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      Iarion Carivanyar—longest-lived of the Shadow Elves, wanderer of Lasniniar, friend of dwarves, humans, and the Learnéd, and scourge of goblins, ogres, and trolls alike—knew when he had been defeated. He had allowed his opponent to outmaneuver him, and now he must pay the price. He bowed his head in acknowledgment and reached for his belt.

      “Nineteen silver pieces?” he repeated the final offer in the Common Tongue with only the faintest hope the dwarven merchant might reconsider.

      “That’s right,” the merchant said as he extended a hand with sturdy, callused fingers, palm-upward.

      Iarion uttered a sigh and loosened the strings of his leather purse. After a moment to make certain he had withdrawn the proper amount (nineteen silvers for a pair of starsilver hair combs decorated with lesser gems was already highway robbery as it was), he clinked the stack of coins into the merchant’s palm.

      The dwarf’s lips tightened in a smile beneath his gray beard as the money changed hands, his eyes gleaming at the sight of it.

      “I’ll just put them in a gift box for you,” he said. “No charge.”

      Iarion resisted the urge to roll his silver-flecked sapphire eyes. He knew well enough his nineteen silvers ought to include complimentary gift wrap. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling as the merchant carefully placed the pair of combs into a simple, fabric-lined wooden box that smelled faintly of cedar. He presented the final product with a flourish.

      “Happy Solstice. I hope your niece enjoys them.”

      To the dwarf’s credit, he barely stumbled over the word ‘niece.’ Even though Iarion had been visiting Dwarvenhome for years, and was best friends with Barlo, the mountain hall’s Chief of Clans, the age-long enmity between dwarves and elves ran deep. Despite his show of reluctance, Iarion had been happy to have the various merchants of Dwarvenhome’s market fleece him. If dwarves loved anything, it was getting the better end of a bargain. Being bested by an elf wouldn’t have gone over well at all. Not that Iarion cared about squandering his coin anyway. What else did he have to spend it on? Besides, it was Solstice. He was happy to splurge on Barlo and his wife and children, who had become an adopted family to him.

      Iarion nodded his thanks to the merchant and added the box to the growing assortment of packages in his arms. Thankfully, it was his last purchase. He already had a marble mixing bowl and matching cutting board for Barlo’s wife, Narilga, which weighed heavily in the pile. Then there was the tooled leather scabbard he had bought to match the dagger Barlo and his wife were gifting their eldest son, Khalid, and a fanciful mobile of frolicking moles and badgers wrought of intricately shaped metal for their new son, Fidar.

      Iarion knew Ralla would love the jeweled hair combs. Barlo’s middle child had lovely dark hair, and even though the jewels were lesser gems, they had enough sparkle to please a young dwarven girl. For Barlo, he had purchased a starsilver-wrought beard-grooming set that included an embossed pair of scissors, comb, brush, straight razor, and mirror. (Like every male dwarf, Barlo was proud of his beard, and was even a regular competitor in Dwarvenhome’s annual facial hair competition, Bristle Brawl.) Now all Iarion had to do was wrap everything.

      Even though the packages were awkward in his arms, Iarion balanced them with the ease and grace of his kind. His lips stretched in a smile as he imagined everyone’s reactions on Solstice morning. He was quite pleased with his haul, and happy to be spending another Solstice in Dwarvenhome, even though most of the dwarf inhabitants still looked in askance at his pointed ears, dusky skin, and long, silver braids when they thought he wasn’t paying attention. (The fact that they were forced to crane their necks to do so probably didn’t help Iarion’s case either.)

      Iarion had spent Solstice in many places during the thousands of years he had wandered Lasniniar. In the beginning, he had celebrated with his own tribe within the Shadow Elves (the Wood Elves), until all those who had been family or friends eventually passed on, leaving him on his own. For many years, he had spent the holiday alone, during his travels across the continent, with only birds and animals—and the occasional horde of attacking goblins—for company. In more recent years, he had passed Solstice among the Sea Elves. They were a solemn tribe, but the holiday brought some levity. The Wild Elves, on the other hand, used the excuse of Solstice to be even more raucous than usual—a feat Iarion had deemed impossible until he had witnessed it for himself.

      It might seem strange for him to want to spend the holiday among the dwarves, instead of his own kind, but after his unlikely first meeting with Barlo, and their ensuing adventures together over the past few years, Barlo, Narilga, and the children had become family to Iarion in a way that none of the elves ever had. Iarion felt honored to be included in their celebrations and enjoyed spending the holidays in their company—even though this year had already proved a bit more stressful than usual.

      The dwarves of Dwarvenhome celebrated Solstice with their own set of traditions. Most of them were normal enough, and not unlike the festivities of the elves during this time of year. (It seemed strange that a race that lived almost entirely underground would celebrate the longest night of the year, but if Iarion had learned anything over the past few years since he had met Barlo, it was that dwarves loved any excuse for a good feast and some heavy drinking.) Solstice Eve and the following morning were spent with close family, with lots of food and presents. Dinner on Solstice Day was an affair that involved every dwarf in the mountain hall, with a feast that lasted long into the night, where everyone could visit with friends and fellow clan mates.

      …But then there was the Festival Throwdown.

      During the week leading up to Solstice Day, teams of dwarves worked to decorate the underground halls and galleries of Dwarvenhome. The work was completed in utmost secrecy, with no one other than the assigned team getting a peek at the results until the official tour on Solstice Day, when the people of Dwarvenhome would vote to decide who had done the most spectacular job.

      Barlo had never participated during the years Iarion had known him. But now that Khalid and Ralla were old enough to assist with the decorating, Barlo had taken to the idea with wild enthusiasm—and he had roped Iarion into helping as well.

      Iarion knew he had been lucky to sneak off to do some shopping. Like every other male dwarf Iarion had ever encountered, Barlo was fiercely competitive. And while Iarion’s friend was no doubt enjoying spending the time with his children, he was obsessed with coming in first place. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be disappointed, or things might get ugly once the drinking started after the winner was announced.

      Iarion balanced his packages and turned to start walking the smooth stone street in the direction that led toward Barlo’s home when an agitated voice caught his attention and made him pause. The acoustics of the underground halls made everything echo, adding to the babel of voices from shoppers and merchants alike. Iarion had paid the overlapping conversations little attention as he had browsed the various stalls. But he honed in on the words of this speaker immediately.

      “…If that pompous ass Barlo wins, I’m going to rip his beard out.”
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        * * *

      

      “Now, Bilmalg, you can’t go talking about the Chief of Clans that way,” a male dwarf chided.

      Bilmalg… Iarion searched his memory and realized the name belonged to Barlo’s Bristle Brawl nemesis. The pair of them had actually come to blows after the first competition Iarion had witnessed. (To be fair, most of Dwarvenhome had come to blows after the Bristle Brawl incident. It was a long story.)

      “You don’t understand,” Bilmalg said, his voice low and intense. “Barlo always gets everything he wants. He’s been on a winning streak in Bristle Brawl ever since that travesty a few years ago, and now this!”

      “Come on, lad,” the other dwarf said. Iarion heard an accompanying slap on the back as he subtly worked his way closer. “Don’t go selling yourself short. You beat him two years in a row before that. And you still win the Artistic category every year.”

      “But not the Overall,” Bilmalg grumbled.

      As Iarion drew nearer, he saw the dwarf shake his head, his lustrous red-gold beard sweeping against his broad chest. A gentle chime accompanied the movement. It seemed Bilmalg had decorated his beard with tiny starsilver bells in honor of the season.

      Bilmalg’s brows lowered in a scowl. “Besides, it’s not just the Brawl.”

      For a moment, Bilmalg’s companion hesitated before replying. Iarion realized the dwarf had caught sight of him in the crowd. (It wasn’t exactly easy to blend in when you were at least a foot taller than everyone else.) Iarion made a show of inspecting the wares of a nearby stall, which seemed to specialize in cunningly made joke items. Unfortunately, the merchant was just demonstrating the effectiveness of what must have been some kind of stink bomb. Iarion wrinkled his nose against a sulfurous stench.

      He peered over at Bilmalg and his friend from the corner of his eye. Even though the other dwarf had spotted him and had to suspect he was within hearing distance, given the well-known properties of elven ears, the dwarf had no way of knowing Iarion understood the Dwarven Tongue. The language was kept secret, and never taught to outsiders. But Iarion was no stranger to foreign languages. He spoke Elvish, Common, and even the Black Tongue, thanks to the time he had become an unintentional guest of an unusually loquacious mountain troll during a snowstorm. (Fortunately, the troll had just devoured a bear, and had no interest in Iarion beyond an after-dinner conversationalist. Iarion sometimes found himself wondering how Narbruluk was faring.)

      “You’re not still hung up on her, are you?” the other dwarf asked Bilmalg, his voice lowering as he spoke.

      Iarion resisted the urge to frown. Her?

      “Everyone in Dwarvenhome knows I was courting Narilga before Barlo came along and stole her from right under my nose.” Bilmalg uttered the words with considerable heat.

      The other dwarf winced. “Bilmalg, that was years ago. You really need to move on…”

      “How am I supposed to move on when the dwarf who stole my future wife keeps making my life miserable?”

      The other dwarf sighed. “You’d only gone out with Narilga three times when Barlo came along. And you were hardly interested in settling down, if I remember correctly.”

      Bilmalg thrust out his chin with another jingle. “I was working my way up to it. I would have gotten around to asking her to marry me eventually. But then he had to go and ruin everything!”

      “He did save Narilga’s life,” the other dwarf said. “And her brother’s. You can hardly blame her for falling for him, especially since he was willing to give up his bachelorhood for her.”

      “Did he save Narilga’s life? Or was that only what he wanted everyone to think? I wouldn’t be surprised if he had orchestrated the whole thing, just to have an excuse to move in on her.” Bilmalg’s scowl deepened. “And now he’s gone and stolen Halgan’s gallery for the Festival Throwdown! There were no more chambers to be had, until Halgan didn’t show up for registration and Barlo took his spot. And no one’s seen Halgan since.”

      The other dwarf barked a laugh. “Be serious, Bilmalg. You can’t think Barlo has anything to do with Halgan’s disappearance. Halgan’s always wandering off on his own, trying to come up with some new scam or swindle.” He shook his head. “And Barlo couldn’t possibly have put Narilga’s life in danger just to rescue her. I was part of the rescue team that found them. Barlo was a total mess by the time we showed up. He could have died, along with Narilga and her brother.”

      “So you claim.” Bilmalg sniffed. “Anyway, we all know that if Narilga had ended up with me, I would have made her a proper wife—not some willful, headstrong creature, who thinks she can rule Dwarvenhome whenever he wanders off on his so-called adventures.”

      The other dwarf uttered a series of coughs, which Iarion suspected was an attempt to avoid laughing in Bilmalg’s face. “Ah, wasn’t Narilga’s headstrong nature part of what you liked about her?”

      “When I was courting her, yes. But it’s hardly a seemly trait in a dwarven wife.” Bilmalg straightened his shoulders and stroked his beard as he made this pronouncement.

      The other dwarf coughed again before replying. “You know, not every male dwarf is meant to settle down.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Bilmalg demanded, his eyes flashing.

      “Just that you might be better off staying a bachelor, if that’s the way you think marriage is supposed to work.” The other dwarf shrugged. “Ask any male, married dwarf. He might not want to admit it, but practically all dwarven women are willful and headstrong—especially the married ones. They might let us pretend we’re in charge, but we all know who really runs Dwarvenhome.” He flashed his friend a rueful smile.

      Bilmalg spluttered in disbelief, despite the fact that even an outsider like Iarion knew what the other dwarf had said was true. How Bilmalg had managed to completely blind himself to what was going on in the world around him, the elf had no idea.

      Iarion watched as the other dwarf clapped a comforting hand on Bilmalg’s shoulder. “You really need to let it go. She’s clearly happy with him, and they have three children together. It’s past time you moved on and found some happiness of your own.”

      “Oh, I’ll move on. When I beat Barlo in the Festival Throwdown and win for the fifth year in a row.” Bilmalg’s lips stretched in a hard smile that made Iarion shiver. “Then Narilga will see the error of her ways.”
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        * * *

      

      Iarion arrived at the front door of Barlo’s home with barely any memory of how he had gotten there. He blinked at the sight of the familiar tartan banner of Barlo’s clan hanging against the smooth stone. He shook himself and pulled the door open.

      He was immediately struck by the spicy-sweet scent of gingerbread, mixed with other baked goods. His mouth watered in response as he slipped inside the cozy dwelling. There were no windows, given that they were deep beneath the Jagged Mountains, but a large fireplace had been carved into the rock, its chimney presumably winding upward behind the wall to open somewhere at the surface. A fire crackled merrily within, lighting the rest of the living room and filling it with warmth.

      Normally, Iarion would have made his bed on the comfy tartan couch that stood near the fire, but since he was in Dwarvenhome for an extended visit, he had been given Ralla’s room, while she doubled up with her brother. An intricately woven rug in jewel tones decorated the smooth stone floor, and somehow managed to match perfectly with the riot of Solstice decorations on the pine tree that stood in the corner, adding its own pungent fragrance to the room. While many of the decorations were cunningly wrought of metal, and clearly Barlo’s handiwork, several of them were just as clearly the work of his children. Iarion felt himself smile. Even though the children’s technique was still crude, and the overall look of the decorations a bit chaotic as a result, he thought it only added to the homey feel.

      He slipped into Ralla’s room before Narilga could realize he had returned. He could hear clinks and clatters coming from the direction of the kitchen, accompanied by the humming of an old Solstice tune about lovers in the snow. Iarion didn’t know how he was going to approach the conversation he had overheard at the market—or even whether he should approach it at all. He had spent the entire walk back to Barlo’s place with his mind running in circles.

      Did Barlo or Narilga know Bilmalg was bitter over Narilga choosing Barlo over him? Iarion had never heard Narilga so much as mention Bilmalg over the years, so he couldn’t help but wonder whether she had given him a second thought once she had decided to court Barlo instead. (Not that Iarion could blame her. From what he had overheard, Bilmalg hadn’t sounded particularly serious about his intentions for Narilga in the first place. At least, not until a rival had come along.)

      Barlo and Bilmalg had never been friends—at least not as far as Iarion knew. But Iarion had assumed their enmity was confined to the Bristle Brawl competition. He had certainly never heard Barlo mention Bilmalg beyond that context. Did he or Narilga realize the extent of Bilmalg’s grudge? And if not, should Iarion tell them?

      He mulled the problem over as he stowed his Solstice burdens in the chest that stood at the foot of Ralla’s bed. His arms felt strangely light now that they were empty. He clicked the sturdy lock Narilga had loaned him into place. In other years, he would have been more concerned about Barlo attempting to pick the lock to snoop around for his gift, but his friend was completely obsessed with the decorating competition. As long as Iarion avoided mentioning his shopping trip, he doubted Barlo would even think about going present hunting.

      Iarion rose from his crouched position in front of the chest and nodded, his mind made up. He would talk to Barlo about the incident. The idea of broaching the subject of old flames to Narilga directly seemed incredibly awkward. Iarion would pass the overheard conversation on to Barlo and let him decide how to handle it—assuming Barlo decided it was worth bothering with at all. A part of Iarion hesitated to even bring the conversation to his friend’s attention, but he didn’t like the look he had seen in Bilmalg’s eye when he had spoken of defeating Barlo and claiming Narilga as his own. (As if Narilga would have no say in the matter…)

      His mind made up, he wandered out of Ralla’s room in the direction of the kitchen. As long as he was here, he might as well help Narilga test some of the baking. It would only be polite.
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        * * *

      

      Narilga’s humming continued unabated as Iarion entered the sweltering heat of the kitchen. Rows of gingerbread dwarves and baked slabs that would be used by the children to construct and decorate their own gingerbread mine shafts lay on metal cooling racks, along with sugar cookies in the shape of anvils and snowflakes, and an enormous chocolate cake shaped to look like a mountain, decorated with drizzles of white icing for snow. The combined scent of all the baked goods was intoxicating.
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