
  
    [image: A Solstice Celebration]
  


  
    
      A SOLSTICE CELEBRATION

      A LEGENDS OF LASNINIAR HOLIDAY COLLECTION

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JACQUELYN SMITH

      

    

    
      WAYWARDSCRIBE PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Solstice Celebration: A Legends of Lasniniar Holiday Collection

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        Published by WaywardScribe Press

        First published in December, 2017

        Cover and layout copyright © Jacquelyn Smith

        Cover design by Jacquelyn Smith/WaywardScribe Press

        Cover art copyright © Cobalt88, EllerslieArt, Obsidianfantasy/Dreamstime

      

        

      
        A Solstice Tale: A Legends of Lasniniar Short

        Copyright © 2023 by Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in December, 2013 as “Legends of Lasniniar: A Solstice Tale”

      

        

      
        Father Solstice: A Legends of Lasniniar Short

        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in September, 2016 as Legends of Lasniniar: Father Solstice

      

        

      
        A Solstice Feast: A Legends of Lasniniar Short

        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in December, 2017 as “Legends of Lasniniar: A Solstice Feast”

      

        

      
        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

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Solstice Tale

      

      
        Father Solstice

      

      
        A Solstice Feast

      

    

    
      
        Deck the Dwarvenhall

      

      
        About Jacquelyn Smith

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SOLSTICE TALE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This Iarion and Barlo holiday misadventure takes place between the prologue and first chapter of Storm Rider (The World of Lasniniar Book 4).

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SOLSTICE TALE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is it a new pair of boots?” Barlo asked as he walked at Iarion’s side, taking two strides for every one of the elf’s as they traveled along the snow-dusted road.

      Sinstari trotted after them on large, silent paws. The wildcat’s green eyes surveyed the northern countryside, his tufted ears alert and his whiskers twitching, a ghostly, charcoal shadow in the swirling snow.

      “Nope,” Iarion said, his expression bland.

      Barlo sighed, his breath streaming from his lips in a steady plume. He tugged at his graying, brown beard in frustration. “I’ve been guessing for the better part of an hour now! Would you even tell me if I got it right?”

      Iarion paused for a moment as if considering before giving his dwarven friend a sidelong glance with golden-flecked, sapphire eyes.

      “Probably not.”

      “Well that’s hardly fair! I would tell you, if you guessed your Solstice gift. You haven’t even bothered trying.”

      Iarion shook his head. “That’s because it’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      Barlo frowned. “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, who made you the boss of Solstice?”

      Iarion gave him a long-suffering look. “The elves did invent the holiday, you know.”

      “It’s hardly my fault the dwarves were born later. I’m sure we would have thought of it ourselves. Celebrating the longest night of the year isn’t exactly specific to the elves, or even that creative, for that matter.” Barlo snorted.

      Iarion’s eyes rolled heavenward. “One more day,” he said in an effort to console himself. “Just one more day. Then all this endless harassment will be over.”

      “I wonder what Solstice will be like in Nal Huraseadro,” Barlo mused. “I’ve never spent the holiday among humans before. The snow has really slowed us down. I would usually be at Dwarfhaven by now.”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Iarion said as they passed the city gates.

      The guards gave them a cursory glance before waving them through. In other times, the city’s security hadn’t been as casual, but Lasniniar had been at peace for over forty years since the fall of Saviadro.

      “Are Narilga and the children disappointed you won’t be home with them?” the elf asked.

      “No, they know we’ll celebrate when I get back. Besides, I usually find all the best presents for them on this trip.”

      Every year since the Third War of the Quenya, the Chief of Clans of Dwarfwatch, Dwarfhaven, or Dwarvenhome made a journey to the other two dwarven cities to renew ties and hammer out trade agreements for the coming year. To keep things fair, the leaders took turns. This year it was Barlo’s responsibility as Chief of Clans for Dwarvenhome.

      “I’m glad your mother finally let you come this time,” Barlo said with a grin. “It’s usually just me. No other dwarves are interested in travel, especially at this time of year.”

      “I’m glad too,” Iarion said with an answering smile. “Convincing my mother was my father’s Solstice gift.”

      Even though Iarion was over thirty years old, he was still young—almost a child by elven standards. His overprotective mother was quick to remind him of the fact. The thought of spending the holiday cooped up with her after a long and boring autumn had been more than Iarion could bear.

      Thankfully, his father understood his need to roam, and treated him as the adult he was—one who had already lived a previous lifetime spanning thousands of years, which more than compensated for his youth in his current incarnation.

      Iarion and Barlo wound their way through the crowded city marketplace, which was packed with last-minute shoppers. Vendors hawked their wares from their stalls, ranging from hot food, to jewelry, to toys. The scent of spiced meat filled Iarion’s nostrils, only to be replaced by the smell of freshly carved wood a moment later. Many of the stalls were decorated with pine boughs and ribbons in honor of the holiday.

      “I think I’ll drop my armor off for a good scouring,” Barlo said, picking at his chain mail shirt. “This snow is making it rust like crazy. My helm could use a polish too. I don’t want to show up at Dwarfhaven looking like some sort of vagabond when I’m representing Dwarvenhome.”

      He shouldered his way through the crowd, leaving Iarion and Sinstari to follow in his wake as he headed for a blacksmith’s stall. Other than a few muttered curses, Barlo’s passage went mostly unnoticed, but Iarion’s angular features, golden skin, and long, white braids drew some interested looks. Elves did not travel to Nal Huraseadro often—especially not Light Elves, who made their home far to the south in Melaquenya. Only those wandering closest noticed Sinstari, giving him a wide berth. The wildcat ignored the shoppers’ discomfort with a sniff of disdain.

      After a lively haggling session, Barlo left his armor and helm in the care of the blacksmith, who promised it would be ready the day after Solstice. Barlo left the stall, his brown eyes alight with the thrill of a good bargain. He flashed a smile at Iarion.

      “You know,” he began in a deceptively casual voice. “My firestarting kit is looking a bit worse for wear. Maybe I should pick up a new one while we’re here...”

      Iarion gave him a pointed look. “I didn’t get you a new firestarting kit. Now stop fishing. I refuse to answer any more Solstice gift-related questions, direct or implied.”

      Barlo sighed. “Fine. If that’s the way you’re going to be⁠—”

      The rest of his words were cut off by a host of angry voices shouting nearby. He and Iarion shared a wordless glance and began working their way through the press of bodies toward the ruckus until they found themselves standing at the edge of the crowd, which had drawn back to create a ragged circle where two men stood glaring.

      “First, your tribe goes running to Saviadro’s side like a pack of whipped dogs as soon as he sends his first delegation. Then, you have the gall to steal our tribe’s totem!” A man with red hair wearing leather armor marked with a familiar, scarlet horn shouted, his pale face flushed. “You are lucky we do not cut you down right here!”

      A group of men behind him shouted in agreement, shaking knives and spears. Iarion recognized them as the Tribe of Horn. Hidar—a onetime companion, who had accompanied Iarion and Barlo on their quest to overthrow Saviadro—had been the son of the tribe’s chief. Both Hidar and his father had lost their lives in the war. Even if they hadn’t, they would likely have been dead by now. Lesser Men were not graced with long lifespans, only a few of them reaching their hundredth year. They stood out from Nal Huraseadro’s citizens, whose bronze skin marked them as their Greater cousins.

      A hawk-faced, blond man stood across from the Horn tribesman, gripping his spear, nostrils flaring. A claw earring dangled from one ear.

      “The men and women of the Claw may have been the first to turn, but you seem to forget your people did the same in the end,” he said in a dangerous voice. “And who are you to accuse my people? You are the ones who stole our totem necklace!”

      Pale-skinned, armed men rallied behind the second man, glaring at the Tribe of Horn. The city folk hung back, watching the exchange. Iarion noticed a pale, wiry man with gray eyes, standing apart from both tribes, despite his obvious Lesser Man blood. He wore no armor, and bore no obvious weapon. His ragged, blond hair framed weathered features. He stood among the people of Nal Huraseadro, dressed as one of them, wearing a plain, dark cloak over his tunic and breeches.

      The two tribes began shouting at one another once more, drawing Iarion’s attention. By the time he looked back, the man had slipped into the crowd and out of sight.

      The City Watch arrived on the scene, pushing their way toward the knot of Lesser Men. The tribesmen bristled at the intrusion, but the men of the Watch wore matching steel breastplates, and each man carried a sword at his waist. The Lesser Men fell back to let them pass. The men of the Watch were led by a grim-faced man with red plumes on his helm.

      “I am Captain of the Guard here in Nal Huraseadro,” he said in a hard voice. “What passes here?”

      “I am Chief of the Tribe of Horn,” the redhead said, throwing back his shoulders. “These men have stolen from us. We want nothing more than to claim our due.”

      “Lies!” the blond leader with the claw earring shouted. “I am Chief of the Tribe of Claw. It is they who have stolen our totem necklace.”

      “Enough!” the captain shouted, drowning out the ensuing racket from both parties. “This is a tribal matter. I will not have you disturbing the peace of the city, especially not on Solstice Eve. All of you must leave now. We will escort you to the city gates.”

      The City Watch began herding the tribesmen away from the market. The chief of the Tribe of Claw favored the chief of the Tribe of Horn with a parting glare.

      “We will maintain our tribe’s honor and leave peacefully, but this is not over. If our totem necklace is not returned by dawn tomorrow, the men of the Claw will go to war.”

      “Who are you to speak of honor?” The Chief of Horn spat. “If your people do not return our totem horn before the night is over, we will face you on the battlefield.”

      The captain sighed. “If this dispute results in a war, we will have no choice but to seal the city. Nal Huraseadro will take no sides in this matter.”

      People in the crowd murmured at these words. Nal Huraseadro was situated at the crossroads of the Great North Road, which connected Middle Lasniniar to the settlements to the north, and the territory of Lesser Men in the Daran Falnun. The city had not been sealed since the time of Saviadro.

      Both leaders blanched at the captain’s words. All of the tribes had become dependent on trade from the city since the war had ended, which was likely what had brought them to Nal Huraseadro in the first place.

      “That is a price we are willing to pay,” the Chief of Horn said, raising his chin. Several men of the City Watch surrounded him, while others did the same to the Chief of Claw, effectively separating the two.

      “We will meet again at dawn,” the Chief of Claw said as he was escorted off with his tribesmen, the men of Horn a short distance behind.

      As the Lesser Men left the market, a babble of voices erupted as shoppers discussed the confrontation and its potential outcome.

      “Come on,” Iarion said, nudging Barlo’s shoulder. “Let’s get out of here and find an inn.”

      “Do you think we should offer to help?” Barlo asked.

      Iarion shrugged. “What can we do? This affair has nothing to do with us, and the City Watch seems to have things well in hand. Even if the city is sealed, I’m sure we can find a way out. Besides, it’s almost Solstice, and we’ve been on the road for days. I think we deserve a bit of relaxation, don’t you?”

      Barlo pulled his lingering gaze from the retreating tribesmen. “I suppose you’re right.”
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      Barlo followed Iarion through the crowded streets to an inn marked with a painted sign of a red boar. He was doing his best to forget about the scene they had witnessed in the marketplace. The tribesmen of the Daran Falnun were avid hunters, providing good leather and furs that were traded up and down the eastern coast of Lasniniar. If they went to war, and Nal Huraseadro was sealed, no one would profit. The city’s famous mead—its main export, and the next-best thing to dwarves ale—would also become a rare commodity.

      He could understand why the captain was threatening to seal the city gates. The matter would only get worse if Nal Huraseadro got involved. The men of Horn and the men of Claw composed only two of the many tribes in the Daran Falnun, who functioned on an elaborate and often tenuous set of alliances. If the Lesser Men thought any of their Greater cousins were taking sides, the dispute could quickly escalate into a civil war that involved all the tribes.

      Barlo found himself brainstorming solutions to the problem. Perhaps he and Iarion could offer their services to one of the tribes to investigate the theft of their totem? But which tribe would they choose? He discarded the idea, along with several others before stopping himself.

      Force of habit, I suppose. The First Father knows Iarion and I have solved worse problems than this one. But Iarion’s right. It’s not our business. I might as well forget about it and try to relax...

      “What in Lasniniar is that beast doing inside my inn?”

      The voice startled Barlo from his thoughts. A portly, balding man was staring at Sinstari with wide eyes. The wildcat stared back, unblinking.

      Barlo scowled. “That ‘beast’ is our companion, and we’re paying guests. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Ah—no, Sir Dwarf,” the innkeeper said. He flushed and seemed to recover his wits. “He just startled me, is all. Are you sure he’s... quite safe? I’m only concerned for my other guests and the state of my inn.”

      “He’s not going to eat any children or soil your carpets, if that’s what you’re asking,” Barlo said with some heat.

      He noticed Iarion’s lips twitching and suspected the elf was trying not to laugh.

      The innkeeper sighed. “All right. But don’t expect me to feed him. We’re busy enough as it is with Solstice, and I can’t go giving all my meat to some cat.”

      “Fine,” Barlo said. “Sinstari can hunt for his own meal.”

      The wildcat gave the innkeeper a flat look before shouldering his way out the door. The innkeeper sighed in obvious relief.

      “So, one room?” he asked, glossing over any awkwardness.

      “Yes, please,” Iarion said.

      “You’re in luck,” the innkeeper said. “We have one room left on the second floor. How many nights will you be staying?”

      “Two,” Barlo grunted with ill grace. “I won’t be able to pick up my armor until the day after Solstice.”

      “Very good, sir. I’ll be needing your payment up front.”

      Barlo’s face lit up and he opened his mouth to start haggling, but Iarion cut him off, handing over their payment without even bothering to bargain. Barlo was about to protest, but the elf gave him a pointed look. Barlo scowled at him.

      “Thank you, Sir Elf,” the innkeeper said, accepting Iarion’s coin. “The bathing room will be open for another hour, if you want to take advantage of it.”

      “Do you offer laundry services?” Barlo asked.

      Both he and Iarion had already gone through all their changes of clothing. Most of their breeches were mud stained from travel, and some of Barlo’s tunics were getting a bit on the ripe side.

      The innkeeper nodded. “For three silvers each, we’ll wash and press whatever you have, and provide a robe to wear in the meantime. It’s getting late in the day, so your clothes wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow morning at the earliest.”

      Barlo stroked his beard. “We’ll pay two silvers each.”

      The innkeeper gave him a measuring look while Iarion stared daggers at his friend. After a moment, the innkeeper nodded.

      “Done,” the innkeeper said. “Here are your robes. I’ll send my daughter to pick up your laundry.”

      He gave Iarion and Barlo an apologetic look as he handed over their room key. “I’ll also be needing your weapons before you go up. It’s standard policy. I’ve found over the years that unarmed guests make things a lot more peaceful. Everyone will be deep in their cups tonight and tomorrow. I don’t need any brawling.”

      Barlo frowned, but Iarion slipped his bow and quiver from his shoulder to place them on the counter and handed over his knife without question.

      “We’ll get them back when we leave?” Barlo asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Of course,” the innkeeper said. “They’ll stay locked in my strongbox in the meantime. I’m the only one with the key, so don’t worry about anyone running off with anything.”

      “Very well.” Barlo sighed and handed over his ax.

      Iarion took the robes and key and led the way to the stairs at the back of the common room, which was filled with patrons enjoying a meal or drink. Some of them were drunk already, and had begun singing Solstice carols. Iarion walked past them with a shake of his head.

      “Why didn’t you let me bargain for our room?” Barlo demanded as he trotted after his friend.

      “All the inns are bound to be full at this time of year, and there was already a chance he might not let us stay here because of Sinstari,” Iarion said. “I didn’t want to risk offending him and end up without a room just so you could entertain yourself.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Barlo said in a grudging tone. “I still would have liked to haggle with him though. I could have saved us some coin, and it might make me feel better about giving him all our weapons.”

      “This is a reputable inn, and he seems like an honest man,” Iarion said, climbing the stairs. “Besides, it’s not as if we’re down to our last coppers.”

      Barlo rolled his eyes. “That’s not the point! It’s the principle of the thing. A dwarf never pays more than he has to.”

      “A dwarf never misses an opportunity to swindle someone, you mean.”

      “Swindle? Iarion, when someone tells you how much something is, it’s only what they would like you to pay. They expect you to bargain with them. We’re the ones who got swindled.”

      “Somehow, I think we’ll survive,” Iarion said in a bland voice.

      “All right, you are officially banned from arranging all future purchases,” Barlo said. “Honestly, I don’t know how you get by without me around to keep an eye on your purse.”

      “And yet I managed to buy your Solstice gift without supervision.” Iarion smirked. “I think this is our room.”

      He slipped the key into the lock and opened the door. The room was a simple one. It had two narrow beds and a window overlooking the street. A pair of armchairs and a low table had been arranged around a small fireplace. A washbasin and ewer stood in the corner, and there was a chest at the end of each bed for storage. Barlo pulled the heavy curtains across the window.

      “No need to give the city a show while we change,” he said.

      Iarion began shucking off his clothes, tossing them onto one of the beds. Barlo followed suit, pulling all his other soiled clothing from his pack before slipping into one of the light, cotton robes. It was a bit long on him, the hem dragging on the floor. He tried belting it shut, but there didn’t seem to be enough fabric to cover his broad chest, and the sash was too short. Iarion cleared his throat and Barlo looked up.

      “I think we’re wearing the wrong robes,” he said in a dry voice.

      Iarion’s robe billowed around his torso, even with the sash tied around him twice. It was barely long enough to cover his privates.

      “I think you’re right,” Barlo chuckled. “I suppose we should switch. We don’t want to give anyone the wrong idea.”

      Between the shortness of Iarion’s robe and the way Barlo’s wouldn’t close, there wasn’t much left to the imagination. Barlo changed into the correct robe in a matter of moments—after Iarion threw it at him—but the elf seemed to be taking his time.

      “Why don’t you head down to the bathing room?” Iarion suggested. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Barlo frowned. “Is there a problem?”

      “No, I just want you out of the room before I empty my pack, is all.” He gave Barlo a pointed look.

      It took a moment for Barlo to understand his meaning. “Oh. You don’t want me to see my Solstice present.”

      “That’s right. I don’t even trust you to see it wrapped. Now go out into the hall, please. And no peeking.”

      Barlo decided to humor Iarion.

      …For now.

      Maybe I’ll snoop around his things tonight while he’s sleeping.

      Barlo slipped into the hall. It was empty, except for a man who was just entering another room. His pale skin and ragged, blond hair marked him as a Lesser Man. His gray eyes flickered as he spotted Barlo in the hallway before a polite smile spread across his weathered features.

      “Good evening,” he said with a nod.

      “Good evening,” Barlo replied, feeling awkward in his light robe.

      He hurried down the stairs toward the bathing room to avoid any further conversation. Chatting with strangers while almost naked wasn’t his idea of a good time. He breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the sanctuary of the bathing room. Thankfully, it was empty. Iarion arrived a few moments later.

      “I ran into the innkeeper’s daughter on the stairs,” the elf said. “I asked her to have a meal sent up to our room. I figured we could do without the ruckus of the common room, especially while all our clothes are being washed.”

      Barlo grunted as he lowered himself into the large, copper tub. The water came up to his shoulders. “Good idea.”

      Iarion slipped into the hot water beside him. “I thought you might like it.” He gave his friend a wry smile.

      With the bathing room to themselves, they took their time washing away the accumulated grime of the road, until both of them were clean, warm, and relaxed.

      “I suppose we should go back up,” Barlo said. “The water’s getting cool, and they’ll be closing up soon.”

      He and Iarion got back into their robes and climbed the stairs to their room. Iarion fished the key from his robe pocket and unlocked the door. Their laundry was gone. Barlo looked inside the chest at the end of his bed to reassure himself his other belongings were still in place out of habit more than anything else.

      “Um, Iarion?” he asked, as he rummaged around with increasing panic.

      “Hmm?” Iarion said, working his fingers though his damp hair.

      “Is your chest any emptier than it was before we left? My purse and all the gifts I had bought are missing.” He shot his friend a wary look. “This isn’t some kind of elven joke, is it?”

      Iarion frowned. “No...” He yanked open his own trunk to dig through it. He uttered a curse, meeting Barlo’s gaze and confirming the dwarf’s fears. “My things are missing too.”

      Barlo swore with dwarven fluency. “Fantastic.”
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      Iarion covertly inspected the contents of his almost empty pack. Like Barlo, his purse and gifts had been stolen. All he had left were a few basic survival supplies, like his blankets and firestarting kit, and one other package he had not mentioned to Barlo that a thief would find no use for.

      “I can’t believe it!” Barlo fumed. “Who would steal our things?”

      Iarion sighed. “I don’t know. The innkeeper’s daughter is the only other person who should have been in here while we were gone. I can’t see her doing it. It’s far too obvious, and would ruin the inn’s reputation.”

      “So no clothes, no presents, and no money,” Barlo grumbled. “At least my armor is safe with the blacksmith. Hopefully our weapons are still in the strongbox downstairs. Otherwise, all we have is pretty much the robes on our backs.”

      Iarion shrugged. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t be. The strong box is under the counter in the common room. If anyone other than the innkeeper tried to open it, someone would see them do it.”

      “I just hope it was the innkeeper’s daughter who took all our clothes, and not the thief,” Barlo said.

      Iarion raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think a thief would bother with soiled laundry?”

      A knock on the door cut off Barlo’s presumably sarcastic reply. A boy popped his head through the door.

      “Pardon, sirs,” he said, looking up at them from under a flop of brown hair. “Your dinner is here.”

      He shouldered open the door, revealing a laden tray in his arms, which he set on the low table by the fireplace. There were two tankards of mead, a plate of roast, two
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