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  From the Author


There are days when we all need an escape from a terrible job, a terrible day, or a terrible life. 
Join my newsletter and get an escape from the real world, stories, and lore designed to entertain and delight.
You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.
Join now at erickercher.com.
Enjoy the book.
-Eric Kercher






  
  1
Judgement


Deep in the damp, rat infested cell Dorian waited for his sentence to be carried out. He didn’t know how long he had waited, but when the footsteps came, he knew it was time. 
Light from the torch burned eyes used to pitch black. Rough hands dragged him to his feet, cold iron slammed around his arms and legs. It was painful, but he didn’t give them the satisfaction of crying out. Dorian’s eyes adjusted to the light, but it still hurt.
“It’s your day Dorian,” Yurgo, the jailer, said. His crooked teeth gleamed yellow. Dorian followed out of the cold cell that smelled like filth, and into the corridor to be flanked by guards. Dorian was surprised to see their golden armor. King’s men. Without a word, they slipped into formation, their chain mail clinking and echoing in the dungeon.
“He should be clean for his audience,” Yurgo said to the head guard. Dorian didn’t recognize him.
“Move out.” The dwarf had a commanding voice and stood a full head taller than the others. A chain across his left shoulder, golden, meant he was a dwarven commander. The escorts moved, jerking the chain that bound his feet and hands.
Dorian walked, his legs creaking from the years of neglect. Smoke from the torch filled his eyes and nose, stinging them and making his eyes water. It chased away his own stench. They left the dungeon and started up the stairs.
Within a few feet he was breathing heavily, his muscles burning from the effort, but the guards didn’t slow. In step they led him from his prison beneath the city and up the winding corridors and stairs to the dungeon entrance.
The guards on duty scrambled to attention when they passed. Dorian stole a glance, they were gaping at him. He wondered what he looked like. Doesn’t matter what I look like when I die, I’ll still be dead.
They took a right, marching up the back alleys and into the main tunnel. When they got to the shaft and entered the elevator, the commander surprised Dorian.
“Up,” he said. The dwarf running the elevator nodded and turned the lever. The elevator pulled them up, its old wooden frame creaking on the tight rope. He expected to go down, to the execution chambers. There was still hope.
His escorts got off at the surface, exiting the main entrance to the mines. He thought the torch was bad, but it was daylight out. Dorian had to be pulled along, covering his eyes that still burned even though they were closed. The sun penetrated his eyelids.
They went down the main street, smells and sounds he hadn’t heard in years assaulting him. There were crowds here, yelling and laughing. Many were talking about him, pointing out how wretched he looked, wondering when he was to be killed. He ignored them.
Instead, he breathed in the first taste of fresh air and savored it. Even though it was mixed with the unpleasant smells of the city, it was pure delight. Pulled through the streets, he blindly followed his escort, jerked in the right direction if he strayed.
Then, they were back inside, giant doors closing shut behind him with a boom. His heart sank. When his eyes adjusted to the bright, but not burning, light, his fears were confirmed.
King Lightaxe was seated on his throne, the room empty except for a few advisers behind him. Dorian’s guard pulled him forward to a respectful distance and pushed him down onto the red carpet, bowing themselves.
“The prisoner, as you commanded,” the commander said, his booming voice swallowed by the size of the room. Dorian felt the soft carpet on his fingers, and his knees. He looked down. His clothes were tattered rags, brown and stained by years in his cell.
“Dismissed.” The adviser to the King’s right waved the men away. Two guards hauled him to his feet and unchained him. For a second he thought about running, until his wobbling and weak legs convinced him otherwise.
“Dorian Ironstrike, what have you to say for your crimes?” It was the adviser again, his slicked back hair and smug look. Dorian narrowed his eyes and stayed silent. “You will speak when you are told.”
Dorian opened his mouth and coughed. He wasn’t even sure he could speak after all this time.
“Speak, dwarf.” The advisor’s eyes were blazing, black as night but filled with fury. The King held up a hand. The adviser’s eyes flashed, but he shrank back. “Since you refuse to speak you will listen.
“The King, in his great mercy and wisdom, has decided to spare your life and commute your sentence.” Dorian was confused, then almost took a step back. His head swam as he recalled the last few seconds. Did he just say...? “However,” the adviser continued, refocusing his attention, “this act depends on your...cooperation.”
Dorian closed his jaw. King Lightaxe had aged, gray fleck were streaking the regal brown hair and beard. From his expression Dorian could tell this was no joke. They weren’t going to whisk him away and cut off his head after this, what he rightfully deserved.
“You are to lead an expedition into the Tremble Mountains. You will delve deep and find the ore we suspect is hidden there, and you will bring it up from below.” Dorian shut his mouth, he hadn’t realized it was hanging open. What he cared about was buried here, deep under Zirad. What use was metal to him?
King Lightaxe was watching him, his eyes filled with all the strength he remembered. The adviser had gone silent. Dorian realized they were waiting for him to respond.
“I— “ his voice cracked, “I don’t have a choice, do I?” Someone gasped. King Lightaxe leaned back, all eyes on him, then he chuckled.
“No, you do not.” It was the same voice that had sentenced him, the same voice that had made him a promise. One he hadn’t kept. Anger flared up in Dorian, but he smothered it. There would be time, later.
“Your children will be waiting for your return. In three years, they will be released to you, if you are successful.” The adviser was smiling too, a wicked smile, and Dorian’s heart fluttered. How could have he forgotten them? The adviser swept his hand away, and the guards returned, shackling Dorian again. “Prepare well, you leave in one week.”

      [image: image-placeholder]He gasped, his body tensed from the shock of the water. Its icy remains dripped down his wet hair and onto his body. Dorian shivered from the cold, but the other dwarves didn’t give him time to recover.
“Pick it up.” A guard tossed a bar of soap on the ground, and Dorian reached down to grab it. Another pushed him, and he fell. Laughter rang out, hard and mean, but he reminded himself that there would be a day for revenge, but it wouldn’t be today.
Dorian pushed back up, clutching the soap with shivering fingers, and washed himself. Layers of grime and dirt peeled off him, and they dumped him again in water and made him do it all over. After the third time the guards were about to do it again when something stopped them.
“That’s enough,” a voice growled from behind him. Dorian recognized it and turned. “Finish it now and begone.” A guard stepped forward, something gleaming in his hand. Shears. Dorian backed away, but firm hands held him fast.
They were quick and made it painful, pulling on his beard and hair. It fell in clumps to the floor, chunks of wet, brown hair piled up until it was gone. Another guard shaved him, cutting what was left, and Dorian held still out of fear he might cut him. Finrail Goldenhammer watched until they were finished, meeting his gaze.
There was nothing but coldness in his eyes, and Dorian realized his old friend was gone, replaced by a general. When the guards finished, Finrail dismissed them. They saluted and marched off as one, snickering over their shoulders at him.
Cool air played across Dorian’s chin and scalp, and he reached up to feel it. Smooth, empty. His beard gone, his head shorn. Finrail didn’t speak until the door shut behind him, then he glanced around the room to make sure they were gone.
“Dorian.” Finrail’s voice cracked, and his cold eyes melted to sorrow and joy. Arms outstretched, he embraced him in a hug. “I’m sorry for what’s happened to you.”
The sudden change took him by surprise, but then his emotions poured back. He returned the hug, but then the memories made him draw back. “What’s happened to me? You’re sorry?” Dorian coughed, still not used to talking.
Finrail’s eyes crinkled, and he frowned. “I should have been there.” Dorian couldn’t look at him, he was too angry. “I spoke with the King. He won’t say it but he bears the burden of her death, that’s why he’s spared you.”
“To be used as fodder in his quest for wealth and power.”
“You don’t know.” Finrail took a deep breath. “You’ve been...gone too long. What you go to do is important, not just to the King. To us, to all of us here.” Dorian refused to look him in the eye. Even after all these years, it was too soon.
“I wasn’t sure how you’d respond. Here, take this with you.” He offered an object covered in brown cloth. Dorian thought about it, but his curiosity got the better of him and he tugged at the corner.
Bright steel gleamed in the firelight of the torches, sliding down the double cutting edges and caressing the dark oak of the haft. Dorian drew back. “I can’t.”
“It’s yours.”
“I swore long ago I would never use it.” Fear and anger fought inside him. “Put it away.” Finrail wrapped it back up, returning it to an unassuming, plain package.
“Where you go, you may need it. At least take it, it may be of some use to you someday.” When he didn’t respond, Finrail set it by the trunk that was to be his possessions. “Will you say anything to me?”
“What is there to say?” Years had driven a wedge between them, time lost that could never be recovered. His life was over, their friendship was over too.
“Goodbye Dorian, may the earth lead you to peace.”
Dorian nodded stiffly, and Finrail gave him one last look before he too departed through the door.
Long after Finrail left Dorian stared at the axe, thinking.

      [image: image-placeholder]Something scurried down the tunnel, disturbing the silence. It had the smell of food and the heat of life in it. Delicious, precious life. Hunger stabbed at it, throbbed inside it, but it didn’t move. Many days of its life had taught it patience.
The sounds faded farther down the tunnel, but then they changed. The animal could sense it.
It didn’t move. The animal waited too. It was close, but too far to be sure of a good kill.
Eventually, the animal was satisfied and moved, sniffing and scurrying forward. But it couldn’t see what was waiting in the dark until it was too late.
The animal was trapped now, gone too far down the tunnel. It moved then, following the vibrations in the dark to find its prey. It didn’t bother to save it for later, it was hungry now.
Jaws bit into the warm animal. Juicy, warm, throbbing. It was delicious.
But small.
Soon the animal was empty, a devoured husk of what it once was.
And the hunger was still there.
Stabbing, throbbing, dulled.
But still there.
It moved then, deeper into its hunting ground. Things traveled in the dark maze of tunnels down here. Bigger things, more satisfying things. Things filled with life that begged to be drained.
In the dark it would hunt to satisfy its hunger, yearning for the day when juicy, fat things would come to it. Until then, it would go to them and devour them.






  
  2
Storm of Rage


The afternoon sun beat down on them, the warmth overcoming the chill from the wind. Dorian looked back down the valley to see where the others were. 
Lumdir Delvenwright and Barileth Steeleyes struggled to bring the cart up. It was overloaded, and the two young goats that pulled it strained against the grade of the mountain.
Dorian went back down and helped to push the wagon without a word, straining with the weight. It rattled and clanked, bumping and jostling over the rocking outcroppings and uneven terrain.
The rest followed, carrying the supplies they had to take off the cart to get it this far. Kimec and Yudoline Roundhammer carried a box with pots and pans, Yander Helmsplitter struggled with a bundle of tools, and Skover Porkbarrel brought up the rear with two bags draped over his round belly.
“Might’n we stop for a moment?” Skover said, wheezing from the exertion and covered in glistening sweat. Kimec and Yudoline didn’t wait for a response, but set the box down and collapsed in the grass.
Breathing heavily, Dorian let them rest and pulled out the map. They had turned southeast after crossing the headwaters of the Zazinargzig, and the foothills of the Tremble Mountains had fought them every step of the way.
Squinting in the harsh daylight, Dorian surveyed the valley below. Sparse oaks and ash dotted the side of the mountain, huge boulders of granite poking up between the dense layers of grass and foliage below them.
The peak was still hundreds of feet up, maybe more, and the mountains would give them shelter from the harsh southern winds of winter. The sun was sinking to the horizon, with less than an hour to sunset.
“We’re here,” Dorian said.
“Here? As in finished?” Skover asked, perking up. Dorian nodded.
“About time,” Barileth said, taking refuge in the shade of the cart. A goat nuzzled beneath him, searching for the grass to eat, and he shifted.
Dorian had to agree with him. They were told the journey would take two weeks at most. That was three and a half weeks ago, time they didn’t have. He folded the map back up and put it into his pocket.
“Blasted rivers,” Kimec said. “If we didn’t have to go around them so far, we would have been here earlier. Dorian wasn’t sure what to think of them all yet, even after three weeks with them. They were soft, though, too used to city life.
“I’ll go get some water,” Yudoline said, getting a bucket from the cart. She wandered off toward the brook they followed up the mountain while Kimec got up to inspect the nearest tree.
He looked up at its bare branches, small buds of green just beginning to show. Then, he walked around it and up to it to feel its bark. “It’s small, but a few of these would do.” The trunk was only as round as he was.
“I’ll get some firewood,” Yander said. “I used to do it when I was younger, I would wander out to the forest and pretend the sticks were swords.” He chuckled, but his smile faded when no one else laughed. “...I’ll go get them.”
Lumdir was unstrapping the tent poles, and Dorian went to help him. While each of the others was performing their assigned tasks, Dorian oversaw the making of the camp.
The tents went up first, poles holding up sheets of canvass that doubled as a covering for their supplies while they were traveling. There were two, with enough room to just hold them all, and with Lumdir, Doria, and Barileth helping, they went up fast.
Skover had started a fire by the time they were done, setting a pot to boil the water Yudoline had carried. They each took some of the cold water remaining in the bucket. It washed away the dust from Dorian’s throat and hit his stomach like a slug of ice.
“I found a big stash of sticks farther in the forest,” Yander said. He had made a big stack of them beside the fire. “By the beard, it’s beautiful up here.” The clouds were colorful with the setting sun, something Dorian had missed before.
“Better if we were safely underground,” muttered Lumdir. “What I’d give for a solid roof of rock over my head right now.”
“Soon enough,” Barileth said. “We’ll dig deep and fast and be beneath the mountain before you know it.” Yander was backing the cart up under the biggest tent. Dorian preferred they unload everything tonight, but he didn’t say anything.
“What’s it like, starting an expedition? I’ve heard stories before, of course, but never from anyone who has been there.” Yander watched Lumdir as he unhooked the goats and tied them up to graze.
“Like any other, I suppose. I’ve never done it,” Lumdir said. Yander looked at Barileth.
“Me either.”
Yander scrunched up his face. “But I thought...” he paused. “Has anyone been on an expedition before?” The other dwarves said no, but Dorian didn’t answer. He tied the tent tight to the stakes he drove in the ground on the west side.
“Mr. Ironstrike?” Yander asked, tentative. The other dwarves stopped what they were doing. Dorian felt their eyes on him. He straightened and checked the sky. The clouds had disappeared, the first few stars of twilight shining. Dorian leveled his stare at Yander, who wilted under it. “Never mind, I’ll go get some more sticks for the fire.”
With his departure the other dwarves sprung back into action. Skover stirred his soup vigorously, splashing some into the fire. It hissed and he yelped, a comic sight, but no one laughed. They were too preoccupied looking busy.
It was fine by Dorian. The less they knew of him, the better. He wasn’t interested in their lives, even though he was forced to listen to them on the journey. He wasn’t sure how the next three years would go.
While the others finished setting up the camp Dorian walked the perimeter of the camp. He was looking for more than if everything was in place.
He kneeled in the fading light, surveying the small tracks in the ground. Rabbit. Satisfied, he continued his round. When he finished Skover was dishing out the soup. He took his and retreated into the dark while the others sat on makeshift chairs of sticks or the ground.
“Ah, it’s good to be in one place again,” Yudoline said, sitting beside her husband. “Isn’t it Kimec?”
“Hmm?” He looked up from his bowl of soup. “Yes, dearie.”
“So many trees too,” Yander said. “I’ve never seen so many, other than the forests we passed through. They had quite a few too, although those seemed to be bigger and less...”
“Sickly looking?” Skover offered.
“I was thinking thin.”
“They’ll do for our purposes,” Kimec said. “They’ve got a lot of life in them. Good, solid wood that will last.”
“Bah, throw the wood on the fire. Metal is what we’re after, and metal is what we’ll get.” Barileth’s face was animated by the flames, his braided beard dripping some of his meal. “We’ll pull it up by the boatload, ship it down the river by barge until they can’t get enough.”
“What kind of metal do you think?” Yander asked.
“Gold, silver, steel. All of it, I imagine.” Dorian almost snorted at his ignorance, but kept silent. He chewed the pork in his soup, letting the salty broth wash down the remains. It hurt his teeth, far harder than the thin gruel he had lived on for years.
“Gold? Real gold? We’d be rich beyond our wildest dreams.” Dorian almost pitied Yander, with the faraway look he knew so well. So many dwarves he had been with through the years had worn it too, almost all of them disappointed. So wealth is what he’s after.
“Gold isn’t so easy to find,” Lumdir said. “It likes to hide in the rock. You have to coax it out little by little.”
“How would you know?” Barileth asked. Lumdir drew back and hunched his shoulders.
“I had a cousin once that mined it up north. Told me about it.”
“A cousin! Hear that everyone, he has a cousin that knows everything there is to know.”
“Oh, knock off it,” Skover said, grabbing the ladle and stirring the pot again. “Have some more soup, there’s more here.” He helped himself while Lumdir glared at Barileth, who glared right back.
“I’ll be glad to get underground again. The feeling of open sky has me feeling off,” Yudoline said, changing the subject. All the dwarves agreed on it, dispelling the air of bad blood between Lumdir and Barileth.
Dorian finished his meal while the others kept talking and stretched his legs. The wind had picked up from the east, sending the trees into a shiver that creaked their branches.
He smelled the air and looked up into the sky. Clouds were rolling in. The unmistakable scent was thick. Rain was on the way.

      [image: image-placeholder]The torrent hit and it was fast and furious. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. Water filled the air, filled his nose and splashed on him. Dorian sat away from the others huddled around the tent pole and trying to sleep.
They were failing. The storm was too much. Each flash of thunder brought a yelp from the mass, either Yudoline or Yander, he couldn’t tell which. The booming thunder rolled over them seconds later, or less.
The mention of family brought back memories of Dorian’s own. His brother and sisters, his mother and father. And, as usual, when he thought about them, his own thoughts turned inevitably to his wife and children.
Soft caresses in the morning, gentle kisses at night. The sound of her voice as she hummed baking bread, kneading the dough with firm hands. He hunched over, rocking back and forth and wishing they would go away.
The promise he made when he left that day, even though she begged him to stay. A bad feeling, she said. He had dismissed it with a laugh and went anyway. The waves of sadness and anger rolled over him like the rain rolled onto the tent.
Something snapped somewhere, but he was too busy trying to run from the ghosts of his past to care. The years hadn’t made these memories any easier. He couldn’t get their wedding day out of his mind.
Other than the birth of his children it had been the happiest day of his life. Ruby, Xanther. He almost moaned out and clutched his stomach, hard as a rock. Where were they now? Were they safe?
“Your children will await the completion of your task, kept here at Zirad in comfort until the mine can support them.” The greasy smile of that dwarf, he wanted to reach back in time and throttle him.
But Lightaxe was reasonable, wasn’t he? You remember the last promise he made to you, don’t you? Anger bubbled up, replacing the sadness. The night stretched on and the storm grew stronger. So did Dorian’s anger.
If he could leave now, find out where they were he could rescue them. But even as he thought it, he knew it was impossible. They would be hidden, kept far from his home. They might not be in the city at all.
The thought chilled him more than the icy rain. I’ll have his head if he does anything. It was an empty threat, and he knew it.
No, he was stuck. He would either see this mission through to success or fail and never see his children again. There was no running, he had no allies or safe places to run to. There was no fighting, he wasn’t strong enough on his own.
That left finishing the path that was laid before him, for good or for bad. Finally, the storm died out in the early hours of the morning. Dorian sat in a puddle, dripping water and shivering.
“I will finish this and see my children again, if it’s the last thing I do,” he whispered to himself. “I’ll make this mine produce in three years and build a fortress like no one has ever seen.”






  
  3
Remembrance


Sunlight revealed the effects of the storm. Dorian, tired, cold, and wet, was the first up and the first to see. 
The tent that covered their goods had collapsed in the night, exposing the front half of the cart. The sound of him moving boxes off the top woke the others.
“By the beard, what happened?” Yander asked, rubbing his eyes. Dorian dumped out a bucket of rainwater. The barrels of pork underneath looked to be intact.
“What a terrible night,” Yudoline said. “I thought I was going to drown.”
“I’ve got to get out of these clothes.” Barileth tore off his wet shirt and wrung it out, a splash of water falling on the ground.
“Nothing dry to replace them with, I’m afraid.” Kimec held up his spare shirts. They dripped water they were so water logged.
Lumdir joined Dorian at the cart and together they pulled the tent off. It protested, holding onto the wood of the sides of the cart. Yudoline gasped, and Dorian saw why.
The tent pole had fallen on the side of the cart, smashing into a barrel of rockbread. The dull gray foodstuff spilled out over the cart. It had been packed in tight, with no place to go.
“Not my seeds,” she said, and hurried over. Reaching over the side she plucked out a small keg and turned it over in her hand and opened it. After the inspection, she sighed. “Safe and sound. Sticks and stones that gave me a fright.”
“Ruined.” Lumdir held up a piece of rockbread. It slumped and crumbled in his hand. He threw it to the ground in disgust and it slapped against the grass, wet and thick. It smelled soggy, the deep yeasty smell musty. “The whole barrel.”
They wrestled it out of the cart, at least three times the weight it should have been. When they tipped it over water spilled out in a flow, pooling beneath the cart. It wrapped around the wheels and flowed down the mountain in rivulets.
“Get the rest out,” Dorian said. Without a word they emptied the cart one piece at a time. The over packed cart creaked and groaned as it was unloaded, each box, barrel, or individual item carefully laid on rocks or among the wet grass.
The seven of them stood around the wreckage. “The tools got wet too,” Yander held up a hoe. Its handle was broken and small tendrils of red covered the iron head.
“I could fix the handles, but this...” Kimec fingered the blade. Bits of red flaked off, falling to the ground. “We’d need a smith, and a proper one too. I don’t have the skill for that.” None of the other dwarves seemed to either.
All they had to survive the next year was around them. Two barrels of rock bread ruined. Almost all the handles of the tools were broken, except the axe and the pickaxes, and even they were starting to rust.
“How are we going to survive?” Yudoline asked. “With the rockbread gone?”
“We’ll survive, we have more food in the cart.” Barileth was pulling loaves out one by one and tossing them aside. Each splattered to the earth, waterlogged. He took a bite of one, made a face, and then spit it out. “No sense in keeping them though.”
“I hate to see good food go to waste.” Skover watched him mournfully, clutching his belly.
“The goats are fine, and the chickens.” Lumdir held up the coop. The chickens looked small, soaked by the rain. “Could probably use a good soaking anyway.” The goats had taken refuge in the dwarves’ tent and were happily eating the rockbread.
“Who put up the tent?” Barileth asked. The dwarves ceased their activity and all eyes swiveled to him.
“What do you mean? We all put up the tent.” Lumdir crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. The old dwarf may have been getting on in years, but his muscles still had a vitality to them.
“Not all of us.”
“I made dinner, it wasn’t me,” Skover said nervously. He drummed his fingers on his stomach and his eyes searched for an escape route.
“And I went to get water,” Yudoline said.
“I suppose I helped with the tent. I’ve been helping with  the tent for a few days now,” Yander said. “I can’t remember what I did exactly. If I hammered stakes this time, or if I helped put the center pole up. Sometimes I’ve done that, even though I have trouble with— “
“Enough of your yammering.” Barileth cast a hard eye on Yander, then squinted. “I remember you doing something last night, what was it?” He stroked his beard, and none of the other dwarves said anything.
Dorian watched, not saying a word. While the others had secured their belongings, making sure their personal chests weren’t wet, he had rearranged his. The axe that Finrail gave him was shifted to the bottom, beneath the spare changes of clothes, his documents, and a coat.
He didn’t intend to pick it up ever again. Dorian thought long and hard and the first chance he got he was going to bury it. No good could come of using it again.
Tension in the air broke his memory, bringing him back to the present. Dorian wondered if the King’s men had given them the usual goods or padded it. With this group the more he had, the better.
Barileth tugged on his beard suddenly. “That’s right, you did something with the cart. You broke the tent pole, must have backed up right into it, I think.”
“N-n-no, I didn’t do that. I remember backing it up nice and slow, stopping just before the pole. Lefty and Righty, that’s the names I’ve given the goats as to them always being tied up to the cart on each side, stopped right when I gave the command. I know they wouldn’t go farther.” Yander was backing up as he talked, Barileth advancing on him.
“You’ll meet my Lefty and Righty for what you’ve done.” Barileth held up his hand and curled them into threatening fists.
“Wait now,” Lumdir said. “The boy wasn’t the only one working last night. I recall you hammering in the stakes on this side. I think you didn’t do what you were supposed to.” 
Barileth paused, and turned back. Lumdir’s own arms were tense and rippled with muscle, showing the strength he had after years of hard labor.
“And who packed the cart?” Kimec asked.
“You stay out of this.” Barileth leveled his glare at him.
“You packed the cart,” Yudoline said, raising herself up to her full height. “If you would have put the barrel on the bottom we wouldn’t have had this problem.”
“We would have and you know it. That rain was too powerful to not ruin things.”
“Let me make breakfast, we can talk about it after everyone’s had a good meal,” Skover said, trying to diffuse the situation. It won’t work, not with everyone tired and wet.
“You would want to eat, wouldn’t you?” Barileth turned his steely gaze to Skover. Dorian had seen this play out before, but never this early. “Always stuffing your fat face.”
“Now, that’s uncalled for.” Skover frowned and took a step back.
“What’s called for is a reckoning,” Barileth said.
“And you’re the dwarf to give it out?” Yudoline wagged a finger at him. “No sense giving out what you can’t take.”
“Tame your wife, before I do.”
“Rock and earth.” Kimec’s eyes flashed. “Don’t you dare talk about my wife that way. The way I see it you’re the one who lost us the rockbread, and you’ll be the one to pay for it.”
“I’ll pay for nothing.”
“You’ll take back what you said.” Kimec’s hand found the axe, and he hefted it, holding it across his chest at the ready. Barileth’s eyes opened wider, then he turned back to Yander.
“The tent was your fault, and now we’re out of food and tools.”
“I really don’t think I did anything wrong, I’m sure of it. The goats are so responsive and wouldn’t ever do anything bad.”
“Leave him be,” Lumdir said, bristling.
“Or what? You’ll gang up on me with the tree cutter and the cook?” Barileth shot him another glare. “Last week you told me how much you hated his cooking and now you want him on your side?”
“You don’t like my cooking?” Skover looked more wounded at that than the insult earlier. “But my ma taught me from when I was young. It’s all her recipes.”
Lumdir looked nervous. “That’s not exactly what I said, more of a paraphrase.” He ran a hand through his beard. “Look, I
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