandhor waved a hand. “That is fine.”

“Shall we spread word of the event?” Randhal asked.

“Nay, Maradhor—” Alcandhor clenched his jaw a moment. “A scribe shall soon have the notices ready to be served and posted.”

“Then we shall see you at evening meal,” the lad said.

After the two men bowed themselves out, Alcandhor glared at his cousin. “You—”

“It must be done. And you would have delayed indefinitely.”

“’Tis only temporary!”

Mattan pointed a finger at Alcandhor. “To be seen to be earnest, you must go through all the proper forms.”

Alcandhor blew his breath out and shook his head. He must not dwell on that. He needed to return to important matters. 

He strode to the map stand and pulled out a scroll. He swept aside various items on the table, and Haladhon caught a candlestick before it hit the floor.

“What are you up to?”

“We must hurry. As you said, most of the lords will journey with us, but on the chance any of the lords might try to return home before having to trek to Zaidhron for the coronation, I wish to start the investigations into their dealings now. Drum for our Rangers to descend on each one immediately. Also, have an Elite sent to each lord’s hall. Have them disguise as a servant, a tradesman, whatever suits—use your incredible imagination—and see what information they can glean while our men openly investigate.”

“We can have our men in their provincial halls within an hour of a drum message, but not my Elites.” Haladhon frowned. “And not being at Zaidhron to keep track, I...cannot say which Elite or Elites might be close to each provincial hall. Some aye, but not all, especially in the more distant provinces. I will drum to our city and inquire. Gardhal will not have slacked in keeping the roster current.”

“Good.” Alcandhor spread the map and jabbed a finger at Pashelon Province. “Have our men delve deeply into Lord Lorwith’s finances and border taxes. That man is as greedy as he is shifty.”

“Not to mention so sly and cautious that we have never found anything to tie him to the traitors.”

“Aye, I doubt we will find evidence linking him to that aborted coup.” 

Alcandhor narrowed his eyes as he pointed to both Keladar and Nelatan Province. “The new lords of these provinces have fawning mouths that do not deceive me. They are as bad as their predecessors.” His fingers splayed over Lantral Province, and he swirled them on the map, frowning. “This one is different. I cannot say on except I think we shall find more than just peculation and greed from Lord Irdhith.”

“Sight? Or is it because of his untoward interest in Sarinna?”

“Nay.” He hesitated. “I know not.” He shook his head. “My sister can take care of herself and has tossed him on the midden, so nay, not out of fear for her. But I do not like him, and there is something...something about him unsettles me.” He straightened and frowned at Mattan. “What can you tell of the man?”

“He is young, proud, willful—”

“Aye, aye. Have you any...deeper insights?”

“I have not touched his thoughts. Forbid, my Thane! Sensing him at times is bad enough and that not on purpose.”

Alcandhor glared at the Enaisi. “Thane?”

The alien shrugged. “You are my Thane as well as my king.”

“As much as I despise it, use king. I do not wish any slips in public. We must be diligent. These supercilious lords must perceive I am earnest.”

“I do not think there is any doubt you are sincere,” Haladhon said. 

Alcandhor snorted and returned his thoughts to the young Lantral lord. “Anything else? About Irdhith?”

Mattan shrugged. “I know no more than you. Young and full of himself—” 

“I do not think he is just a typical young cockerel,” Haladhon interrupted.

“Nay.” Mattan frowned, fists on hips. “He is a schemer, used to getting his own way. His tantrum when Sarinna spurned him demonstrated that all too clearly.”

“Not to mention his reaction to Tam,” Haladhon said, grinning, “doubly so when she knocked him topside down in that match.”

Alcandhor nodded at his cousin and peered thoughtfully at the map, chewing the inside of his cheek as his mind jinked to a completely different topic. 

He glanced at their city and Thane Valley north of it. Why did he dither when he had made his decision? He straightened, meeting his cousin’s gaze. “Haladhon, being king, I can act now where before I could not. I rescind the law requiring Ch’shalna chiefs to live in Zaidhron.”

His cousin’s jaw dropped. “You...! Do not jest, Alcandhor!”

“I do not jest. Go live in the valley, make Panill your wife in truth instead of your legal mistress and live with your daughters. You may roam a bounds, till the earth, chase her family’s herdbeasts, or make a living with your work as a blacksmith if you so desire. You are close enough if we need to assemble a conclave. However,”—Alcandhor lifted a hand—“you will have to step down as Chief of the Elites. We can discuss your successor later. And I wish you to depart for Zaidhron as soon as possible.”

“But what of the tasks here? I have Elites to—”

“Drum everything out. Now. I have missives you can take with you, but leave now, or as soon as you can.”

“Where is Tam? Should she not know these plans, being Second at Table?” Mattan asked.

“Aye. Ask her to come to my chamber.” 

The alien bowed. Although Alcandhor could not perceive anything, he knew Mattan telepathically called to their niece. 
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Gilendhar nodded as the stoic, sardonic Tadhrol entered the chamber. This one was esteemed as a leader of the lords, although they all supposedly held equal rank. His knowledge, his intelligence, and his influence made him dangerous. Of all the lords, this one would need careful handling. 

He gave the Taladar lord an engaging smile, bowing as low as he could over his broad stomach. “Ah, the last to arrive!”

Tadhrol frowned. “If this is a meeting of the lords we are missing several. Where is Lord Irdhith?”

“He has left,” Gilendhar replied.

“Left for where? His province? Why?”

Vendhal of Ranshalon shrugged. “Who knows with that young cockerel. I do not see him retaining lordship long with his blatant childishness.”

Still frowning, Tadhrol asked, “And why are Lords Krendhal and Randhal not here? And Lord Elendhar is missing as well. Why?”

“Young Elendhar appears to already have befriended both Randhal and Alcandhor.” 

Tadhrol straightened, glaring down his nose. “And that is a concern? Alcandhor has been my friend for years.”

“Ah, but you are not young and idealistic.”

“Nay, I am old and cynical. So what are you scheming that would have you exclude the Viltara lords and the new lord of Estan?”

“Young and idealistic,” Gilendhar repeated. “You have used both those terms to describe Alcandhor, have you not? How much more the youthful lords? And Krendhal is completely loyal to his cousin the Laird.”

Tadhrol’s upper lip lifted in habitual scorn. After a long pause, he asked, “What is so urgent? And is discussed so secretly from the king and both Estan and Viltara?”

“It is as we feared,” hissed the beaky-nosed Nelatan lord, Perdhal, his thin lips drawing back over his teeth. “They have announced the coronation will be ten days after solstice.”

Tadhrol sighed. “Think you we can forestall the coronation? ’Tis a foolish thought.”

“Ah, nay.” Gilendhar raised his hands in an effort to placate Tadhrol. “Alcandhor claims to not want to keep the throne, enh? Let us work to convince him we were wrong, we see we were too proud and blind. Allow him to revert Claim.”

“You think we can achieve that so easily?” asked the Taladar lord.

“We must be abject, submissive,” Gilendhar replied.

“I would fain see your acting skills rise to that!” Vendhal sneered.

Lorwith flapped his hands in a dismissive gesture, face more pale than usual. “I want nothing to do with this! Whatever schemes you devise, I wish to remain ignorant. I will not chance being accused again!” He rushed out unceremoniously, without even a bow to his fellow lords. So much for that coward. 

Rildhran of Tathelon shook his head. “I do not see why this is such a problem for you—for us. It makes little difference in how we rule our provinces.”

How thick was this southern lord? Gilendhar strove to keep his voice even. Hopefully he would not come across as condescending in explaining the obvious; he did not need to alienate any of the lords. “It allows greater oversight. As king, Alcandhor can delve into our dealings with impunity.”

“That should keep you honest,” muttered Tadhrol.

Gilendhar whirled to face the Taladar lord. “You ever boil the kettle, it matters not who is provoked!”

“You ask a question?” Tadhrol asked with a scornful smirk.

Gilendhar clenched his fists and turned back to the other lords. “Who is with me?”

Mirdhol of Valeshon scratched his balding pate. “I cannot say we will succeed in convincing Alcandhor, but what harm is there in the attempt?” 

Vendhal snorted. “Attempt what you wish, but leave me out of it.” He swept an exaggerated bow to the lords and sauntered out the door.

The lords glanced at each other and finally Dardhal of Beshalon, the most distant of the provinces, said, “I would fain keep things as they were, so I will join you in this attempt at persuasion, but I will not be drawn into anything that might be construed as treason.”

“By no means do we intend anything that could be treasonous. This is just a matter of persuasion.” Gilendhar gazed about the chamber. “What say the rest of you?”

Rildhran’s eyes narrowed. “If Lord Tadhrol had put this before us, I would give it consideration, but I do not like you nor do I trust you, Lord Gilendhar. Nay, I will not have any part of this.” He bowed, his eyes meeting Tadhrol’s, and left, shaking his head.

Gilendhar forbore grinding his teeth; he must appear calm. He inclined his head to Tadhrol. “And what say you, Lord Tadhrol? Will you join in trying to convince Alcandhor to revert Claim?”

“Our king knows his own mind, most strongly, and is not easily persuaded. I shall watch your antics from the side, with much amusement, and see how you fare. But do not expect success.” With a wry smile, the Taladar lord sketched a brief bow and whisked out of the chamber.

Cursing or ranting would not help, but losing Tadhrol was a keen disappointment. Keeping his face as calm as possible, Gilendhar turned to the last remaining lord who had not yet made his thoughts known. “What say you, Naidhar of Andethon?”

“I say...wheedling into his good graces cannot be but a good thing. I am with you.”

Gilendhar bowed. “I thank you.”

Dardhal, Mirdhol, and Naidhar left, and Gilendhar spun to the last remaining lord.

“So Perdhal. Your thoughts?”

“Only five of twelve, thirteen if we include Krendhal.”

“We could only ever count on ten, nine with Irdhith gone, the foolish cockerel. Can we do it with five?”

“I know not. Especially if Tadhrol is not with us. And would he, or any of the dissenting lords, tell Alcandhor our plan?”

Gilendhar fingered the sash over his robe, his eyes on Perdhal. “We could always devise a second plan.”

“And what might that be?”

Could he trust this new Nelatan lord? “Let us keep our minds on possibilities while we try to persuade Alcandhor.”

The glint in Perdhal’s eyes gave hope that he understood what was not being said.

~*~
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Tam opened the door to their suite to find Marcalan dressed in commoner clothes, brown hair pulled into a tight thong at his neck, and cramming garments into a tattered pack. He smiled, blue eyes twinkling, but for once she did not return it. She crossed her arms. “Where are you going? And this late in the day?”

“Haladhon, well, Alcandhor actually, is sending Elites on missions. And being the best of his Elites, naturally I am included.” He sketched a quick bow.

“What? Now? Why?”

“Apply to our king, Second at Table. I am to sneak out by the tunnel, so no one knows too soon that I am gone. I am glad they were able to unblock it after the siege ended. It makes my surreptitious departure easier.”

“But Marcalan—”

“I am an Elite and have been given orders.” He tied his pack and straightened, holding out his arms. Tam hesitated before going to him, but then snuggled close. Oh, she loved the feel of his embrace!

“I want not to leave you,” Marcalan murmured, “but we both have our duties. I shall be safe. ’Tis an easy mission, and not far.”

“But what is it?”

“Ask Alcandhor, Tam. I am under strict orders and can say nothing to anyone without permission. Even you.” He kissed her, and she clung to him. She did not want to let go. Slowly he pushed her back and took her hands in his. “I shall be fine.”

Another quick kiss, and he bolted out the door. Tam stood, frozen. He was a Ranger, he must follow orders, but why did Uncle not tell her? She rushed to his suite and knocked, barely waiting for him to answer before barging in. “Uncle, where is Marcalan going?” 

Her uncle turned with a wry smile, his eyes cutting to Mattan for a moment. Tam crossed her arms. “Where is he going?”

“You cannot say on to a soul, niece. You understand?”

“Think you I would?” Tam clenched her fists, her thoughts whirling, and then her eyes widened. “Nelatan. You are sending him to Nelatan! And the fever is heavy there!”

“You are too quick.” Alcandhor sighed and spread his arms. “The fever has abated. There have been no new cases reported in days. And he is the closest Elite, there is no other nearby right now.”

“But—”

“Your husband is the best.” Her uncle grasped her shoulders. “And he is needed.”

She gulped, blinking back tears. 

“He is also a Child of the Enaisi,” Mattan said, “with superior ability to heal should he fall ill.” 

Alcandhor grinned wryly. “Not to mention a superior ability to create and wiggle out of trouble. He will be fine, Tam.”

Reluctantly, she nodded. She hoped so. What would she do if she lost him?

~*~
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Alcandhor took wine from a serving table as his gaze swept about the Great Hall. The music matched the mood of the place: uplifting and joyous due to the easing of the fearsome fever. Most of the lords and ladies deigned to dine and mingle this evening, a vast difference from the almost empty hall a week before. 

His uncle, Lamadhel, sauntered to the serving table and helped himself to a glass of wine. Alcandhor eyed the older Ranger, reddish hair streaked with grey, face lined, but fit as any Ranger half his age. 

“Any news of Maradhor and Atinna?” Alcandhor asked. 

“Nay. He is more wily than we gave credit. But they cannot hide long. We will have them back safe soon, Your Majesty.” As he lifted his glass, he murmured, “Irdhith is not in Laird Hall.”

“Aye, so Haladhon informed me just before he departed for Zaidhron. The cockerel left before dawn with only four of his guards. The rest of his entourage claims to be unaware of his reason.”

“That is definitely interesting.”

“Aye. I assume he is returning to his province. Will our men be at his hall before he arrives home?”

“Rangers should have already arrived to go over his books, aye, but we cannot guarantee an Elite will reach his hall before he does.”

“Then we must wait and see. Drum this information to our men. Use the new code we contrived for the Rogues in case Irdhith knows any drum code.” 

Lamadhel bowed and ambled off toward the double doors at the west end of the Great Hall. No one would suspect by his casual gait he was going straight to the drum tower. 

Alcandhor sipped his wine, frowning. What had Irdhith worried to the point that he rushed home so unceremoniously?

Save the Lantral lord, the ruling nobles were all still at Laird Hall. As the Laird had said, a few lords of the nearer provinces were discussing possibly going back home for solstice, but most decided against it since they must make the long journey back north for the coronation. 

Coronation. Alcandhor inwardly winced. He still held some ire at Haladhon for forcing a date, and at Mattan for oh-so-helpfully joining in.

Lord Perdhal caught his eye. He wove through the Great Hall, talking in low tones to various lords. Whatever he discussed, it was likely not something trivial. Alcandhor’s eyes narrowed. With Haladhon gone, he would have to enlist Marcalan—nay, he had left on his mission. 

Tam. He would have her try to discover the details. 
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Maradhor watched Atinna sitting with her legs curled up beside her and staring at the fire while sipping tea. Staying here had helped a little, but she still needed to gain strength, and they had little food left. He had hoped the cave would provide, but it did not. There was plenty of wood, and evidence whoever had stayed here used this site as a base camp, since he found weapons, sleeping furs, and pots for cooking, but unfortunately no provender. This did not have the feel of a Ranger stockpile, so likely it had been a camp for one of the Rogue bands.

He rose. “Lady, we shall stay here for a day or two. The weather is not conducive to journeying, and I need to hunt for food. Shall you be comfortable here while I go out?”

“Aye.” She smiled. A brave face, but he knew this was more difficult than anything she could have imagined. What had he done to her? Stars.

He returned her smile, although it felt forced, and ducked into the icy cold.
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Chapter Five
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Alcandhor finished the match and snatched a drying cloth to wipe his face, grinning at his sparring partner, Cordhan.

“Well fought, Thane. Erm, apologies. Your Majesty.”

Before he could reply, he heard Andhrel call to him.

He peered at his cousin, striding across the Training Hall. “Aye?”

“Worshippers have arrived in Lairdton. And in Estan too. Treyor and Vice-regent Kirtin have both given them an earful and ordered them away. The ones here are making camp on the rise outside Laird Hall.”

Alcandhor grimaced. “Not again.”

“Why bother with them?” one of the Laird’s guards asked with a shrug. 

Alcandhor faced him. “What do you mean?”

“What harm are they actually doing, Sire?”

Andhrel crossed his arms. “Besides trespassing?”

“Well, yes, of course that. But why are you Rangers so determined to...stop their beliefs?” He lifted his hands. “I mean no disrespect, Sire, I just don’t understand.”

“The Enaisi are not gods, but mere men,” Alcandhor replied. “We have always fought against those who would try to make deities of them.”

“But we do honor them.”

“Aye, but ’tis an enormous, ridiculous leap from that to claiming they are gods.”

Lamadhel stepped close. “And besides, would you dare stand before any of the Enaisi and mention you believe they are gods? I guarantee you, their response would be swift and fierce.”

The guard grimaced, a rictus of alarm. “I–I wouldn’t even think of it!”

“These Worshippers’ beliefs negate the reality of what the Enaisi did for us,” Alcandhor said. “They saved our people, brought us to this planet. They did not do so in some distant manner as overseers from on high or without personal loss and self-denial, as the Worshippers would claim. Nay, they worked alongside us, shared the dangers of the old planet and of the Final Crossing, and lived here as well, enduring hardship in the early years when food and shelter were hard-won, nearly starving as they toiled with us to feed everyone, teaching us skills to survive and thrive. 

“And they lived with us for hundreds of years before they left. Two of them gave their lives over the years—both Ismari and Ashani stayed behind when they closed the portal and subsequently died. To make gods of them is an affront to their unflagging commitment to us, their extraordinary efforts, and their sacrifices.”

The guard licked his lips and nodded. “I understand now. Thank you, Sire, for explaining it.”

Alcandhor nodded. “Good man!” He switched his gaze to his cousin. “Andhrel, go now, take some of our men and the Laird’s guards and order those Worshippers to disperse.”

“Aye, Th—Your Majesty.” The lean Ranger bowed and hurried out.

Alcandhor’s lips twisted in a wry smile. Would he ever get used to that title? Would his men ever get used to using it? He hoped not. 

He turned his attention back to the guard. “Wish you to spar?”

The man’s eyes widened. “I would be honored, Sire!”

~*~
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Drums sounded, and Alcandhor lifted a hand to stop the match.

Emergency in Lantral Hall. Chief’s urgent assistance required. 

Alcandhor closed his eyes. Now what? His uncle and both close cousins drew near.

“They give no additional information?” Eladhrel muttered.

“That must mean it is too sensitive,” Andhrel replied to his brother. “Shall you send me, Your Majesty?”

Alcandhor paused, staring at the white shimmerstone floor, his thoughts winging at the implications of the message. “It must truly be dire to urgently request a chief as any of you would have full authority for whatever measures are needed.”

“I would fain go,” Eladhrel stated.

Alcandhor chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment, considering his chiefs. Haladhon and Marcalan were not here, and Tam was too young for a mission that likely would require mature understanding and considered decisions. 

So which one of these three did he choose?

Eladhrel? He was the younger son, more stocky than his brother or father, although sharing the reddish hair and blue eyes. He had more wisdom and perceptiveness than many gave him credit for.

Andhrel? Lean, quiet, not as given to humor as his brother, quicker to anger, but he was also of keen insight.

He met his uncle’s piercing blue eyes. “I have a concern that this situation needs some grey hairs. I thank you, Andhrel and Eladhrel, but I wish your father to go. Have Maradhor—” He grimaced, then continued, “a scribe report to me. I wish my full authority in writing, with my seal, for you to take with you.”

Lamadhel’s eyes lit up. He bowed, murmuring assent, and hied out of the chamber with almost the speed of an eager stripling sent on his first duty.

“Thane, are you certain?” Eladhrel asked. “Father is not young.”

Andhrel slapped his brother’s chest with the back of his hand, and Eladhrel winced. “Apologies, Your Majesty.”

“Aye, I am certain. He may not be young, but he is hale. Such a brief message indicates it is trouble. If so, I wish my most seasoned chief there as arbiter or for whatever may be needed.”
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Alcandhor pulled his cloak tightly about him as he and Mattan crossed the bailey to the Master of the Guards chamber near the gate of Laird Hall.

“I wish Galran’s message had given us more information than merely a Ranger arrived from Tathelon with a pressing need to see me,” Alcandhor grumbled. “What is so important that someone would send a Ranger in person rather than drumming or written correspondence delivered? He did not say the Ranger was a runner.”

“And why did Galran leave him in his chamber rather than sending him directly into the hall?” Mattan asked.

“We shall find out.” He opened the door, and a Ranger jumped up. Alcandhor threw back his hood, eying this man. He did indeed appear to be from Tathelon with a tanned face and sun-lightened brown hair. The man glanced from one to the other, swallowing heavily.

“So, Ridhalan from Tathelon, you wished to see me?”

The Ranger went down on one knee, head bowed. “My King.”

“Stars, rise, man. I stand not on ceremony unless you have need of censure. Then you may wish to kneel to keep your neck farther away from me.”

Ridhalan rose, his gaze stayed on Alcandhor as if he were some strange exhibit. 

“What is the need that has driven you up into our cold from tropic Tathelon?”

His mouth opened and closed, but no words came forth. Alcandhor raised his eyebrows in a tacit command. 

With a strangled voice, Ridhalan choked out, “Knowledge.”

Crossing his arms, Alcandhor waited for more explanation. 

The southern Ranger blushed red under his tan, and shifted from foot to foot. Finally he licked his lips and said, “I have always desired to know more than we have been taught. Especially knowing so many books were lost. I–I had heard an Enaisi had come back, and thought...” He stopped and dropped his head as if in shame. 

Mattan laughed and slapped the king on the back. “Another like you, enh? What say you? Others will have begun to arrive at Zaidhron to learn: history-keepers and science law-keepers. Your friend Delgan and I began the task of organizing classes before we left. I gave him some”—he lifted his hands in a warding gesture—“very limited access to a small portion of the library in anticipation.”

“You what? Against my orders?”

Ridhalan stood frozen, glancing from one to the other, wide-eyed. Alcandhor forbore telling the man to breathe. 

“At least basic knowledge must be retrieved. And Delgan is circumspect, you know that.”

Alcandhor clenched his fists for a moment but then sighed and closed his eyes. ’Twas inevitable. He pointed at Mattan and chuckled. “You had best prepare yourself since you seem willing to be teacher.”

“Nay. I mean, I can teach, but I am not the best. However, I have a friend who is. I will call Dassel to come and help, if you give the word.”

“So he is not part of your so-important project then?”

“Aye, but he will welcome the break. You had best decide what knowledge you will allow taught and in what depth. You will have to open that library now.”

Alcandhor grimaced. He would confront that problem after they arrived home. “We can discuss that later. But what say you, Ridhalan? Is that your heart’s desire? To come to Zaidhron and be taught by the Enaisi? And have your chiefs released you from your duties?” 

The man’s face lit up, and he fumbled in his pouch. He held out a scroll. “They have. Here is the permission. And aye, it is, Thane, I mean, Sire.”

“Wonderful!” Alcandhor took the proffered letter, then clapped a hand on Ridhalan’s shoulder. “’Tis almost luncheon. Come with us and eat, and we can discuss what areas of study with which we might begin.”

The man followed them across the bailey, his expression of stunned delight needing no empathic ability to discern. As they approached the keep, he removed a glove and touched the glittering white lintel of the antechamber of the Great Hall. 

Mattan grinned, his deep brown eyes sparkling. “It was your ancestors who created that stone, not my people.”

Ridhalan’s mouth gaped open, and his jaw seemed to work for a long moment before he exclaimed, “We Teldheri created this?”

Alcandhor chuckled, nodding toward the alien. “So Mattan tells us. Our ancestors left behind much knowledge when they moved to this planet.”

“Amazing,” Ridhalan mumbled.

The other two laughed, and they continued into the Great Hall. 
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Chapter Six
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Tam knocked and entered Alcandhor’s suite, but stopped upon seeing a strange man seated at the table with both her uncles. Well, a strange Ranger anyway, with sun-streaked dark hair and bronzed skin.

“Tam! Come and meet Ridhalan. He has come from tropic Tathelon Province to study with Mattan. This is my niece, Princess Tamissa, heir to Thaneship and the throne.”

Princess! Tam did not like that title, but she dare not be disrespectful to her uncle by gainsaying him. The Ranger shot to his feet and bowed. She returned it, but frowned. “Mattan is going to be a teacher?”

“Actually, I am going to ask Dassel if he would like to come over.” Mattan lifted his eyebrows. “I could ask now, or shall I wait?”

Alcandhor hesitated, chewing the inside of his cheek, before replying, “Now. I am certain we shall have more besides our most curious Ridhalan arriving. Not to mention the science law-keepers and history-keepers already at, or journeying to, Zaidhron.”

Mattan nodded, and a faraway expression took over his face for a moment. Tam allowed herself to study him as he began mindspeaking to his friends through the portal. She noted again his alien features: skin the warm color of a dark, stained wood, high cheekbones, and deep brown, kind eyes. Uncle would always be special, but she found she loved this other uncle more and more each day. 

He sighed, frowning, then rolled his eyes. “My king. Dassel, Atesni, and Telkai all wish to
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