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      “Are we there yet?” Barlo asked, allowing a slight moan to creep into his voice.

      Iarion’s brow furrowed. “I think so…”

      “What do you mean, you think so?” Barlo demanded as he did his best to keep pace with his elf friend’s long legs.

      Iarion shrugged. His long, white braids rustled around his shoulders. “I’ve never actually been to Misthaven before.”

      Barlo rolled his eyes. “Well that’s comforting…”

      Iarion looked over his shoulder past his bow and quiver to give the dwarf a dark look with his golden-flecked, sapphire eyes. “Do you want to lead the way?” He cocked a slender eyebrow.

      “Oh, no.” Barlo shook his bearded head. “And miss my chance to complain? Be serious, Iarion.”

      They both fell silent for the next few moments. The only sound was the faint jingle of Barlo’s chain mail. He knew they made an odd pair—not that anyone was around on the well-worn dirt track to see them.

      Iarion glided ahead of him on silent feet with all the innate grace of his kind. Barlo did his best to emulate him. Countless years with the elf had made Barlo more graceful than most dwarves, but he knew there was no comparison. His lips twisted beneath his long, brown whiskers. Iarion was quick to remind him of it, with half-joking comments about Barlo’s ‘tromping,’ as he called it.

      Still, Iarion had little cause to complain this time. Barlo’s heavy boots made hardly any sound against the dirt road that led south along the Mountains of Shadow. The late afternoon air was damp and close beneath the gray, low-hanging clouds, carrying the scent of rain to come. It seemed to muffle all sound like a thick blanket, creating a feeling of isolation.

      And then there was the mist.

      Barlo had somehow forgotten how close they were to the Hills of Mist that bordered the Barrier Mountains to the south, marking the entry to Middle Lasniniar. Pale, translucent fingers of air seemed to brush against Barlo’s feet as he walked, often obscuring the dirt road from view. It carried a thick, earthy smell that filled his mouth with the taste of wet grass.

      Their destination was invisible, hidden by tentacles of the swirling mist. Barlo narrowed his brown eyes in an effort to pierce it, but all he could sense was vague shadows. Anything could be out there, just off the side of the road, and he wouldn’t know it. He stifled a shiver and let his callused fingers wander to the ax that hung from his belt.

      “Couldn’t we have gone to Nal Nungalid instead?” he asked Iarion in a hushed voice.

      He forced himself to admit that his suggestion was at least partially motivated by the idea of running into Paige. The young dwarf orphan who had adopted Barlo as her only family had set out from Melaquenya several months ago in search of her own adventures. His last message from her had outlined her journey to Northern Lasniniar. He knew she was a capable lass, and more than able to take care of herself, but still…

      He trotted forward to walk alongside the elf. The mist was making him uneasy.

      “This is closer,” Iarion said without looking back. His arms swung at ease at his sides.

      Barlo took a measure of comfort from his lack of concern. As much as they both often joked about it, Iarion’s elven eyesight and pointed ears were much more sensitive than his own. Not only that, but Iarion’s survival and fighting skills were the stuff of legend. If he didn’t sense anything in the mist to be worried about…

      Barlo shrugged and returned to peering through the mist. Iarion might have lived for thousands of years and traveled the length of Lasniniar, but Barlo’s own fighting skills were nothing to sneeze at, and he had even managed to save the elf’s skin on more than one occasion.

      No point in letting my guard down.

      His lips tugged in a smile at the idea of noticing an attacker in the mist before Iarion did. Barlo would never let him hear the end of it.

      Iarion wrinkled his nose and continued speaking as if no time had passed. “Besides, the sooner you have a bath, the better.”

      Barlo spluttered, his determination to remain vigilant forgotten. “The sooner I have a bath? We’ve both been traveling for weeks.”

      “Yes, but I’m not wearing chain mail.”

      “So?” Barlo felt his face flush beneath his beard as he suddenly became aware of the metallic funk that had practically become a part of him.

      “You smell like a rusty, old pot.” The Light Elf’s golden-skinned features were expressionless.

      “Oh, and I suppose you smell like roses?” Barlo’s voice was heavy with sarcasm as he rose to the bait.

      Iarion gave a casual shrug, but Barlo thought he saw the corner of the elf’s mouth twitch.

      “I am an elf, Barlo.” He sniffed. “My body is used to wandering out in the open air for weeks at a time, not like some half-grown creature that’s meant to stay deep beneath the ground. It’s just common sense.”

      “Half-grown⁠—”

      Barlo’s words devolved into a stream of Dwarvish curses. Iarion burst out laughing.

      “I don’t care what you say, elf,” Barlo growled when he got a hold of himself. He should know better by now than to spar with Iarion… “I’m walking downwind of you, and you’re just as rank as any dwarf who’s been working at the forge all day.”

      Iarion gave an untroubled smile. “All the more reason for us to find an inn with baths as soon as possible.”

      “Good thing Lodariel’s not here to smell you,” Barlo said with a smirk at his friend’s roundabout admission.

      Iarion’s mate was far to the south, visiting her parents in the jungles of Melahalas with her twin brother, Daroandir. Iarion and Barlo had decided to use her absence as an excuse to make an exploratory foray into the north lands—just like the old days.

      There hadn’t been much to find in the Mountains of Shadow, but Barlo had enjoyed them nonetheless. He was always happy to explore a mountain range he wasn’t as familiar with. But after a few weeks of hard travel, food was running low, and both of them found themselves yearning for an actual bed.

      Hence, the journey to Misthaven—an outpost village of Nal Huraseadro that huddled between the Mountains of Shadow and Hills of Mist.

      Barlo stumbled as he heard a creaking sound somewhere up ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Barlo’s gaze flitted to Iarion, his mouth gone dry and his heart pounding at the idea of an impending battle. The elf’s slender fingers were already at the hilt of the long knife at his belt. Barlo fumbled for his ax with a grim smile.

      Another creak sounded, followed by a sharp snap and string of what sounded like curses in a dialect of the Common Tongue Barlo couldn’t identify. His thick brows furrowed.

      Iarion went still. He peered into the mist for a moment, his eyes narrowing.

      The sun was starting to set somewhere behind the hanging clouds. Night came early at this time of the year, when the days of summer were long over, and winter was just around the corner. Red-tinged darkness began to crowd around them behind the mist.

      Iarion’s hand fell from his knife.

      Barlo watched him stride in the direction of the voices. Barlo followed with a curse of his own.

      He blinked. A colorful, painted wagon with a roof and curtained windows appeared a few steps ahead of them on the road. It lurched at an unsteady angle.

      Barlo’s eyes drifted to a broken wheel, sunk deep into the mud of the road. Three people stood around it in hushed discussion—two men and a woman. A pair of chestnut horses snorted at Iarion and Barlo’s approach. All three people looked up.

      They all wore gaudy clothing—bright silk scarves and crude jewelry that glimmered in the fading light. Like the men, the woman wore breeches instead of a skirt. Her long, blond curls tumbled from her shoulders, framing her heart-shaped face. She was the first to notice Iarion and Barlo’s approach. Her tanned fingers darted for a dagger at her belt as her blue eyes widened.

      “Greetings,” Iarion said in a calm voice in the Common Tongue.

      He held out his hands to show they were empty. Barlo hastily sheathed his ax.

      Both men turned at the sound of his voice. They seemed cut of the same cloth—both had flaming red hair and matching stubble on their ruddy cheeks. The woman’s eyes narrowed.

      “Who be you?” she demanded.

      “My name is Iarion, and this is Barlo. We are on our way to Misthaven.”

      “An elf and a dwarf?” The woman cocked her head. “Even among the Travelers, your kind be rarely seen, and never together.”

      Barlo’s eyes widened in recognition. He had heard of the Travelers—roving bands of mostly Lesser Men and Women who lived out of their wagons—but he had never seen any. They were a more recent phenomenon in Lasniniar, formed of disaffected members of the various tribes that made their homes in the Daran Falnun.

      Iarion shrugged. “Ours is an old friendship. Do you need help with your wagon?”

      The woman gave him a wary look. “My man and his brother be able to fix it. You travel to Misthaven?” She jerked her head in the direction of the road behind her.

      “We’ve been in the mountains for several weeks now,” Iarion said. “We go there in search of an inn for the night.”

      The woman gave them both a measuring look. Barlo found himself admiring the lass’s pluck. Both men clearly deferred to her.

      Her fingers fell from her knife.

      “I be Nalla.” She raised her chin. “This be my man, Pell, and his brother Coll.”

      Each man nodded in turn—not that it mattered much to Barlo, since they both looked almost exactly alike, aside from Pell being the taller of the pair. Both men were lean and wiry looking beneath the rolled up sleeves of their colorful tunics.

      “Nice to meet you,” Barlo said in a dry voice.

      Nalla’s tan face flushed. “We be not usually so wary, but after the welcome we be receiving in the town, and the wagon wheel…” She gave a half-shrug of apology.

      Barlo frowned. “What be happ—” He shook his head. The girl’s strange way of speaking was contagious. “What happened in Misthaven?”

      Her feature’s tightened. “We Travelers be going wherever we please. We be making our own way in the world.” She drew herself up. Pell and Coll nodded in agreement.

      “We be doing odd jobs in each village we visit in trade for food and goods,” she continued. “We be bringing goods from across Northern Lasniniar to places where they be new and valuable. But we be not always welcome.” Her expression darkened.

      Barlo exchanged a look with Iarion and chose his next words with care. “It seems I might have heard rumors about the Travelers… Something along the lines of, ah, transferring ownership of valuable items without payment?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Lies!” Nalla spat. “None of the Travelers be thieves. That be a rumor started by city folk who be afraid of their children running off with us.”

      Barlo shared a look with Iarion. He had no doubt that Nalla believed what she was saying. And it actually made sense. There were many among the Greater Men and Women who made their homes in the cities and villages who looked down their noses at their Lesser cousins for their shorter lifespans and tribal way of life.

      But hers wasn’t the only band of Travelers roaming Lasniniar. What were the odds none of them were thieves? It would have been simple enough, drifting from one town to the next, always taking their leave before anyone noticed anything was missing…

      “So the people of Misthaven weren’t very friendly towards you,” Iarion said after a moment had passed.

      Nalla gave an annoyed shrug. “We be used to people being unfriendly. This be different.”

      Barlo’s thick brows furrowed. “How?”

      Nalla considered a moment before answering. “At sunset, all the people be shutting themselves inside and locking their doors. No one be smiling—not even the few little ones. They be not even talking to strangers.”

      She met Iarion and Barlo’s eyes in turn.

      “The people of Misthaven be scared.”

      “Scared?” Barlo frowned. “Scared of what?”

      Nalla shrugged. “I be not knowing. But I be thinking you be not welcome there.”

      Barlo sighed. The damp of the mist surrounding them seemed to have soaked through all of his clothing beneath his chain mail, chilling him to the bone. The idea of spending yet another night lying on the cold, hard ground in his bedroll when a village was so close at hand with an inn and bathhouse waiting made him want to pull out his whiskers in frustration.

      Nalla gave them an awkward look. “I’d be offering our wagon for the night, but it already be cramped with Coll’s wife and children inside…”

      Barlo’s eyes widened. There were more people crammed inside that thing? His eyes rolled to the brightly-painted wagon. For the first time, he noticed the muffled sounds of children’s voices behind the curtained window.

      Huh. Maybe it’s bigger in there than it looks.

      “Thank you, Nalla,” Iarion said with a smile. “But I think we’ll take our chances in Misthaven.”

      Nalla shook her head. “Don’t be saying I didn’t warn you. We be here if you change your mind and want to be sharing your fire with us for the Harvest Festival. It be taking until at least tomorrow to fix the wheel.”

      Iarion nodded. “We’ll keep that in mind.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you make of all that?” Barlo asked Iarion in a hushed voice as soon as they worked their way around the collapsed wagon to continue down the dirt road.

      The sky was almost dark now. Between the lengthening shadows and the mist, Barlo could barely see anything a few feet in front of him. He looked back over his shoulder.

      Impossible as it seemed, it was as if the gaudy wagon had been swallowed up behind them. There was no sign of Nalla, Pell, or Coll. The road around them was silent once more.

      Iarion shrugged. “Maybe the people of Misthaven just don’t like Travelers.”

      Barlo snorted. “Or maybe there’s something else going on. Nalla didn’t strike me as a fool.”

      Iarion was silent for a moment. “You’re right. But there’s only one way to find out.”

      “I was afraid of that…” Barlo shook his head with a sigh. “I suppose it was too much to hope that we might have an uneventful trip this time around?”

      The elf gave him a dubious look. “Since when has that ever happened? Besides, I thought that was why we went on all these journeys in the first place.”

      “What, to get ourselves neck-deep in trouble? Or I suppose chest-deep in your case—assuming we’re using dwarf measurement.” He gestured upward at his friend.

      Iarion raised a slender, white brow. “If you wanted a relaxing time, we could have just stayed in Melaquenya.”

      Barlo gnawed at his bearded lip. He knew the elf was right. Why else go wandering the lands in search of adventure? The problem was when he was with Iarion, he didn’t have to look that hard. He didn’t mind a little bit of excitement, and maybe even a battle to get the blood pumping. But when you put him and Iarion together, you never knew what was going to happen.

      Which was probably how they had ended up being best friends.

      Barlo spared a brief thought for Melaquenya’s hot springs. Unlike the elves who made the ancient forest their home, he wasn’t as casual about getting undressed in public, but the idea of sinking up to his beard in warm, bubbling water right now, surrounded by the fresh scent of soap root filled him with longing.

      He uttered another sigh. “I suppose a bath at the local inn with have to do. I just hope they don’t turn us away…”

      “You’d better let me do the talking then,” Iarion said.

      Barlo shot him a suspicious look. “Why? You know I’m much better at bargaining than you.”

      Iarion’s lips twitched. “Because if the innkeeper smells you first, it might knock him unconscious.”
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        * * *

      

      The streets of Misthaven were empty. Barlo and Iarion had arrived just before the village gate had been closed for the night. The guards had grudgingly allowed them to pass before locking up and scurrying to their homes for the night. Barlo watched them go with a snort of contempt.

      “Don’t take guarding the gate very seriously once the sun goes down, do they?”

      He eyed the crude, stone wall. He could tell from just looking at it, it had been erected recently. It was no dwarven work, that was for certain. Definitely a rush job.

      He rolled his eyes. “Even I could climb over that thing if I wanted to.”

      Iarion shrugged. “It must make them feel safer. Come on. Let’s try to find an inn.”

      “A village this size, I doubt there’s more than one…” Barlo muttered to himself.

      The guards hadn’t stuck around long enough for Iarion or Barlo to ask them for directions. Iarion selected the largest fork of the dirt road that led down the center of the village. Barlo trotted after him, his bearded head swiveling from side to side.

      There was no sign of anyone else outside. Squat houses of mortar and stone with thatched roofs huddled in the gathering darkness. Slivers of candlelight peeked through the seams of drawn curtains in a few of the windows. Once or twice, Barlo caught sight of moving shadows behind the fabric.

      A chill wind blew across the town. It carried the curling, white mist with it, along with a trail of dry leaves that rasped across the ground as they went. Barlo almost jumped as he heard the harsh caw of a crow in the eerie silence.

      Iarion led the way past what appeared to be the village marketplace. The stalls were empty, aside from decorations made of dried corn husks and a few gourds, too large to bother carting away. They seemed somehow forlorn in the flickering light of the torches that lined the street. Barlo breathed in the familiar scent of burning pitch.

      So the villagers lit the torches, but stayed locked inside their homes after dark? Why bother lighting them at all…

      Unless Nalla’s right.

      If the villagers were afraid of what lurked in the darkness, the torches might make them feel safer.

      He looked up as he realized Iarion had slowed to a halt. A large, ramshackle building stood ahead of them, dead in the center of the village. The windows were heavily curtained, but a wooden sign carved with a picture of a foaming tankard swung in the evening breeze with a dry creak.

      “Looks inviting,” Barlo muttered.

      Iarion visibly steeled himself and went to open the heavy, wooden door.

      It didn’t budge.

      “Here, let me try,” Barlo said as he shouldered the elf aside, ignoring Iarion’s dubious look.

      Barlo grasped the door handle with both hands and pulled.

      Nothing happened.

      “Huh. It must be locked.”

      Iarion raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you think?”

      Barlo shook his head. “But why lock up the inn? I mean, I get not being inviting and all, but surely the locals come here at the end of the day to get a drink… And it’s the Harvest Festival tonight!”

      “There are definitely people in there,” Iarion said as he cocked his head. “I can hear them.”

      Barlo narrowed his eyes and strained his ears. Sure enough, he caught the faint sounds of murmured voices.

      Barlo raised his fist and pounded on the door.

      “Hey! Open up!” he shouted at full volume. Iarion winced.

      The muffled voices fell silent.

      A long moment passed.

      Barlo shook his head in annoyance. “This is ridiculous.”

      “We know you’re in there…” he called out. “We just want a room for the night.”

      Silence.

      “Look, if you don’t open this door, I have an ax that will do the job for me.”

      Barlo slid his ax from his belt and hoisted it. He caught sight of a curtain twitching out of the corner of his eye.

      “Great way to start making friends, Barlo,” Iarion said in a dry voice. “I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to meet us now… Didn’t we agree I should do the talking?”

      Barlo opened his mouth to respond, but then he heard the sound of footsteps from behind the door. A moment later, there was a dry rasp of a bar sliding free. The door opened a crack to reveal a wizened man’s seamed, bronze-skinned face in the sliver of warmth and light that came from behind him.

      “Who are you?” he demanded in a voice that crackled with age.

      Barlo brandished his ax. “We’re the ones who are going to chop down this door if you don’t⁠—”

      Iarion stepped in front of him with an apologetic smile. “Forgive my friend. My name is Iarion, and this is Barlo. We’ve been on the road for some time now, and are in great need of a place to rest.” His golden-flecked sapphire eyes drifted to Barlo. “He gets testy when he hasn’t bathed in a few days.”

      The man’s watery, blue eyes narrowed, darting from Iarion to Barlo and back again.

      “Please,” Iarion said in a wheedling tone. “The guards at the gate let us in, but now we need a place to sleep for the night. We can pay…” He raised a leather pouch from his belt and jingled it.

      Barlo stifled a groan.

      How many times have I told him to bargain first, before throwing our money around?

      The man held his measuring gaze a moment longer. “Very well,” he rasped with ill grace. “I suppose you can stay—but just for the one night. And your friend had better put that ax of his away first.” He gave Barlo a meaningful look.

      Barlo slid the ax back into his belt. “I only meant to use it to get us inside,” he grumbled. “What kind of inn locks its doors after nightfall?”

      The man shook his head. “You’re not from around here, are you?” He swung the door open and stepped aside. “Come on, now. You’d best get in quick. We’ve been out here blathering too much already.”

      Iarion slipped through the opening with Barlo on his heels. The old man peered out at the darkened street behind them with a wary look before closing and barring the door behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Barlo blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust.

      The first thing he noticed was the heat. It bathed the skin of his bearded face and eased through the layers of his damp clothing, suffusing him with warmth. He breathed it in with a sigh. Now this was more like it…

      The rich smell of roasting meat came from the direction of a pair of swinging doors at the far end of the open common room, making his mouth water. He couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed a home-cooked meal.

      The walls were decorated with hunting trophies, as well as more decorations of dried corn, in honor of the harvest festival. His gaze snagged on a bundle of garlic hanging near the front door beside him.

      Strange. He didn’t remember garlic as one of the usual Harvest Festival decorations…

      A fire crackled merrily in a large, stone fireplace across the room. Several battered, round tables surrounded by wooden chairs stood about, illuminated by candlelight. Only one of them was occupied—the one closest to the fire.

      Several men in rough, working clothes of drab colors were staring at them. All of them had the bronze skin that marked them as Greater Men.

      “Hello,” Barlo called out with a wave in an effort to make up for his destructive threats only a few moments before.

      The men turned away as one and started muttering among themselves. A few of them cast suspicious glances over their shoulders.

      “Don’t bother my other customers,” the old man said with a frown. He wiped his bony hands on the stained apron tied around his waist in an absent gesture.

      Barlo shrugged. “I was just trying to be friendly. By the way, what’s your name? I didn’t catch it earlier.”

      “That’s because I didn’t mention it.” The old man’s lips formed a hard line. “It’s Withen. You said you had money, yes?” His white-tufted head swung in Iarion’s direction.

      Iarion nodded. “How much for a meal and a room? We’ll also want a bath, if that’s possible.”

      “Ten silvers.” Withen held out his withered hand as Iarion handed over the payment before Barlo could stop him. “Bathhouse is downstairs. The water will be warm for another hour or so. Now take a seat, and my wife will bring you out something to eat.” He jerked his stubbled chin in the direction of the tables.

      “Thank you,” Iarion said with a smile, which Withen ignored.

      The innkeeper took Iarion’s coins and shuffled off behind a counter near the swinging doors that Barlo suspected led to the kitchen.

      Iarion wove between the empty tables and selected one beside where all the men sat. He made the choice seem casual, but Barlo caught several of the villagers giving them wary looks as they fell silent.

      “It’s been a long day,” Iarion said to Barlo in a voice pitched a shade louder than usual. “I don’t know about you, but I want to warm up.”

      “Definitely,” Barlo agreed, taking his cue. He swung off his dripping cloak and hung it over the back of an empty chair to dry.

      “I wonder what the food is like here,” Iarion asked in his too-loud voice.

      Barlo snorted. “I’m sure they can find you some vegetables, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Iarion was a Light Elf, and did not eat meat. Barlo however, did not have any such restrictions.

      After a few more moments of Iarion and Barlo’s seemingly casual small talk, the men sitting at the nearby table seemed to relax and return to their conversations. Barlo wanted to remain silent and try to listen, but he suspected if he did, the men would stop talking once more.

      Iarion seemed to have the same idea, because the elf continued with a stream of empty chatter until a sturdy-looking woman with graying dark hair arrived at their table with a steaming tray of food. She wore a serviceable brown dress, and her bronze features were careworn, but she was a handsome woman. Barlo suspected she had been striking in her younger years.

      Her dark hair and blue eyes reminded him of Narilga. He forced down a pang of sorrow. His wife had been gone for some time now, but the memory of her was never far away.

      The woman’s dark-blue gaze took in her elf and dwarf guests with a flicker of interest.

      “Mutton and vegetable stew,” she said as she placed a pair of battered wooden bowls on the table. “Fresh bread—baked this morning, and some mead.” She placed a pair of metal tankards down with a dull thud. Foam sloshed over the sides.

      Barlo brightened at the mention of ale. “From Nal Huraseadro?” It was his favorite—after dwarven ale, of course.

      The woman shook her head. “We brew it ourselves. Most people ’round here can’t afford the stuff from Nal Huraseadro.”

      “Oh.” Barlo’s face fell until he saw Iarion giving him a pointed look. “Well, I’m sure this will be just as welcome after the journey we’ve had.” He did his best to make it sound convincing.

      “Is this the extent of your Harvest Festival?” Iarion leaned forward to ask her with a questioning look.

      The woman flushed. “It is this year.”

      “But where is everyone?” Iarion pressed. “Where is the music and dancing? Where are the women and children?”

      Barlo wasn’t sure whether it was his imagination, but he could have sworn the woman flinched at the mention of children. She hesitated before answering.

      “We’ve had some dark times here recently,” she said. Her gaze darted to a worn-looking yarn doll that rested on the stone mantle of the fireplace. “People feel safer in their own homes after the sun goes down. This lot will probably only be here for another hour before clearing out.” She jerked her head in the direction of the men sitting at the nearby table.

      “Bella, those strangers aren’t bothering you, are they?” one of the men leaned back in his chair to ask with a look of warning. He stroked at his brown mustache.

      Barlo bristled. “We were just asking a few questions. No need to get your breeches in a twist.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, but Barlo didn’t flinch. He hadn’t fought ogres, shapeshifters, and a kraken to be intimidated by some local yokel in a backwater village—no matter how many friends he had with him.

      The man scowled. “Well you should learn to mind your own business.” He gave the serving woman a meaningful look before turning back around again.

      Bella scooped up her tray and strode away with a mumble of apology before disappearing behind the swinging doors.

      Barlo and Iarion exchanged confused looks. Barlo shrugged and decided to focus on his meal. He wasn’t a huge fan of mutton, but it smelled good. From what he could tell, Bella had added a variety of savory herbs and spices—a far cry from the dried meat rations he had been breaking his jaw on for the past few weeks.

      Iarion scooped out the chunks of meat from his own bowl and added them to Barlo’s. Barlo nodded in approval. He dipped a thick slice of brown bread into the broth and took a bite. His lips stretched in a smile. The stew was rich and flavorful. He followed with an experimental sip of mead.

      “Hm…” He took another sip. “You know, it’s not bad.”

      Iarion raised an eyebrow at him. “You’ve got foam in your beard.”

      Barlo’s fingers darted to his damp whiskers in an effort to wipe it away before deciding it didn’t matter. Who was he trying to impress anyway? It wasn’t like the villagers wanted to make friends.

      He and Iarion ate for the next several moments in companionable silence. It was the perfect opportunity for them to listen to the men sitting nearby. Snatches of muttered conversation reached them over the sounds of their own scraping spoons and Barlo’s grunts of satisfaction.

      “Should we try to look again, do you think?”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “A few of the children swear they’ve seen Saren near the graveyard…” someone said in a low voice. “Not just the younger ones either. What if they’re right, and she’s still out there somewhere?”

      Barlo shifted in his seat and strained his ears.

      “Don’t let Bella or Withen hear you saying that. They’ve mourned enough already. First their only son dies of a fever, and then his wife dies in childbirth… No need to give them false hope.”

      “I still say we should have searched that Traveler wagon.” Barlo recognized the sullen voice of the man with the mustache. “What if they’re the ones behind everything? Everyone knows they kidnap children. My cousin Verel in Nal Nungalid⁠—”

      “Enough about your cousin Verel,” one of the men snapped in an exasperated tone. “We’ve all heard about how he claims Travelers took his neighbor’s son. The boy ran off, is more like it. Your cousin Verel has a story for everything. Besides, folks started going missing long before we had any Travelers come to the village.”

      Barlo resisted the urge to voice his approval.

      “But what if they’re taking advantage of the situation?” someone asked. “It could be both—Travelers and… something else. Everyone knows you can’t trust the Travelers.”

      “That’s true,” another man chimed in. “The Travelers are tricky customers.”

      “See? That’s why I messed with their wagon wheel when they weren’t looking,” Verel’s cousin said with a trace of smugness.

      Barlo met Iarion’s gaze as the man with the mustache continued his bragging.

      “If we find out in the morning that anyone’s gone missing, at least they won’t have gotten far.”
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        * * *

      

      Barlo and Iarion lingered over their meal until the group of men finished their drinks and started getting ready to leave about a half hour later. Withen came out to collect their payment with murmured thanks as chair legs scraped against the worn, wooden floor. Coins chinked as he tucked them in his apron pocket. The men brushed past Iarion and Barlo’s table, filling the air with the scent of mead as they went.

      The innkeeper lit them a torch from the fireplace and handed it over with a solemn expression. “Happy Harvest. Best be getting home quickly now. At least there’s a full moon.”

      One of the drab-looking men accepted the torch with a nod. “Happy Harvest. We’ll see you tomorrow, Withen.” Barlo recognized his voice of the man who had spoken up on the Travelers’ behalf.

      Withen slid the bar free from the front door to let them out. He was quick to close it again as soon as the men were clear. He slid the heavy, wooden bar back home with a thud before turning to face Barlo and Iarion.

      “Anything else?” he asked in an uninviting voice as he surveyed their empty bowls and tankards.

      Barlo opened his mouth to answer. He was stuffed, and well content, but another round of mead wouldn’t be amiss…

      “We’re fine, thank you,” Iarion said with a pointed look in Barlo’s direction. “Just a bath and bed are all we need now.”

      Withen nodded. “As I said earlier, bath’s downstairs. You can take the first room upstairs on the right.”

      Barlo found himself wondering whether it mattered which room they took, since all of them were probably empty. He rose from his seat with a groan of contentment. He was almost tempted to go right to bed, and bother the bath.

      But he knew Iarion would never let him get away with it.

      Iarion rose to his feet with his usual, silent grace. Withen gave them both a warning look.

      “The front door stays barred until morning,” he said. “Don’t even think about going outside until then.”

      Iarion nodded. “Understood.”

      Withen’s watery, blue gaze held them for a moment longer before he turned to clear up the table. Iarion walked in the direction of the basement stairs, gesturing for Barlo to follow. There was a fey glimmer in the elf’s golden-flecked, sapphire eyes that Barlo knew all too well.

      Barlo waited until they were several steps down the narrow, lantern-lit stairs before uttering the obvious question.

      “We’re not going to bed after this, are we?”

      “No.” Iarion’s voice drifted back to him from two steps below on the creaking stairs.

      Barlo sighed. “Then what are we doing?” He suspected he already knew the answer.

      Iarion looked back at him with a grin.

      “Going outside, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      “Was the bath really necessary?” Barlo asked in a breathless voice as he and Iarion scaled the stone wall that circled the village sometime later. “I’m going to need another one before the night is through.”

      Despite his earlier bragging about how easily he could climb the poorly-constructed wall, his callused fingers scrabbled against the uneven stone as his booted feet searched blindly for footholds. His long beard was still damp from bathing, chilling him in the cool, autumn air, but his brow prickled with sweat. The fresh scent of soap warred with the metallic tang of his rusted chain mail.

      Iarion was already waiting for him on the top of the wall, of course. He had climbed up like a spider, seemingly without effort. He peered down at Barlo in a low crouch, his long white braids hanging around his face like a curtain.

      “Yes.” The elf’s voice held no inflection, and Barlo couldn’t see his face in the shadows, but he still got the impression Iarion was smiling down at him.

      “Care to elaborate?” Barlo grumbled as he finally reached the top with a huff. He flopped down for a moment to rest.

      Getting out of the inn had been much easier. He had used a rope from his pack to climb from their second-story room. Iarion had climbed down second, untying the rope and scaling the inn’s walls by hand.

      “First of all, I doubt Withen fell asleep quickly with a pair of strangers staying in his inn. We needed to convince him we were staying put by bathing and going up to our room.” Iarion’s voice was matter-of-fact as he began his silent descent down the outside of the wall. He was swallowed by the swirling mist in moments.

      “And?” Barlo prompted, knowing he would probably regret doing so as he forced himself to follow the elf down.

      Iarion’s voice drifted up to him like a phantom. “And we don’t want whatever’s out here to smell us coming.”

      “Well we probably should have taken the time to work the rust off my armor then,” Barlo grumbled to himself.

      He disliked the sensation of putting on soiled clothes and armor after a bath. He felt itchy all over.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” he asked as he climbed down. It was slow work. The mist had coated the outside of the stone wall with a film of moisture.

      “Well, we know something or someone is abducting people from the village,” Iarion said from wherever he was in the mist below.

      “Are they killing them, do you think?” Barlo asked. “Wait, can you see me down there? How much further before I reach the ground?” It was impossible for him to tell with all the mist.

      “You can probably drop from where you are.”

      Barlo flattened his palms against the stone wall and pushed. He fell backward through the air for a few feet before knocking into something behind him. He landed on the ground with a jingling thud.

      “Ow.” He turned around to find Iarion scowling at him. “What did you push off like that for?” The elf demanded. He was rubbing at his chest.

      Barlo snorted. “You’re the one who can see in this stuff… Why didn’t you get out of the way?”

      “Because I assumed you would just let go and drop to the ground like a normal person.” Iarion gave him a flat look. “You’re no lightweight, you know.”

      “I’m the perfect weight for a dwarf my size,” Barlo huffed.

      “Not after that meal at the inn, you’re not,” Iarion muttered in a voice pitched just loud enough for Barlo to hear. “The chain mail doesn’t help either.”

      Barlo flushed in the darkness. “Are you going to keep grumbling, or are we going to get on with this?” It was a good thing there were no guards on duty with all the ruckus they were making…

      Iarion rolled his eyes. “Let’s go then.” He led the way toward the dirt road. “And yes, I think it’s possible whatever is taking the villagers is killing them.”

      “But one of the men mentioned a child…” Barlo frowned as he tried to remember. “Saren? Anyway, he said some of the other children had seen her.”

      Iarion nodded without looking back. “Withen and Bella’s granddaughter.”

      Barlo’s eyes widened. “You think? Huh. I suppose that makes sense. The men were afraid to let them know about it, and then there was the mention of them losing their son and his wife after she gave birth…”

      “And don’t forget the doll on the mantelpiece,” Iarion added.

      Barlo stroked his beard. He remembered Bella’s eyes darting toward it. “Right. So do you think anyone really saw Saren then? Maybe it really is some kind of kidnapping scheme, and she escaped.”

      “Maybe.” Iarion’s voice was dubious.

      “But you don’t think so,” Barlo prompted.

      Iarion shrugged. “If she escaped, why didn’t she go back home?”

      “So what’s your theory then?”

      Iarion hesitated. “I’m not sure. But I figure we can start with Nalla.”

      Barlo stumbled on the uneven road. “You think the Travelers might actually be responsible?”

      “Not especially, but we need to start somewhere,” Iarion said. “And now that we know a little more about why the villagers are so unwelcoming to outsiders, we know what questions to ask.”

      “I’ll let you ask the questions then,” Barlo said as he regained his footing. “I don’t much fancy making Nalla angry. That lass is a feisty one.”

      “So I get to do all the dirty work?” Iarion asked in a dry voice.

      Barlo smirked. “Just use some of your legendary elven tact.”

      “So I shouldn’t threaten to chop down their wagon door with an ax?” Iarion looked back at him over his shoulder and raised a slender eyebrow.

      Barlo scowled. “Hey, that actually worked. Withen opened the door, didn’t he?”

      Iarion sighed. “Just remember to let me do the talking this time.”
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        * * *

      

      Even though Barlo remembered where the Travelers’ wagon was, he found himself blinking in surprise as it seemed to suddenly materialize from the swirling mist. The sky overhead had cleared somewhat, revealing a bright, full moon that hung low on the horizon.

      The gaudy colors of the wagon were washed out by the surrounding darkness. It sat like a hulking beast in the middle of the dirt road.

      A crackling fire had been lit just off the road nearby. Several figures sat around it while children with tanned, ruddy faces ran about with giggles and shouts of merriment to the accompaniment of a lively fiddle. The lingering smells of roasting meat hung in the air, making Barlo wonder whether he might get the opportunity of a second dinner.

      One of the children noticed them first—a young boy with a thatch of blond hair. The rest stumbled to a stop a moment later as the adults turned to look, their shadowy outlines illuminated by the flying sparks of the fire. The skirling notes of the fiddle fell silent. Nalla rose to her feet to greet them, her golden curls seeming to glow in the firelight.

      “Welcome back,” she said in a dry voice. “I be thinking we be seeing you again.” She gestured toward the fire. “Please be joining us.”

      Iarion gave her a nod. “Thank you.”

      He and Barlo settled themselves on the grass near the fire while the rest of the Travelers watched. A woman with her hair bound by a shimmering scarf herded the children off to bed in the wagon, ignoring their sullen protests—Coll’s wife, Barlo guessed.

      “So,” Nalla said once she had sat back down on an outcropping of rock. “What kind of welcome be you finding in Misthaven?”

      Iarion shrugged. “It was pretty much as you told us.”

      “See?” Nalla shook her head with a tight smile. “I be right.”

      The woman in the headscarf returned and began pouring something from a battered kettle hanging over the fire into scuffed tin cups that were passed around.

      Iarion and Barlo each accepted one with questioning looks.

      “Blue mushroom tea,” Nalla said as she read their expressions. “In honor of the Harvest Festival. That be why Jana be putting the little ones to bed.” She nodded in the direction of the woman with the headscarf.

      Barlo gave the contents of his tin cup a dubious look. The liquid was murky in the flickering light of the fire, but he could smell the familiar, earthy aroma of mushrooms over the scents of woodsmoke and cooked meat.

      Dwarves often cooked with the mushrooms and other fungi that grew beneath the mountains where they made their home. Barlo hadn’t had anything like that since…

      Well, since the last time he had visited Dwarvenhome—and that was some time ago. With Narilga gone, and Barlo making his new home among the elves at Melaquenya, he found himself visiting his old home less and less.

      He was surprised to find humans drinking such a thing. He thought dwarves were the only ones who liked to use mushrooms in their cooking. Iarion, Pell, Coll, and Jana each had a cup of their own. Nalla was the only one without.

      “You don’t celebrate with us?” Iarion asked her with a pointed look at her empty hands.

      Nalla’s lips stretched in a secretive smile. “Not this year.”

      Barlo’s gaze slid to Iarion, but the elf wasn’t paying any attention. He was watching the Travelers.

      First Pell took a sip of his tea, and then Coll and Jana. Iarion shrugged and sipped at his own cup. Barlo followed suit.

      The warm liquid was surprisingly rich and smooth, followed by a strange tingle. It filled his mouth with the taste of growing things.

      “Hm. Not bad.”

      Iarion looked as if he were about to say something before Barlo drank the rest down. He saw the elf give an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Barlo shrugged.

      I suppose he thinks I should have better manners or something.

      “Can I ask you something?” Iarion said to Nalla while everyone else drank their tea. Nalla nodded.

      Iarion took a deep breath. “The villagers say some of their children have gone missing.”

      “And you think we be knowing something about that because we be Travelers?” Her lips twisted as she shook her head. “I be thinking you and your friend be different from the foolish village folk.”
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