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      Barlo walked the streets of Dwarvenhome, his mind wandering elsewhere. Other dwarves passed him in the corridors carved deep into the heart of the Jagged Mountains with a nod or wave of greeting as he went by. Barlo acknowledged them out of habit.

      Sinstari trailed behind him. The dwarves who noticed the wildcat gave Barlo a wide berth. Even though Sinstari had become a fixture of the city, the cat still spooked most of the dwarves, who rarely ventured above ground. Barlo shrugged off their reactions. He was used to them by now.

      His thoughts returned to the latest round of clan meetings and he suppressed a yawn. With the Third War of the Quenya over and the Free Peoples of Lasniniar liberated from Saviadro and his minions, a new, more peaceful era had begun. Although some of the Marred Races still wandered the lands in scattered groups, they were hardly a threat. As a result, the topics of the meetings had begun to focus on more tedious, internal concerns. After everything Barlo had gone through to help overthrow Saviadro, the meetings held little interest for him.

      He missed the days when he could wander the lands in search of adventure, Iarion at his side...

      Barlo shook his head, pushing away his familiar grief. Iarion was gone. The elf had died during their quest to reunite the Quenya. After the magical force had been rejoined, Iarion had passed on, leaving Barlo without his best friend. Even though he knew Iarion would eventually be reborn, years had passed since his death. Barlo missed him every day.

      The wary glances in Sinstari’s direction only reminded Barlo how different he was from most other dwarves despite his similar to them he might look with his ruddy complexion, brown beard, and thick frame. No one from Dwarvenhome had traveled as much as he had, and none were as close to the elves. Barlo’s adventures had set him apart.

      Sinstari ignored the looks. Barlo found himself taking comfort in the cat’s stoicism. Sinstari was even more of an outsider than he was. The cat had been born and raised in the north, in the wood of the Wild Elves, before becoming Iarion’s companion. Iarion had asked Barlo to take care of Sinstari for him before he had died.

      In Barlo’s opinion, the cat was more than capable of taking care of himself, but he didn’t have the heart to refuse his friend’s last request. Although Barlo had doubted the cat would stay with him in the underground city, Sinstari had followed him willingly. The creature’s constant presence had become a comfort to Barlo over the years. Sometimes, he felt like Sinstari understood him better than anyone else.

      Barlo suddenly found himself at the door to his home with little recollection of how he had gotten there. The realization disturbed him. It wasn’t like him to be so vague. Perhaps he should go above ground for a walk before supper to clear his head. It would give Sinstari a chance to hunt.

      Opening the door, Barlo was surprised to hear a strange, but familiar voice speaking. He couldn’t quite place it. The male voice was speaking in Dwarvish, but Barlo couldn’t make out the conversation from where he was standing. His hand resting lightly on the ax at his belt, Barlo entered the room.

      A familiar dwarf was lying on the couch. His black beard swiveled toward Barlo. Barlo held the visitor’s green gaze, trying to place him. The lad reminded Barlo of someone...

      “Lorugo,” Barlo said, the pieces falling into place. The young dwarf was the nephew of Galhalga, Dwarfhaven’s Chief of Clans. Lorugo had helped Barlo and his companions during their quest to reunite the Quenya.

      “Greetings.” Lorugo gave him a weak smile.

      For the first time, Barlo noticed he bore bandages on his head and shield arm. Narilga hovered nearby, putting away her medical supplies. Barlo gave his wife a questioning look, which she answered with a small nod. Lorugo’s wounds weren’t serious.

      “What are you doing here?” Barlo asked. “Last I heard, you were an emissary for Dwarfhaven at Belierumar.” The human city was the only home to Greater Men in Middle Lasniniar.

      “I am. Lord Golaron asked me to deliver a message to you.” Lorugo rummaged in the pouch at his belt and pulled out a nondescript envelope.

      Barlo frowned. “Why not send one of his own couriers?”

      “Not that we aren’t happy to see you,” Narilga said, giving Barlo a pointed look.

      Barlo flushed. “Yes, of course.”

      “Golaron gave me the message in secret,” Lorugo said. “Didn’t trust one of his own to deliver it. I was attacked on my way here by a group of Darkling Men.”

      “Huh.” Barlo held the envelope unopened. “Where did they attack you?”

      “The Narrow Pass.”

      Barlo cursed. “What is it about that blasted pass?” The pass was close to Dwarvenhome and the perfect spot for an ambush. It seemed to draw dark creatures like metal filings to a magnet. “How many?”

      Lorugo shrugged with a wince. “Five or six. I didn’t stay to count the corpses. I think I killed all of them.”

      “Well?” Narilga asked.

      Barlo raised an eyebrow. “Well, what?”

      “Are you going to read the message?”

      “Oh, right.”

      Barlo held the envelope for a moment before opening it. A strange feeling had fallen over him. He had been wishing for some adventure in his life. Something told him Golaron’s message would give him more than he had bargained for. With a sigh, he drew the letter from the envelope.

      Barlo recognized Golaron’s firm hand, although most of the messages that had come to Dwarvenhome since the war had been in his wife’s script. It was written in the Common Tongue.

      We require your advice and assistance in a delicate matter, which would put us in your debt. Please come quickly, for I fear the issue is time-sensitive.

      The letter was not addressed to Barlo and was unsigned. He handed it to Narilga to read.

      “Golaron gave you no verbal message to go with it?” he asked Lorugo.

      Lorugo shook his head. “No. He was very hushed up about it. Didn’t seem to want anyone to overhear.”

      Barlo paced. Why would the Lord of Belierumar send him such a letter? Golaron and Silvaranwyn must be in trouble. Barlo had seen little of them since their wartime quest together. The thought of Silvaranwyn being in danger worried him. Barlo had developed a protective fondness for Golaron’s elven wife. But as much as he wanted to go, he knew Narilga worried about him when he was away. Since the war, he had stayed home to allay her fears, but the monotony of life in Dwarvenhome was starting to get to him.

      But what if he didn’t go and something happened to his friends? For all it didn’t say, Golaron’s message sounded ominous. Could Barlo live with himself if he didn’t go?

      Narilga put a hand on his arm, stopping his pacing. He turned to look into her steady, deep blue gaze.

      “You should go,” she said.

      “What? But I thought... Are you certain?” Barlo narrowed his eyes.

      “They need your help. And you need to get out of the city for a while. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Belierumar isn’t that far.”

      “But—”

      Narilga put a finger to his lips. “Go.”

      A surge of excitement went through him. He tried to hide it, but Narilga saw it anyway. He looked down at Sinstari. “I guess we’re going to Belierumar.”
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        * * *

      

      Traitor’s Road was quiet. Barlo saw no one as he traveled toward the Narrow Pass. It was strange being on the road again by himself. Well, Sinstari was with him, but the cat wasn’t exactly a chatty traveling companion.

      The tower of Mar Arin rose to the west, its three spires piercing the sky. From this distance, it was hard to tell, but Barlo thought the tower was still empty. Lysandir had planned to move in, but Barlo guessed the Learned One of Fire was still busy in the north, retrieving scrolls and artifacts from his former home in Mar Valion and from his brother, Feoras’s, belongings, which were on the isle of Rasdaria. Surely, Golaron would have summoned Lysandir instead if he were in the neighborhood. Whatever was going on at Belierumar, a sorcerer would probably be more helpful than a single dwarf and a wildcat.

      Barlo had brought no one else on this journey or told anyone outside his family and Lorugo the details of his trip. As much as Barlo would have liked to come to the rescue with a contingent of dwarves, Golaron’s note implied the need for secrecy.

      Who would want to threaten the royal couple? Barlo had no idea. As far as he knew, Golaron and Silvaranwyn were beloved by their people. Golaron had been a member of the quest that had overthrown Saviadro, and Silvaranwyn was such a beautiful, kind creature, no one could help but like her. Since the people had no contact with the elves before the war, Silvaranwyn was also an exotic rarity in the human city.

      Barlo’s musings were interrupted as he and Sinstari reached the southern entrance of the Narrow Pass. He loosened his ax in his belt. Time to focus on the task at hand.

      He was no expert tracker, but spending years as a close friend of a Wood Elf had rubbed off on him. Keeping his ears strained, he bent low over the ground. He could make out bootprints traveling south and east. The strides matched those of a dwarf. He decided they must be Lorugo’s.

      Barlo followed the path of the prints into the pass. Although the presence of the mountains towering over him on both sides would usually bring him comfort, there were too many places to hide among the rocks. He pulled his ax free, his brown eyes darting over the rocky terrain.

      Sinstari was missing.

      Where had the blasted cat gone off to? Just when his presence would have come in handy... Barlo resisted the temptation to call out for him. No need to alert anyone else lurking about. He returned to his tracking, ax in hand.

      Barlo nearly tripped over the first body as the trail took him around a bend. His sudden arrival startled some crows, who had already arrived to scavenge. They took to the air with harsh cries, circling for a moment before flying off.

      Once his pounding heart had slowed to a more reasonable pace and he determined no one else was about, Barlo bent to roll over the body. Swarthy skin, brown hair, and crude armor... He was a Darkling Man, sure enough. His spear rolled from his limp hand as Barlo moved him. A gaping ax wound marred his chest. Whatever tribal markings had adorned his leather jerkin, they were indecipherable from the bloodstains. The purse at his belt was empty.

      As Barlo moved farther down the trail, he found more bodies. There were five in total. None bore any clue as to their origin or the reason behind their ambush. Barlo stood over the fifth corpse, considering.

      What were these men doing here? Had Lorugo been the target of their attack, or did the young dwarf only have the misfortune of stumbling across their path? Were the men part of a larger force? Saviadro’s surviving minions had scattered after the war and tribal conflicts made the Darkling Men unlikely to work together in large groups.

      Barlo’s thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Sinstari. Barlo gave the cat an accusing look.

      “And where have you been off to? Couldn’t wait for your next meal, or did you think there might be a lady cat somewhere in the vicinity?”

      Sinstari gave him a withering look, his tufted ears flattening for a moment. Then he turned, looking over his shoulder at Barlo. He took a few steps before looking over his shoulder again.

      Barlo sighed. “All right, I’m coming.”

      Sinstari led him onto a small trail that climbed up the mountainside. Barlo searched his memory of the area. A small cave should lie in this direction. Perhaps it was where the men had made camp.

      Sinstari came to a sudden stop. He looked back with a glare when Barlo bumped into him.

      “My apologies,” Barlo said, “but you could have given me some warning.”

      With what sounded suspiciously like a sigh, Sinstari stepped aside, revealing the body of a sixth man. Barlo looked back down the trail and saw a trail of blood he had failed to notice before. Like the others, he was a Darkling Man felled by an ax wound. It looked like he had fled up the trail, away from the battle below before bleeding out. Barlo rummaged through the man’s belt purse without much hope and was surprised when his probing fingers felt the cool touch of metal. He dumped the contents of the purse on the ground.

      Silver coins flashed in the sunlight. Barlo frowned. Darkling Men didn’t have their own currency. They used bartering and blackmail to get what they wanted. He picked up a coin to inspect it.

      One side was engraved with the likeness of a tower city. Barlo’s stomach tightened. Only one such city existed in Middle Lasniniar. He flipped the coin over, hoping his guess would prove wrong.

      The other side of the coin bore the stern profile of a familiar face—Lord Eranander. Barlo cursed. The former Lord of Belierumar and Golaron’s father, his likeness was still used on all that city’s coinage.
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