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      Barlo softly hummed a dwarven tune as he checked on the contents of his compact, iron stove for the umpteenth time. Hot air warmed his face and made the whiskers of his long, brown beard seem to sizzle. His bushy brows knit together in a scowl.

      The cake hadn’t risen yet.

      The edges were browning, sure enough. But the middle was still a sunken, sodden mess.

      He slammed the metal door closed with a curse. How? How had he managed to mess it up this time?

      He had followed the instructions of Narilga’s recipe exactly. He went to the sanded, wooden table and ran a finger along his deceased wife’s elegant scrawl in the hand-bound recipe book to check again.

      Wait. Did I use one third of a cup of toadstools, or two thirds?

      He threw his callused hands in the air and turned away with a grumble of annoyance.

      Bah! Why am I even bothering with this nonsense anyway?

      Barlo was no chef, and he had no real desire to become one. He was happy enough being the former Chief of Clans of Dwarvenhome, a hero of Lasniniar, and the only dwarf to ever be reborn.

      No, the cake was meant to prove a point.

      For years, Iarion had mocked Barlo about the cake he had attempted to make for Narilga’s birthday. Barlo and his elf friend had consumed the initial test-run version, and it had ended badly for both of them. Barlo’s lips twitched. The only silver lining of the event was the memory of Iarion heaving from both ends, so to speak.

      Still, Barlo tired of Iarion’s continual references to the failed cake, to the point where he was actually trying to redeem himself.

      Not that it was going very well.

      Maybe Narilga didn’t make the recipe exactly as it’s written.

      For centuries, Barlo had been a metalsmith by trade, which was hardly an exact science. No, you had to make adjustments as you went along, depending on how things went. He pursed his lips. Perhaps baking was the same…

      An abrupt knock at the door of his burrow scattered his thoughts. He left the kitchen and walked past the sitting room to answer.

      He found Lodariel waiting on the other side, her knuckles still raised.

      “He’s seeing her again, isn’t he?” the elf woman said as she ducked through the low door and shouldered her way inside.

      “Hello, Lodariel,” Barlo said in a dry voice as he closed the sturdy, wooden door behind her. “Nice to see you too.”

      Lodariel flopped onto the battered couch that dominated the sitting room and faced the burrow’s rounded window.

      “I’m sorry.” Lodariel gave a negligent wave. “But he is, isn’t he?”

      She wore her usual scouting leathers and soft-soled boots. If she had brought her spear and bow, she had remembered enough of her courtesy to leave them outside the burrow. Despite her dramatic entrance, she moved with languid grace, running an anxious hand through her long, red-gold braids and revealing the tips of her pointed ears. Her golden skin seemed to glow in the slanting, afternoon light as it filtered through the window.

      Her nose wrinkled as she looked up at him from where she sat. “Ugh. Were you in the middle of something before I got here?”

      She jerked her head in the direction of Barlo’s personal indoor facilities, which happened to be down the hallway, past the kitchen. He suddenly realized he had forgotten his cake. The air was filled with the acrid scent of burning fungus.

      “What?” Barlo flushed at the idea. “No, I⁠—”

      “It happens to the best of us, Barlo.” Lodariel gave him another wave. “Was it a bad bit of meat?” She pulled another face. “Phew. Definitely something rancid.”

      Barlo sighed and scurried over to the stove. “I was trying to bake something.”

      He put on a pair of padded mitts and pulled out the charred remains of his cake to prove his point before setting the tray down to cool. He bit back a cough as the burning stench tickled the back of his throat.

      “Ah, we don’t have to tell Iarion about this, do we?” he asked as he removed the mitts and joined her in the sitting room in the comfy chair that faced the couch.

      Lodariel’s green eyes turned sly. “I don’t see any reason to tell him about this little visit at all.”

      Barlo gave her a level look. “It’s like that, is it?”

      Lodariel’s gaze slid away from his in confirmation.

      He knew why she had come, of course. He had been expecting it for some time. Part of him was relieved. Like Lodariel, he also wanted someone to talk to about the concerns that had been weighing on his mind recently. He was hesitant to go behind Iarion’s back, but Lodariel had a right to know at least a few of the details…

      He sighed again. “Very well. What do you want to know?”

      She pinned him with a hungry gaze. “Everything.”

      Barlo suppressed a wince. He should have guessed as much. He wouldn’t tell her everything, of course. There were some details she had no need to know, and had no bearing on the current situation.

      Besides, Barlo was always careful to make sure his stories always portrayed him in a flattering light. With Iarion’s sense of humor, it was always better to get out in front of things, before the elf came along and deflated his ego.

      He leaned back in his seat and tried to figure out where to start…
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      It was the metallic rasp of steel on steel that caught Barlo’s attention.

      He had been wandering the woods of Melaquenya, his mind lost in thought as he wove between the towering, golden and silver barked trees that were the trademark of the Light Elves’ domain. An early winter breeze ruffled the shimmering leaves somewhere high up above him as he walked, making the weak, afternoon sunshine dance on the grassy forest floor beneath his booted feet. The lush, earthy scent of growing things filled his nostrils, despite the time of year.

      Melaquenya was unchangeable. Even as the cold winds that heralded the coming winter arrived in Middle Lasniniar, the Light Elves’ source of magic kept the forest in an eternal spring that warmed his face and hands.

      In truth, the changelessness of it didn’t bother Barlo that much. As a dwarf, he had spent most of his life living deep underground, where the seasons didn’t matter. But this year, the changing of seasons meant more to him than usual.

      Paige had taken to wandering the lands of Lasniniar a few months ago. The irrepressible dwarf orphan who had adopted Barlo as her new family had been faithful about sending him letters outlining her progress as she went off in search of adventures of her own…

      But that didn’t stop Barlo from worrying about her.

      He knew Paige was capable. The lass had taken care of herself as a child raised in slavery long before Iarion and Barlo had found and rescued her. But Barlo still found himself wondering if he should have gone after her. Not overtly, of course. He had no desire to harm her dwarven pride, which was no less than his own. But maybe if he just happened to run into her somewhere on a journey of his own…

      He shook his head with a sigh, his long, brown beard brushing against his jingling chain mail, which he wore out of centuries of long habit. He knew the idea was foolish. And he knew if he did give in to the temptation to follow up on it, Iarion would only track him down and drag him back to Melaquenya. And he wouldn’t be wrong about it either—not that Barlo would ever admit it to him.

      So Barlo was forced to wait until Solstice for Paige to arrive for her promised visit, or face his elf friend’s implacable will.

      Iarion…

      Where was that dratted elf, anyway? Barlo kicked at an unoffending stone that lay in his path, sending it hurtling into the trunk of a nearby tree.

      He knew his friend must be close. The bond they shared since Barlo’s unlikely rebirth tugged at his footsteps as he walked, drawing him like a metal filing to a lodestone.

      When he heard the familiar clash of metal, Barlo knew.

      His heart gave a startled leap in his chest that set his blood singing with the knowledge that battle was near. He yanked his ax from his belt and began to run on his short legs toward the northern edge of the forest where both the sound and the sense of Iarion’s presence were coming from.

      He stifled a Dwarvish war cry as he ran, despite his excitement. Nothing ever seemed to happen in the Light Elves’ wood, but there was no need to give the enemy advance warning. Besides, it would give him a chance to come to Iarion’s rescue. He smirked.

      He would never let Iarion hear the end of it.

      Barlo kept running. His breathing was heavy in his own ears, accompanied by the now rattling jingle of his chain mail. He was in good shape, of course. But his sturdy, dwarven frame was made for distance, not speed.

      The ancient trees gave way to the sprawling, grassy expanse of the Adar Daran. A shimmering curtain of shifting, rainbow light hung between the trees and the tall stalks of grass, marking the edge of the Light Elves’ domain and blurring a pair of figures that appeared locked in battle beyond.

      Barlo plunged through the barrier without hesitating.

      He found himself shivering as the magic shield tingled against his skin, even though he had been expecting it. He sucked in a breath as he emerged on the other side and stumbled to a stop.

      The two figures were clearly visible now. One of them was Iarion. The Light Elf’s long, white braids trailed through the air behind him as he executed a spinning attack. The long blade of his knife flickered as it darted forward with almost impossible speed.

      The attacker facing Iarion was a woman.

      Barlo blinked. She was unlike any woman he had ever seen before. Like Iarion, her features were elven—angular, with prominent cheekbones and pointed ears. But somehow, she seemed even more angular than any elf Barlo had ever seen.

      There was no softness about her, even though there was no mistaking her sex. She was lean and hard, and yet moved like smoke as she met Iarion’s knife with a matching one of her own. Her silver hair was arrow straight. It was cut short for an elf, ending just below her stubborn-looking chin. It seemed to move slightly in a breeze of its own.

      Barlo shook his head to clear it. The woman was both striking and strange. Something about her gave him an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach…

      Her skin was lily white.

      Barlo felt himself go cold all over at the realization.

      Drakhal.
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        * * *

      

      Barlo’s callused fingers tightened around the haft of his ax until he felt his knuckles whiten.

      The blood-drinking demons were deadly opponents, as he knew all too well. His previous life had ended at the hands of one, who had bitten him and tried to turn him into one of her own kind.

      Barlo would have to act quickly to spare Iarion from the same fate.

      His friend and the drakhal woman grappled on without any awareness of Barlo’s presence. The clouds in the sky hung low in the distance, adding to the overall feeling of tension and filling the air with the scent of rain to come. Their bodies pressed close as their weapons tangled, only for them to pull away with unexpected suddenness before launching a fresh attack that moved almost too quickly for Barlo’s brown eyes to follow. Each movement was accompanied by a rustling of the tall grass that surrounded them.

      The only way to kill a drakhal was either a stake through the heart or decapitation. Why was Iarion bothering with his knife? Barlo knew his friend usually carried at least one fire-hardened stake on his belt out of long habit. Had he forgotten it?

      Barlo squared his shoulders.

      I suppose it’s up to me then.

      Barlo stood for several helpless moments, looking for an opening. But Iarion and the woman were almost constantly in motion. Even if Barlo managed to get close enough without the woman noticing him, he would have to wait for her back to be turned for him to strike without harming Iarion.

      Iarion circled right. His opponent moved with him. If Iarion sensed Barlo’s presence, he gave no outward sign. The elf was breathing evenly, but his golden skin was sheened with sweat.

      How long have these two been going at it? I should have felt it through our link if he was in danger…

      Barlo frowned. Despite Iarion’s sweaty features, he appeared unconcerned and totally focused on his opponent. Or was that the drakhal’s charm working on him somehow?

      The oldest and most powerful of the drakhalu could use their strange eyes to ensorcel their prey. But most of that kind should have been wiped out long ago… Still, Barlo averted his gaze as the woman turned in his direction to track Iarion’s movement. He remained motionless to avoid calling attention to himself. If the strange woman noticed him, Barlo didn’t feel the weight of her gaze.

      He risked looking up again as the rustle of grass was accompanied by a surprised grunt and a dull thump.

      Iarion must have attacked the drakhal woman in a rush. He straddled atop her—barely visible in the tall grass. Barlo took a step forward and saw the elf lower his knife toward the woman’s pale throat with a satisfied smile.

      Barlo opened his mouth to utter a blistering diatribe about the futility of using a knife on a drakhal when he saw his friend’s golden-flecked, sapphire eyes widen.

      The grass rustled again, and in a flurry of movements that seemed impossible, the woman was suddenly the one on top with Iarion pinned beneath her. Barlo gaped. He had never seen anyone get the upper hand on Iarion like that.

      The woman flashed an impudent grin of triumph. She lowered her own knife to rest its pointed tip against Iarion’s chest before slithering it upward in a playful fashion toward his throat. Iarion’s gaze was pinned on her face.

      Enough of this nonsense.

      Barlo sheathed his weapon and drew his throwing ax instead. He gripped the haft with both hands and cocked it over his right shoulder.

      A moment later, it was spinning end over end through the air with a whistle of speed. Barlo was already drawing his battle-ax and moving in for the kill. Even though he knew his aim was true, the throwing ax would only wound the drakhal woman. But if he could knock her off balance and away from Iarion, he might get a chance to lop off her head.

      If he was quick enough.

      Barlo stumbled to a sudden stop as he reached Iarion’s prone form only a heartbeat after his throwing ax had arrived.

      The woman had disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Barlo’s ax landed blade-first from his throw with a heavy thump in the grass beside him, a mere foot away from Iarion. Barlo waded through the grass toward it, brushing green blades aside as they tickled at his face. There was no trace of blood. The only scent was that of freshly-wounded earth where the ax had made impact.

      Barlo blinked.

      “Where in the First Father’s name did she go?” he demanded, his eyes meeting Iarion’s. He spoke the Common Tongue out of long habit.

      Iarion opened his mouth to respond, but a woman’s voice cut him short.

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s rude to interrupt?”

      Barlo whirled around to find the woman standing a few feet away, completely unharmed. She was using the tip of her knife to clean beneath her fingernails. She looked up to level him with a dark look of disapproval. Barlo took an involuntary step backward at the sight of her deep, violet eyes.
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