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      Barlo blamed the tall grass of the Adar Daran for his fall. The blasted stuff stood almost to his broad shoulders. At least it helped to soften his fall as he landed face-first with a heavy thump. He filled the air with Dwarvish curses as he felt his ankle twist beneath him. The scent of crushed grass filled his nostrils. He heaved himself up onto his forearms and spat out a mouthful of it, along with a decent portion of his long, brown beard. Something cool and damp brushed the back of his calloused hand, making him flinch.

      He looked up to see a pair of golden, feline eyes staring down at him. A moment later, a set of large paws began to circle him as Golhura sniffed him over.

      “Yes, yes,” Barlo grumbled as he batted his wildcat companion away. “I’m fine, thanks for asking. But I would be better if you had bothered to let me know I was about to trip.”

      Golhura sat back on her haunches—a large, charcoal shadow in the tall grass. She looked down at him with one of her unreadable looks, but her tail twitched in amusement.

      “Maybe that’s because she assumed you would be watching where you were going,” a familiar voice said from above. “Most people do, you know.”

      Barlo craned his neck to scowl at the owner of the voice. He wasn’t surprised to find Iarion smirking down at him. From this angle, the elf’s long, white braids dangled around his golden-skinned face like a beaded curtain. Iarion brushed them behind his pointed ears and extended his arm to offer Barlo a hand up.

      Barlo thought about ignoring it, but his ankle was already throbbing, and between his helm, chain mail, and heavy pack, he felt like an oversized turtle. He swallowed his dwarven pride and reached out—only to find his friend’s hand was still beyond his grasp. The blasted elf was too tall. Iarion uttered a wry chuckle and crouched to close the gap.

      “You would think standing closer to the ground would give you the advantage when it comes to spotting obstacles,” the elf said with a twitch of his lips.

      Barlo cursed him out in Dwarvish as he hauled himself unceremoniously to his feet, nearly knocking the elf over in the process as his boots got tangled again.

      “What in the First Father’s name is down there?” Barlo demanded. His ax was still in its usual place on his belt and all his other belongings were relatively in place.

      He leaned against Iarion for support and began rooting around the grass with his free hand. His fingers brushed against something long. He pulled his hand away with a stifled yelp. He ignored Iarion’s snort of amusement and forced himself to reach down again as a flush rose from beneath his beard. It couldn’t be a snake. Golhura would have attacked it.

      That was what he told himself, anyway.

      When he found the mystery item again, he made himself close his fingers around it. Its surface was solid and smooth and fit his hand perfectly. He lifted it from the ground.

      “Huh. It’s some kind of staff.”

      The long piece of golden-brown wood stood well above Barlo’s head, reaching just below Iarion’s shoulders. Despite its smooth surface, Barlo could make out whorls of bark along its length. One end was narrower than the other, but it seemed perfectly balanced, and both ends were unblemished, with no signs of cutting.

      Barlo positioned it with the narrow end against the ground and gave an experimental lean against it. “Well, at least I can use it to help me walk, now that it’s gone and tripped me.”

      Iarion’s golden-flecked, sapphire eyes narrowed with an intent look. “May I see it?”

      “Fine,” Barlo sighed. “But if I fall over, you’ll have to help me up again.”

      He planted a hand on Iarion’s hip for balance, carefully avoiding the long knife that hung from the elf’s belt, and passed him the staff. He should have known Iarion would want to see it.

      Barlo eased his weight to his right foot with a hiss. His left boot already felt as if it were two sizes too small. He struggled to take it off one-handed while Iarion inspected the staff. The boots were his most comfortable pair and the only ones he had with him. He didn’t want to have to cut one of them off if he could help it.

      Despite his grunting, shifting weight against Iarion’s leg and hip as he worked, the elf seemed oblivious. That in itself was strange. Iarion never missed a chance to bait or tease Barlo if he could help it. Even Barlo’s threadbare left sock didn’t draw a comment. The dwarf wiggled his big toe, which stuck out of a hole in the bright orange fabric. Probably because the toenail needed to be trimmed.

      The elf remained silent.

      “Um, Iarion?” Barlo looked up at his friend in concern. “Are you all right?”

      Iarion’s fine, white brows were knitted, and he gripped the staff with both hands, seemingly oblivious of his surroundings. He shook himself at the sound of Barlo’s voice.

      “This wood…” He blinked. “I don’t recognize it.”

      “Really?” Barlo shook his head in surprise. Before being reborn as a Light Elf, Iarion had been a Wood Elf, not to mention the most widely traveled one of his kind.

      “It feels different.” Iarion ran his fingers along the staff with a distant look. “Foreign.”

      Barlo snorted. “Well, it certainly didn’t come from around here.”

      The Adar Daran was formed of open grassland that stretched across the width of Middle Lasniniar. He, Iarion, and Golhura had set out from the Light Elf forest of Melaquenya almost two days ago, and the trees of Melaralva were barely a smudge against the northern horizon beneath the looming clouds of the late-spring sky.

      Iarion rolled his eyes and seemed to emerge from his trance. “I meant it doesn’t feel like anything in Lasniniar.” His slender nose wrinkled. “Ugh. What’s that smell?”

      The elf’s gaze was inevitably drawn to Barlo’s exposed foot. Barlo wriggled his toe again and hid a smirk. That sounded more like the Iarion he knew.

      “I couldn’t keep my boot on,” Barlo said with as much dignity as he could muster. “My ankle and foot are all swollen. I need to let them breathe.”

      “So much for the rest of us breathing,” Iarion grumbled, just loud enough for Barlo to hear. Golhura snorted in agreement. Iarion thrust the staff at Barlo. “Here. Use this and try to make yourself useful while I set up camp. It doesn’t seem like we’re going any further today.”

      Barlo thought about protesting. They had expected to make it to the river today—a much more defensible position to settle for the night, now that the Light Elves’ wood lay more than a day behind them. The trip was meant to be a pleasure jaunt—an escape from the worries that hung over them in Melaquenya. But Lasniniar was still a dangerous place…

      Barlo shook his head with a snort of his own and set to work unpacking supplies, leaning on the staff for support. Both he and Iarion were accomplished warriors, and Golhura was no slouch either. He doubted after all the adventures the three of them had been through together they would find anything to give them trouble in the Adar Daran.

      Iarion worked around him to pitch their tent, giving him an earful about the state of his socks.
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        * * *

      

      Barlo stared out of the entrance of the tent and tried—unsuccessfully—not to brood. The weather was certainly right for it. The clouds hanging over the grassland had unleashed a steady stream of rain shortly after Iarion had managed to raise the tent and hadn’t stopped since. Barlo and Iarion had spent the rest of the day tending to their gear and reminiscing about their past adventures while Golhura had slept. After night had fallen, Iarion had taken the first watch and Golhura the second, so Barlo could rest his ankle as much as possible. He scowled down at the makeshift wrappings Iarion had applied to help with the swelling. After all the things he had done over the course of not one, but two adventurous lives, it seemed ridiculous to be taken down by some random piece of wood.

      At least his throbbing ankle provided a distraction from other, less productive thoughts—such as the reason he had wanted to get away from Melaquenya. He and Iarion hadn’t talked about it, but no one knew Barlo better. The elf hadn’t raised any protest when Barlo had proposed a brief excursion in the grasslands. Barlo found himself wondering whether Iarion had wanted to get some space as well.

      He shoved the traitorous thought aside. No point in worrying about it now—a problem for another day. The soft snores coming from Iarion’s bedroll told him that even if his friend secretly shared any of his concerns or guilt, he wasn’t losing any sleep over it. Barlo shifted his position and stifled a grunt of pain. He inhaled deeply to keep himself quiet, breathing in the damp of Iarion’s wet clothing that had been hung to dry, and the familiar rust and sweat scent of his own chain mail shirt.

      No matter what position Barlo tried, he couldn’t seem to get comfortable. He stifled a sigh and used the staff that was responsible for his injury to push himself to his feet. It was probably time to walk—or in this case, hobble—another circuit around the camp anyway. Even though he didn’t expect to see anything, it was better than sitting around the tent and keeping his dark thoughts company. Besides, the constant hissing of the rain outside was urging him to take care of certain bodily functions.

      He awkwardly strode out of the tent with the staff in hand into the predawn darkness. Raindrops pinged against his helm. His long beard was plastered to his chest within moments. Suddenly, he was reminded of another trip with Iarion in the Adar Daran that hadn’t gone so well. He smirked to himself. At least neither of them was vomiting this time. He would never forget how wretched Iarion had looked after losing all the contents of his stomach in the pouring rain.

      Barlo shook his head and found a suitable place to relieve himself before making his rounds. He stood with his back to the tent, leaning against the staff with one hand as he peered out into the endless sea of grass that swayed with the rain and wind. He frowned.

      Was it just his imagination, or was one section of the grass moving more than the rest?

      Before he could decide, the cluster of movement seemed to disperse, fanning outward toward the camp. A ripple of movement darted in his direction.

      Barlo yelped in surprise as a figure with a gaunt, dark face sprang out at him with a rustle. It took him a moment to realize it was a man with his face darkened with mud. His clothes hung in tatters from his lean frame, and judging from his ripe scent, the rain was the only form of bathing he had partaken in days.

      The man jumped back with a cry of his own, only instead of surprise, it sounded like disgust. Barlo hadn’t been aiming for him, but his grass watering had struck him nonetheless. The dwarf hurried to stuff his hammer and tongs back into his breeches.

      “That’s what you get for sneaking up on someone!” he spluttered as a flush rose from beneath his beard.

      Thank the First Father Iarion hadn’t been around to see what had happened, or Barlo would never hear the end of it. The elf probably wouldn’t have cared if someone had walked up on him in such a compromising position. Unlike dwarves (and other civilized people), most elves were casual about things like nudity.

      The dark-faced man shook himself and rushed at Barlo with a rusty-looking sword.

      Even in his startled and wounded condition, Barlo dodged the attack easily. He was no unblooded warrior. Still, the unprovoked attack annoyed him. A goblin or an ogre, or even a drakhal he could understand. But what was this human’s problem?

      “What in Galrin’s name do you want?” Barlo demanded. The humans of Middle Lasniniar were usually allies of the dwarves and elves, or at least they had been, until matters had been complicated by demons and self-proclaimed gods.

      The man steadied his sword with both hands, his eyes wild. “Melcar is displeased with us! We must cleanse Lasniniar to appease him. Only his true followers will remain.”

      He swung another blow in Barlo’s direction. This time, Barlo used the staff to block it. Instead of sinking in, the blade glanced off the strange wood with a dull clang.

      “Melcar?” Barlo blurted. “But he’s dead!”

      Melcar had been one of many of the Unborn spirits who had claimed to be gods. Barlo had good reason to know Melcar was dead. He had helped Iarion kill him—not that Barlo was about to share that particular tidbit with one of Melcar’s followers.

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Lies! Melcar is gone, but he will return. I am one of his chosen. I must help pave the way. You cannot stop us. Your blood will contribute to our penance.” Flecks of spittle spouted from the man’s lips as he spoke with the complete conviction of a zealot.

      Suddenly, Barlo realized other figures had emerged from the rustling grass to surround the tent. Great. A whole band of crazy humans.

      “Iarion?” Barlo called out, trying to keep the panic from his voice. Clearly, there would be no talking to these people.

      “If you’re going to tell me we have company, I already know,” Iarion called back in Dwarvish. Even though Barlo’s people kept the language a secret from outsiders, Iarion had managed to learn it.

      Barlo winced at his friend’s words. At least one of Melcar’s followers must have entered the tent already. So much for standing guard duty…

      “They want to kill us for Melcar,” Barlo called back in the same language. “They think it will help them bring him back.”

      A thump sounded from inside the tent, followed by a strangled cry—not Iarion’s. A second thump sounded before the elf answered.

      “Well, that’s going to be a problem, isn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Barlo saw the eyes of the man with the darkened face widen. His jaw sagged open as he gaped at something over the dwarf’s shoulder. Barlo held the staff in a defensive position across his body and risked a glance to look.

      A man flew backward from the tent, clutching his solar plexus with a breathless cry of pain before landing on his back in the wet grass with a dull thump. But that wasn’t what the man facing Barlo was staring at. The dwarf’s gaze was inevitably drawn in the same direction through the rain and the fading darkness to the figure standing at the entrance of the tent. Iarion wore his bow and quiver on his shoulder, and his knife hung from its usual position on the belt around his waist.

      Other than that, he was naked, in all his golden-skinned glory.

      Barlo quickly looked away.

      “Is there a reason you don’t have any clothes on?” he called to his friend in Dwarvish, feeling bewildered.

      “They got wet during my turn taking watch,” Iarion called back in a wry voice that held no trace of embarrassment. “I couldn’t be bothered to put anything dry on before I went to sleep.”

      Barlo rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Just try not to lose anything important. I would hate to have to reattach anything.”

      Iarion’s mate Lodariel wouldn’t be impressed either.

      Barlo thought he heard Iarion snort. “Thanks for your concern.”

      Before their banter could continue, the rusty sword whistled toward Barlo once more, forcing his attention to more pressing matters. Again, Barlo blocked the zealot’s blow, cursing him in Dwarvish as he was forced to put weight back on his left ankle. He couldn’t decide what offended him more—the man’s foolish obsession with a dead, false god, or his pungent body odor.

      “Pig-headed son of an ogre!”

      The dark-faced man sneered. “Your spells cannot harm me, faithless dwarf!” He swung for Barlo’s head.

      Barlo ducked the blow and swept the staff for the zealot’s ankles. The man hopped over the length of wood just in time, but Barlo heard a grunt from behind him and felt a shudder of impact beneath his grip.

      He looked over his shoulder to find a second man sprawling on the ground behind him. Barlo cracked him across the skull with an awkward, backhanded blow of the staff before he could recover. The second man’s eyes glazed and he slumped to the ground.

      A faint brush of foul air and a thrum of warning from his battle-trained instincts made him turn around in time to block yet another strike from his original opponent. Barlo gritted his teeth in frustration. Normally, he would have fought with his ax and struck to wound or kill. But their attackers weren’t demons or dark creatures. They were only foolish humans who had been duped into worshiping an Unborn spirit as a god.

      “I wasn’t casting a spell, you idiot,” Barlo snarled at the man in Common. “I was saying you have the brains of the filthy ogre who obviously bedded your mother. Maybe because it had mistaken her for one of its own kind.”

      Barlo flashed a hard grin. He knew it was foolish to feed the wrath of someone who was already unhinged, but it did make him feel better.

      The man shook his head violently from side to side in furious denial. “You take that back!” He flailed the sword in Barlo’s direction, forcing the dwarf to take a painful step backward. “Take it back, now!”
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