
  
    [image: Wave Runners]
  


  
    
      WAVE RUNNERS

      A NOVEL OF LASNINIAR

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JACQUELYN SMITH

      

    

    
      WAYWARDSCRIBE PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mrs. Delorme (and every other teacher who has encouraged me along the way).

        Thank you for entering me into my first writing contest, and making writing fun again.

      

        

      
        For my niece, Isabelle—the inspiration behind Paige.

        (Thanks again to Nana and Daboo.)

      

        

      
        And finally, for my husband, Mark.

        I don’t know what I would do without you.

      

        

      
        Wave Runners: A Novel of Lasniniar

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        Published by WaywardScribe Press

        First published in September, 2013

        Cover and layout copyright © Jacquelyn Smith

        Cover design by Jacquelyn Smith/WaywardScribe Press

        Cover art copyright © Anastasia Emelianova/Dreamstime

      

        

      
        This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights reserved. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Five

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Six

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine

      

      
        Chapter Thirty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-One

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Two

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Three

      

    

    
      
        Godmaker

      

      
        About Jacquelyn Smith

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE
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          SECOND TIME AROUND

        

      

    

    
      Barlo crept through the empty streets of Dwarvenhome on silent feet. He suppressed a smile. Even Iarion wouldn’t be able to accuse him of tromping this time. Barlo was of two minds about his stealthy progress. On the one hand, he was pleased to be able to pass unnoticed, without the customary scuffle and heavy footfall of his dwarven boots. On the other hand... well, it only served to remind him how different he had become.

      No other dwarf could match the unnatural silence of his movements. Years of being trained and partially raised by an elf had set him apart from the rest of his kind. It had made him something more.

      His peculiar training and upbringing weren’t the only things that set him apart. Of all the dwarves that had ever lived in Lasniniar, he was the only one to ever be reborn. That in itself was difficult enough for him to come to terms with. No, the worst part was that he had to keep it a secret.

      As they usually did when confronted with the discomfort of his burden, his thoughts drifted back to that fateful day when he had thought his life had come to an end...
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        * * *

      

      Barlo found himself in an enormous mountain hall with roaring fireplaces, and a long table piled high with food and drink. Other dwarves wandered the hall, having animated conversations and taking their turn at the table. Everyone seemed in high spirits. Barlo smiled. The First Father’s hall was exactly as he thought it would be.

      He heard a low cry and turned to see Narilga rushing toward him. There was no sign of the sickness that had claimed her, and the years seemed to have fallen away from her. She was every bit as beautiful as she had been as a young lass when he had first started to court her. Her dark hair streamed behind her as she threw herself at him. He caught her, holding her tightly. She gripped his beard with both hands and pulled him in for a lingering kiss that left him breathless before looking up at him with sparkling, blue eyes.

      “Narilga!” he managed to gasp. “You look wonderful. You’re even lovelier than I remember, and that’s saying something!”

      His wife blushed and flashed him a smile. “You’re looking rather dashing yourself.”

      Barlo looked down and realized the gray was gone from his beard. He ran his fingers over his face. He could feel no signs of the wrinkles and seams that had become a familiar part of his features.

      “There’s someone else who wants to say hello,” Narilga said.

      She stepped aside to reveal a large wildcat with gray fur marked with patterns of dull gold and silver. The cat padded forward and looked up at him with unblinking green eyes.

      “Sinstari? How is this possible? You’re not a dwarf...” Barlo shook his head in disbelief.

      Narilga shrugged. “He wouldn’t be left behind.”

      Barlo fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around the giant cat, holding back tears. “You stubborn beast!”

      Sinstari licked Barlo’s forehead with a large, rough tongue, looking quite pleased with himself.

      Narilga squeezed Barlo’s hand. “There’s something else,” she said. “The First Father wants to speak with you.”

      Barlo rose in a daze. “Galrin?” he asked, uncomprehending.

      He got the sense from Narilga’s hushed tone this was an unusual situation. Before he had the chance to question her, the First Father himself arrived, seemingly from nowhere. Galrin’s presence was almost overwhelming. The First Father was both merry and solemn, friendly and awe-inspiring, all at once. He was slightly taller than Barlo, with a magnificent gray beard. His green gaze seemed bottomless.

      “Barlo,” he said in a voice that resonated through every bone in Barlo’s body. “Welcome to my hall. I have allowed your cat companion to join us here as a reward for his loyalty.”

      “Thank you,” Barlo stammered.

      “You did much in the service of Lasniniar in life,” Galrin continued. “Not only did you help to defeat Saviadro and reunite the Quenya, but you also gave your life to prevent a great evil from taking root when you killed the Khashada.”

      Barlo nodded. He considered his death to be worth the cost. If the Khashada had not been destroyed... Well, Lasniniar would likely be overrun by her changelings and blood-drinking demons.

      “For all you have done, I am now giving you a choice,” Galrin said. “While the dwarves do not serve the Quenya directly as the elves do, it is still a part of us. Without it, Lasniniar would cease to exist. Although it was discovered on Ralvaniar, it is the source of all life and magic.”

      “What is the choice?” Barlo asked, almost dreading to hear the answer.

      Galrin seemed to sense his unease. He gave Barlo a sympathetic smile. “You can either stay here for the rest of eternity like any other dwarf who has passed from the world of the living, or you can choose to return.”

      “Return?” Barlo frowned. “But only elves are reborn.”

      “For you, the Quenya has made an exception. I cannot advise you one way or the other. The choice is up to you. Only know that if you decide to return, you must tell no one. Otherwise, you will create chaos and confusion among my other dwarven children, who will be given no such choice.”

      Barlo’s mind reeled. “And what happens when I die the next time? If I decide to go back, that is.”

      Galrin shrugged. “I do not know. It is unprecedented. The Quenya may offer you this decision again. No matter what happens, you will always be welcome in my hall.”

      Barlo turned toward Narilga, feeling utterly lost. He had always thought he had known what awaited him once his life was over. He had been looking forward to being reunited with her. He had missed her desperately. But at the same time, an eternity of feasting and drinking, with all chance of adventure gone beyond recall... Well, it seemed a bit boring. He had never been one to sit idle for too long. Plus, it would be worth it to see the look on Iarion’s face if he went back. Barlo had no doubt his best friend would recognize him. Besides, the foolish elf was probably blaming himself for Barlo’s death.

      Narilga held his gaze. “You should go,” she said.

      Barlo shook his head. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to see you again? How can I turn around and leave you?”

      She held both his hands in hers. “Time has no meaning here. To me, it seems as though I only died yesterday, rather than decades ago. You have a chance to go back and have more adventures. You can see Iarion again. You can see our children! You can live an entire life, and when I see you again, it will almost be as if you had never left.”

      “But I would miss you so much!” Barlo said, his throat tightening.

      “I know, but if you let this chance pass you by, I think you will regret it. Do you really want to live with that for the rest of eternity?” Narilga’s eyes shone with unshed tears.

      “You would not have to leave right away,” Galrin said in a gentle voice. “You would still have some time together.”

      Barlo wrapped Narilga in a wordless embrace. He knew she was right. He just hated to think of being without her again.

      “No matter what, you are the only woman I will ever love,” Barlo said in a fierce voice, pulling back to look at her.

      She gave him a smug look, raising her chin. “Good. I’ll try not to pick up any dwarven men while you’re gone.” She broke into a smile.

      “You’d better not...” Barlo gave her a mock threatening look. He turned to face Galrin. “Will I remember any of this?”

      The First Father gave him a sad smile. “Perhaps. That will be up to the Quenya.”
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        * * *

      

      Barlo forced his thoughts back to the present. He still had to get past the sentries at the city gates. He felt a pang of guilt over his secret departure, but it was for the best. He had spent much of the fifty-five years since he had been reborn out from under the mountains, usually under the boughs of Melaquenya. He didn’t belong here anymore, and he knew it.

      The trouble was, no one else seemed to realize it. They looked at him, and remembered the Barlo that had once been their Chief of Clans before he had died. He looked almost exactly the same as he had during his previous life. He had the same long, brown beard, matching brown eyes, and sturdy frame. He had even been reborn as the son of the dwarf who had been his own youngest son before he had died. It was enough to make anyone’s head hurt. He didn’t know how the elves kept all these different lives and relationships straight.

      Every day, it became more and more difficult for him to keep his rebirth a secret. He still had all the memories from his past life. He had already been forced to gloss over mistakes he made whenever he displayed knowledge he should have no way of knowing. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep it up.

      As much as he loved his children, he had grown apart from them. The elves were the only ones he could be himself around anymore, as strange as that was. He was tired of walking on eggshells all the time. It was exhausting.

      Tomorrow, his parents would find a note telling them he had gone on an extended visit to Melaquenya. In a way, it was true. He didn’t know yet whether he ever meant to return, or even if Melaquenya was where he was going to end up. At least it was a place to start. Iarion was there, and Barlo had no intention of setting off on any kind of journey without him.

      As Barlo left Dwarvenhome behind him, he felt an invisible burden fall from his shoulders. He hummed to himself as he headed south, feeling truly free for the first time. Finally, his second life had begun.
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          BEST LAID PLANS

        

      

    

    
      Barlo waded through the tall grass of the Adar Daran, humming softly as he went. The autumn air was crisp, but the sun warmed him. Only a few puffy clouds drifted across Lasniniar’s brilliant, blue sky. It was a relief to be traveling again, far from any awkward questions or expectations.

      The only thing that could make this trip better would be if Sinstari were here.

      He had always been able to count on the silent wildcat to watch his back or scout ahead. Sinstari had been a steadfast companion, despite his smug, feline temperament. At least he and Narilga were keeping each other company now. Barlo missed them both, but it comforted him to know they were together.

      He forced himself away from such gloomy thoughts, focusing on his destination instead. Iarion would be surprised to see him. Barlo wasn’t due to visit for another two weeks. If there was one thing Barlo enjoyed, it was any opportunity to throw his elf friend off balance. He wondered what Iarion would think when he learned Barlo’s departure from Dwarvenhome was likely permanent.

      Iarion will understand. He knows better than anyone what it’s like to not belong.

      The elf had spent his previous life wandering Lasniniar in search of the hidden purpose that had set him apart from all others of his kind. It had been an obsession that had consumed him. Barlo hoped his own new connection with the Quenya wasn’t going to drive him to similar lengths...

      A slight rustle in the grass behind him pulled him from his thoughts. He slowed to a stop, pulling his ax from his belt and listening. He heard another rustle, closer this time. It was too much noise for a bird or one of the rodents that made their home in the grassland. Barlo waited for his follower to reveal himself, holding his weapon ready.

      What is it? A goblin or an ogre perhaps?

      He hadn’t seen any dark creatures around the Adar Daran recently, but they did show up from time to time. He was wary, but not overly concerned. It sounded like there was only one of them. With those odds, a battle would be more of an entertainment than a concern. Barlo broke into a fierce grin. A good fight was just what he needed to start off his adventure.

      The tall grass behind him shivered and parted as a figure began to emerge. Barlo swung his ax. He shouted a curse as he met a familiar, startled blue gaze, forcing his swing wide.

      His follower was Paige.

      “What in the First Father’s name do you think you’re doing?” he demanded as soon as he regained control of himself.

      The younger dwarf shrugged. “Following you, of course.”

      Barlo struggled to keep his voice to a moderate level. “Why were you trying to sneak up on me like that? I could have killed you!”

      “I wasn’t trying to sneak. I was trying to catch up.” She tossed one of her honey-blond braids over her shoulder. “I knew you would never hurt me.”

      Barlo put his face in his hands and silently counted to ten. Paige was a handful at the best of times, but he knew this was going to be one of those days when he almost regretted saving her from a life of slavery. She had been tagging along after him like a loyal hound ever since. After all she had gone through, she should have been downtrodden and timid, but Paige was the most bubbly, single-minded dwarf he had ever met. She was one of the main reasons he had decided to leave Dwarvenhome in secret. If she had decided to follow him... Well, he had little hope he could convince her to stay behind. Still, he had to try.

      “Funny,” he said, “I don’t remember inviting you to come along.”

      “Maybe because you forgot?” She shrugged and gave him an impish smile, revealing her dimples.

      Barlo felt his lips twitching in response and schooled his expression. “Paige, I’m serious. Didn’t it occur to you I might have wanted to make this trip alone?”

      Paige’s eyes narrowed. “And why would that be? You’ve always let me come with you on your journeys before.”

      Barlo avoided her gaze. “No reason. I just want to be on my own for a while is all.”

      A startled look of fear crossed her features. “You aren’t planning to go back, are you? You’re leaving Dwarvenhome forever!”

      Barlo stifled a surprised curse. Sometimes he forgot how clever she was. “I⁠—”

      “You were going to leave me there by myself?” Paige demanded in an anguished voice.

      “Well, you’d hardly be by yourself, would you? You’d have my parents, my aunts and uncles, and don’t forget Cousin Bilralla. Besides, you’ve made all kinds of friends at Dwarvenhome.”

      Paige scuffed the ground with the toe of her boot. “It’s not the same. None of them understand me like you do. None of them have even been more than two leagues from home! They don’t know what my life was really like before. To them, it’s only a story that either makes them feel sorry for me because I was a slave, or afraid of me because I killed my master. You were there. You know how it was.”

      Barlo closed his eyes, remembering the moment he had first met Paige. He had stumbled across her in a locked shed, where she was kept apart from the other slaves for being a ‘bad influence.’ She had attacked him, mistaking him for one of her tormentors in the darkness. As soon as she was convinced he was there to help, she had led him to her human master, Lord Waterbrook. She had killed him while Barlo was busy dealing with the lord’s bodyguard. Barlo still remembered the wild look in her eyes as she smashed a jagged rock against Lord Waterbrook’s skull again and again, tears coursing down her cheeks.

      Barlo opened his eyes and gave Paige a solemn nod. “I know how it was. But I still think you should stay behind in Dwarvenhome. Where I’m going... Well, I’m not even sure whether they’ll accept me, never mind you.”

      Paige snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Lady Iadrawyn likes me. Of course, she’ll let us stay with the Light Elves.”

      Barlo gave her a startled look. “Who said anything about the Light Elves?”

      “Barlo,” Paige said, rolling her eyes, “your best friend is a Light Elf, and you’re headed south. Where else would you be going?”

      “Fine. You’re right. But you know how the rest of the Light Elves can be about strangers in their wood. They don’t go out of their way to make you feel welcome, and I’m hoping to stay there for a long time.”

      “All the more reason to bring me with you.” Paige grinned. “I’m much more likeable than you. I’ll win the elves over with my youthful exuberance and charm. I’ll have them eating out of the palm of my hand in a heartbeat. I’ll do my best to convince them to take you in too.” She made the last sentence sound like an afterthought.

      “‘Youthful exuberance and charm?’” Barlo asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “What? It’s true. It worked on you, didn’t it?” She gave him a wide-eyed look, fluttering her lashes.

      “Well...” Barlo wavered for a moment—a testament to the very charms Paige spoke of. But she was like a little sister to him. After all she had been through, she deserved a safe, normal life.

      Which is more than I’ll be able to give her where I’m going...

      His thoughts tripped over something else Paige had said.

      “Wait. What do you mean, you’re much more likeable than me?” he demanded.

      Paige shrugged. “Just stating the obvious. Oh, I like you, of course. You have a certain gruff, crusty appeal that sets people at ease. It’s an acquired taste though.”

      Barlo spluttered.

      And to think I would ever miss the days just after I rescued her, when she worshipped the ground I walked on...

      “Look,” Paige said, leveling her gaze. “I’m going to Melaquenya with you. I won’t be left behind. Besides, if you try to make me go back to Dwarvenhome, I’ll tell everyone your secret.”

      “Secret?” Barlo asked, trying to look innocent. His stomach clenched.

      Paige gave him a pointed look. “I’m not stupid. I’ve spent way more time with you and Iarion than anyone else has. I know you’ve tried to be careful in front of me, but it’s pretty obvious once you start adding things together. You’ve known each other longer than you’ve been alive, which shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Paige, you must be confused,” Barlo said, his mind racing. “My grandfather was also named Barlo, and he and Iarion were very close friends.”

      “And you look exactly like him. I’ve heard all the other dwarves say so! You tell his stories with as much detail as if they happened to you. The way you and Iarion talk about those adventures, it’s as if you were on them together. And now you’re running off to live with the Light Elves. You’re well-liked and respected in Dwarvenhome. Why else would you leave unless you had something to hide?”

      Barlo scrambled. “You know when dwarves die, they go to the First Father’s Hall. What you’re talking about... It isn’t possible.” He felt a prickle of sweat forming on his brow as he struggled to protect his secret.

      Paige shook her head. “I don’t know how it happened, but I’ll bet the Quenya has something to do with it. You did some important things in your past life, and you’re close with the elves. It’s not that much of a stretch. Why won’t you admit it?”

      Barlo closed his eyes. He had promised the First Father he would never tell another dwarf about his rebirth. But Paige already knew, so he supposed it wouldn’t be telling—not really.

      He took a deep breath. “You’re right.”

      “Ha! I knew it.”

      A wriggle of fear squirmed in Barlo’s stomach. “You haven’t... told anyone about about your suspicions, have you?”

      Paige frowned. “No. Of course not. It’s hardly anyone else’s business. Besides, who would believe me, anyway?”

      Barlo let out a sigh of relief. “Good. You must never tell anyone. The elves already know, but Galrin made me swear to keep this a secret.”

      “The First Father?” Paige breathed, her eyes round. “You met him?”

      Barlo held up a hand to forestall her. “Did you tell anyone you would be leaving Dwarvenhome? If you haven’t, you had better go back, or they’ll send a search party after you.”

      It was his last-ditch effort to leave her behind, but it was halfhearted at best. He knew the battle had already been lost.

      “I added it on to the note you left behind,” Paige said, raising her chin.

      “Of course you did,” Barlo muttered. “I should have known.”

      Ah, well. I guess I’m stuck with her. At least I can keep an eye on her, and make sure she doesn’t blather to anyone. Not that she would, but it’ll give me some peace of mind.

      “Come along then,” he said. “We’d better get moving.”

      Paige grinned. “Can you tell how you met the First Father while we walk?”

      “Yes, but please try not to leave a trail a troll could follow.” He indicated the trampled grass behind her and she had the decency to look chagrined. He stifled a sigh.

      I hope I don’t regret this...
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          DISTURBANCE

        

      

    

    
      Iarion had been feeling restless for days. He had tried to find tasks to distract himself, but nothing seemed to hold his focus. He knew his abstracted state was annoying Lodariel. His mate seemed to be spending more and more time foraging Melaquenya on her own. This morning she had finally given him the firm suggestion to leave their home on the southern outskirts of the forest to wander, in the hopes it might help him return in a calmer state. Iarion knew better than to argue.

      So here he was in the Adar Daran with his pack on his shoulders. He could have traveled in any direction, but some deep, inner pull was drawing him north. As a Light Elf, he had become used to the silent promptings of the Quenya when he felt them—which was still rare—but this was different. It wasn’t urgent, just a subtle tug, like that of metal filings to a distant lodestone. No ominous visions had preceded the feeling, so he wasn’t concerned, only curious.

      Whatever it is, I hope I figure it out soon. If I get lured on some kind of epic journey without telling Lodariel, she’ll be less than pleased.

      Iarion tried to enjoy the beautiful autumn day around him as he passed through the tall grass with barely a whisper of sound, but the uncomfortable restlessness continued, gnawing at him like a loose tooth. For a brief moment, he sensed a foreign presence flicker through him. When he tried to grasp at it, it disappeared, making him wonder whether he had imagined it. Only his restlessness remained.

      He stopped and took a deep breath in an attempt to clear his mind. A cool breeze tugged at his long, white braids, lifting them from his shoulders for a moment to dance in the air behind him. Despite its chill, the sun warmed his golden skin. The grassland was alive with a hum of activity. Birds chirped, and insects droned, while rodents made small rustling sounds as they scurried about, looking to fill their winter stores.

      Iarion frowned. Beyond all the usual sounds of the Adar Daran, something else drifted toward his pointed ears. He cocked his head to listen. It sounded like a voice in the distance, young and high-pitched. His fingers twitched toward his bow, but the voice didn’t sound angry or afraid. He moved toward it in a crouch, loosening his knife from its sheath, just in case.

      As he drew closer, he realized he recognized the voice. He stopped and shook his head with a smile. If Paige was nearby, Barlo couldn’t be far behind. He peered through the tall stalks, narrowing his golden-flecked, sapphire eyes. Sure enough, he saw the young dwarf plowing through the grass. Her chattering was accompanied by animated gestures. Barlo walked beside her, leaving no sign of his passage. If he responded to Paige, it was in a voice too low for Iarion to hear. Iarion watched him with a surge of pride.

      He’s come a long way from the tromping oaf he used to be.

      Iarion crouched motionless with a grin, waiting for the two dwarves to reach his location. At the last possible moment, he sprang out at them with a wordless cry that sounded something like an ogre’s mating call. Paige jumped back with a satisfying yelp, scrambling for her ax, but Barlo seemed unimpressed.

      “Hello, Iarion,” he said without batting an eye.

      Iarion blinked. “How did you know it was me? I didn’t do anything to give myself away.”

      Barlo frowned. “I’m not sure. I just... knew, I guess. And if I hadn’t known before, that awful mating call certainly gave it away. No self-respecting ogre would be drawn by that racket.”

      “Oh, really?” Iarion raised an eyebrow. “I know you’ve been up close and personal with a few ogres, but I wasn’t aware your carnal appetites had become diverse enough to have experience in that area.” He winked. “Not that I can blame you. I suppose some people might find an ogre’s pelt luxurious against their bare skin, and their tusks are exotic. Some of the creatures even polish them from time to time. Watch out for fleas though. We wouldn’t want a repeat of The Incident.”

      Paige smothered a fit of giggles.

      “You’re never going to let that go, are you?” Barlo grumbled. “You get fleas once, and you never hear the end of it. You got them too, as I recall.”

      “I got them from you!” Iarion spread his arms wide.

      Barlo snorted. “If you want to make ogre innuendos, perhaps you should remember I wasn’t the one grappling with them with my breeches around my ankles.”

      “Ahem, yes. Well, that was all a part of my strategy.” Iarion sniffed.

      “If that was a part of your plan, I don’t even want to know what your endgame was.”

      Iarion suddenly noticed Paige watching their exchange wearing an expression of amused bewilderment and remembered the adventure he and Barlo were discussing had occurred before Barlo’s rebirth. He abruptly changed the subject before the young dwarf could start asking questions.

      “So, what are the two of you doing in the Adar Daran?”

      Barlo’s gaze flickered from Iarion to Paige and back again. “We’re headed for Melaquenya.”

      “Why so early?” Iarion asked. “Not that I’m complaining. I just wasn’t expecting you for a few more weeks.”

      “I know.” Barlo sighed. “I just can’t do it anymore, Iarion. I’m leaving Dwarvenhome for good.”

      Iarion understood exactly what his friend meant, but he chose his next words carefully. “And what about Paige?”

      The young dwarf looked as if she were about to speak, but Barlo cut her off. “She knows,” he said in a flat voice.

      Iarion’s eyes widened. “You told her?”

      Barlo shook his head. “She guessed it on her own. She’s too clever for her own good. Besides, we haven’t always been as careful around her as we should have been, like just now.”

      Iarion knew it was true. His and Barlo’s lives—past and present—were so intertwined, it was difficult sometimes to keep things separate. He could only imagine how difficult it must have been for Barlo to live in Dwarvenhome with his friends and family for years, keeping his secret from them.

      “What are your long-term plans?” Iarion asked.

      Barlo hesitated. “I was hoping... Well, you’re my best friend, and the elves are the only ones who really understand me⁠—”

      “He wants to live in Melaquenya,” Paige said. “And I want to come too.”

      “Well, maybe not right inside Melaquenya,” Barlo said, flushing. “I don’t want to intrude. Just somewhere on the outskirts, near you and Lodariel. Do you think Iadrawyn will approve?”

      Iarion pictured Barlo living only a short distance from his own hut and found himself grinning. “I don’t see why not. You know how much she respects you.”

      “And what about the rest of the elves?” Barlo worried at a blade of grass, tearing it into strips. “Will they accept me, do you think?”

      Iarion scoffed. “Don’t worry about them. I still get dirty looks from some people when I walk through the forest. The ones who matter will be happy to have you as a neighbor.” He clapped Barlo on the back. “Just remember—universal acceptance is overrated. That’s what I tell myself, anyway.”

      “And I can stay too, right?” Paige asked, looking anxious.

      Iarion rolled his eyes. “I know better than to try to keep you away from Barlo. Although how you can give him your undivided admiration when there are heroic elves around to look up to is beyond me.” He struck a regal pose, gazing into the distance. Barlo snorted.

      Paige drew herself up, making herself as tall as her small stature would allow. “Barlo is the bravest, kindest, most loyal person I’ve ever met.” Barlo gave a smug nod of agreement. “Even if he is a crust who has intimate knowledge of ogres and their fleas,” she added with a smirk.

      “Hey!” Barlo elbowed her in the ribs.

      She gave him an innocent look, batting her eyelashes at him. “You didn’t expect me to leave that kind of juicy ammunition lying around unused, did you?”

      Barlo sighed. “Now I know I’m going to regret letting you come along.”

      Iarion led the bickering dwarves toward Melaquenya with a deep sense of satisfaction. Only a few moments later, he realized his restlessness had vanished.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Iarion led Barlo and Paige through the trees of Melaquenya. If he had estimated correctly, the Lord and Lady of the Light Elves should be close to finishing their audiences for the day—the perfect time to discuss Barlo’s plans to become a permanent resident. Most of the spectators would have already gone home, allowing some semblance of a private conversation.

      Despite his bold claims, Iarion knew Barlo was right to be concerned as to whether his long-term presence would be accepted by the other elves of the wood. All elves were insular, and the Light Elves were more insular than most. Many of them also tended to hold grudges against the other races over ancient wrongs that were no longer relevant. The last thing Iarion wanted was for anyone to get in the way of Barlo’s request. Although he wished the circumstances might have been different, he was selfishly glad his best friend was leaving Dwarvenhome to settle in Melaquenya permanently.

      When Iarion and his companions arrived at the meeting glade, he was surprised to find it empty. Only two intricately carved, vacant thrones stood in the lush carpet of grass. He looked up, trying to gauge the sun’s position from between the gold and green leafed canopy far overhead. Sunset was still an hour away. Iarion frowned.

      “I was sure they would be here,” he said, shaking his head.

      Barlo shrugged. “Maybe they’ve gone home for the day.”

      “No, it’s too early.” Iarion considered, a vague concern taking shape. “The only other place I think they might be is the glade of the Quenya. Perhaps they needed to consult it for some reason.”

      Barlo gave him a sharp look, but remained silent. Like Iarion, he would know that if Iadrawyn and Valanandir had interrupted a public audience to consult the Quenya, it was a bad sign.

      Paige appeared oblivious, taking in the vibrant scenery. Even though she had tagged along with Barlo to visit Iarion several times, she had never been near the heart of the Light Elves’ domain. Here, the magic of the Quenya was palpable, even to those who weren’t elves. To Iarion, it felt like the warm sun on his skin. Its song of life surrounded him, a constant murmur in the back of his mind.

      As he drew nearer to the glade of the Quenya, his skin began to tingle with it. Two elves stood guard at the entrance. Both gave him a courteous nod, ignoring the two dwarves who trailed behind him.

      “I am seeking Lady Iadrawyn and Lord Valanandir,” Iarion said in formal Elvish. “Are my grandmother and foster-brother within?” His connections to the ruling lord and lady were roundabout, involving a complex cycle of rebirth, but he figured mentioning them couldn’t hurt.

      The two guards shared a look before one decided to answer.

      “The lord and lady are within,” he said in a terse voice.

      Iarion suppressed a sigh.

      “Chatty fellows, aren’t they?” Barlo muttered in Dwarvish.

      Iarion was the only elf to learn the dwarves’ secret language, but there was no way the guards hadn’t heard Barlo speak. Still, they kept their eyes glued on Iarion, acting for all the world as if he were standing there by himself.

      Iarion schooled his features and gave what he hoped was an ingratiating smile. “Could you let them know we are here, please? The matter isn’t urgent, but there is something I would like to discuss with them.”

      The guards shared another long look before the speaker nodded and disappeared into the glade. The other guard continued to hold Iarion under his gaze, standing alert with his bow within easy reach and his hand resting on the hilt of his knife.

      “I suppose I’d better not expect a welcome basket if my petition is accepted,” Barlo muttered in Common, rolling his eyes. Iarion silenced him with a look.

      The first guard returned a few moments later, his face expressionless. “The lord and lady will see you now.” He stepped aside to allow Iarion to pass.

      “And my friends as well?” Iarion prompted.

      The guard blinked. “I had not realized you wished to bring these... strangers into the glade.”

      “I would hardly call them strangers,” Iarion said in Common, trying to keep his voice even. He knew the overzealous guards were only trying to protect the Quenya, as well as Iadrawyn and Valanandir. “They have been in Melaquenya many times before. Barlo is a close friend of Lady Iadrawyn, and has visited the glade in the past. If you need to discuss the matter with the lord and lady first, we are willing to wait.”

      The guard gave him a hard look before stepping back into the glade. He returned much more quickly this time. “The lord and lady will see all of you at once.” He sounded slightly bewildered as he spoke. Iarion wondered what Iadrawyn and Valanandir had said to him.

      Iarion stepped past him, gesturing for Barlo and Paige to follow.

      Inside the glade, an enormous tree dwarfed all the others, rising high into the sky. A pulse of shimmering, rainbow light shone from within a hollow in its ancient trunk. Several moments passed before Iarion was able to wrap his mind around the vast presence of the Quenya to notice anything else. He suddenly realized there were more people present than he had been expecting. Beside Iadrawyn and Valanandir stood both their daughters—Andirlynia and Silvaranwyn—as well as a dusky-skinned Sea Elf Iarion had only met once or twice before, but recognized instantly.

      “Barlo!” Silvaranwyn greeted the dwarf in her soft, lilting voice.

      She stepped forward and crouched to embrace him. Barlo returned the hug, but his face was beet red as he disentangled himself from the breathtaking, golden-haired Light Elf. He had never been one for public displays, but he had known Silvaranwyn a long time, and had even been named uncle to her half-elven children during his previous life.

      Andirlynia gave Iarion a knowing smile. “Trust you to upset the guards with a pair of dwarves while we’re in the midst of a serious conversation.” She spoke the Common Tongue for Barlo and Paige’s benefit.

      “Whatever did you say to them, Auntie?” Iarion asked her, grinning.

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” she asked, tweaking one of his braids.

      Silvaranwyn’s lips twitched. “She said some things that were very unladylike. I think it shocked them.”

      Although Andirlynia was the elder of the two sisters by thousands of years, they appeared the same age. Both had the same golden skin that marked every Light Elf. While Silvaranwyn had matching golden eyes and red-golden hair, Andirlynia had their father’s long, white tresses and their mother’s green eyes. Silvaranwyn was the more gentle and soft-spoken of the two, but she had endured much hardship during her lifetime, revealing a deep, inner strength. Both had inherited Iadrawyn’s close connection with the Quenya.

      Iadrawyn gave her daughters an indulgent smile, but Iarion could see the tension in her shoulders and the concern in her eyes. With her unlined face and her hair only a few shades paler than Silvaranwyn’s, she could easily pass as Andirlynia and Silvaranwyn’s older sister. In reality, she had ruled the elves for millennia. She turned her deep, green gaze on Iarion.

      “We are all glad to see you,” she said with a gentle smile. “What brings you to the glade?”

      “Begging your pardon, my lady,” Barlo said, “but I believe your daughter mentioned you were in the middle of a serious conversation when we barged in.”

      “The matter is more puzzling than concerning at this point,” Valanandir said, giving Iarion, Barlo, and Paige a nod of greeting. “Feoras has brought news from the Sea Elves.”

      “Feoras?” Barlo asked in puzzlement before a look of understanding dawned on his features. “Right. Iarion told me he had been reborn a while back.”

      The darker skinned elf stepped forward. His features were more angular, his beard was gone, and his shoulder-length hair was silver, but he still had the same bottomless blue gaze that shifted color with his mood. He even wore the same blue-green robes. Iarion had also heard he had also retained most of the power he had wielded during his previous life, and continued to serve as the Learnéd One of Water.

      “My people are in distress,” Feoras said, referring to the Sea Elves. “We sense something is wrong, but we do not know what. I came here to see if the Quenya can give us answers.”

      “We have sensed nothing like that here,” Iadrawyn said, frowning. “And I have heard nothing from the other elven tribes either. But I do sense a series of disturbances somewhere to the far west. I cannot pinpoint their exact location, and the Quenya has not provided any further information.”

      Andirlynia nodded. “We have sensed the same thing.” She gestured to Silvaranwyn and herself. “Why do the Sea Elves feel the disturbances so keenly? We didn’t even know they existed until we went looking.”

      “Perhaps they are tied to the Sea Elves somehow,” Silvaranwyn said, twisting a lock of hair around her finger.

      Valanandir nodded in agreement. “It makes sense. Even I have sensed something, and I am not overly sensitive where the Quenya is concerned. The other Light Elves who were once Sea Elves say the same.” He turned to face Feoras. “What will you do now?”

      The Learnéd One was silent for a moment. “I will have to speak with the elves who accompanied me here, but I believe some of us will journey west to investigate.”

      “You will lead them?” Valanandir asked. Feoras nodded. “Will you travel overland or by sea?”

      Feoras’s brow furrowed. “You said the disturbances lie to the west of here. Is that in a straight line, or could they be somewhere to the southwest?” he asked Iadrawyn.

      “West,” Iadrawyn, Silvaranwyn, and Andirlynia said in unison.

      “Whatever it is, it lies to the west of here, if not slightly to the northwest,” Iadrawyn clarified.

      Feoras gnawed his lip as he considered. “We should travel overland then. Otherwise, we will have to sail all the way around the southern end of the continent. Some of my companions can sail back to Rasdaria to let them know what we have decided.”

      “We will supply you with whatever you need for the journey,” Valanandir said.

      “In the meantime, we will continue to work with the Quenya to see if we can learn anything new,” Iadrawyn said. “We will send a gull or Sky Elf to bring you word.”

      “Thank you,” Feoras said with a bow. “I had hoped you would know more, but I am grateful for your assistance. If you will excuse me, I will go speak with my companions.” He gave a final nod before leaving.

      Valanandir let out a deep breath. “Now,” he said. “On to less serious matters, I hope.” He looked to Iarion. “What did you want to discuss?”

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t talk about it some other time?” Barlo asked, his cheeks red. Now that the moment had come to ask his favor, he seemed nervous, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “Barlo has decided to leave Dwarvenhome,” Iarion announced. “If you will allow it, he would like to settle somewhere on the edge of Melaquenya. Paige has decided to come with him.”

      Iadrawyn gave Barlo a sympathetic smile. “Secrets can be heavy burdens. I can understand why you would want to leave your past behind and start a new life here. We would have no problem with it, of course, but are you prepared to deal with those who are less open-minded?”

      Andirlynia snorted. “You mean ‘pigheaded.’ They could do with some shaking up, if you ask me.”

      “Don’t worry, ma’am,” Paige said. “We’ve already talked about it. I’m going to win them over for him. I may not be an elf, but I’m very charismatic.”

      Iadrawyn’s lips twitched in what Iarion suspected was a suppressed smile. “I see. Well, in that case, I hereby invite you both to make your home within the realm of the Light Elves, for as long as you see fit. Do you accept?”

      Barlo blew out a breath. “We do. Thank you, my lady.”

      The ruling lady shook her head. “Have I not already asked you to call me ‘Iadrawyn?’”

      Barlo scuffed his foot. “I know, but I need to set a good example for certain young dwarves.” He gave Paige a dark look. Her use of the word ‘ma’am’ had clearly not met with his approval. She looked back at him with a wide-eyed, innocent expression.

      Andirlynia chuckled. “Having you two around promises to be entertaining, if nothing else.”

      “Come on,” Iarion said, clapping Barlo on the shoulder. “Let’s get you settled in.”
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      Barlo slipped out of Iarion and Lodariel’s hut shortly after dawn, taking all his belongings with him. He and Paige had been staying with the couple for a few months now. Lodariel had taken Iarion’s offer to put them up in stride, but the hut wasn’t large, which meant there was little privacy. After he had caught Iarion and Lodariel returning from the woods hand in hand with bits of leaf and twig tangled in their disheveled braids and clothing a few times, he decided it was time to find a place of his own.

      That was easier said than done, of course. Even though he wasn’t quite like any of his own kind, Barlo was still dwarf enough to yearn for a home beneath the earth. A few caves were scattered about Melaquenya, but they were already inhabited by Light Elves who had once been Earth Elves. They were more welcoming of him and Paige than most of the other Light Elves, and Barlo spent a lot of time touring their caverns and working with them in the smithy, but he still didn’t feel right settling among them. Besides, their caves were all close to the heart of Melaquenya, which meant they were far from Iarion’s hut on the southern border. It was Paige who had finally solved his dilemma.

      “What about all those hills to the south of the forest?” she had asked one day when she and Barlo had left the hut to give Iarion and Lodariel some time alone.

      “The Rolling Hills?” Barlo frowned. “What about them?”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “Why not pick one of the bigger ones and dig a home inside? That way we would be underground, and close to Iarion.”

      “Hmm.” Barlo chomped his beard. “It wouldn’t be the same as stone, of course, but it would be far better than those flimsy huts the elves seem to favor. That’s actually a good idea.”

      Paige tossed her honey-blond braids over her shoulder. “Naturally.”

      That had been several weeks ago. Iarion, Paige, and Lodariel had all taken turns helping him dig out several chambers beneath the mound Barlo had chosen. Lodariel seemed especially enthusiastic about the idea, confirming Barlo’s suspicions she was feeling crowded. Now the burrow was in the final stages, and Barlo was clearing out the last of the debris and putting the finishing touches on the furnishings he had created. He couldn’t believe it had all come together so quickly. He knew he would never have been able to get so much digging done if he wasn’t so close to the gentle warmth of the Quenya. Although it rarely snowed in the temperate midlands, the rest of Middle Lasniniar would be covered in frost by now. He opened the freshly varnished oak door and stepped inside to survey his work.

      The sitting room at the front of the home was the only area to have a window. All the
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