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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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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
The Wolfsbane


Young barmaids with silken hair and simple brown corsets cut dangerously low danced around the crowded, chipped, and cut oak tables that dotted the greasy tavern. Smoke rings and bawdy laughter filled the air as scarred humans in chain mail and hard leather armor grabbed at the giggling girls who gracefully twisted out of harm’s way to go back to the bar for another precariously filled serving tray of bubbling golden ale. 
The ale was decent, of passable quality, but was too watered down to taste the hops properly and not enough mushroom. There was barely any mushroom in it at all.
Barileth's pipe clicked against his teeth as he sucked in a thick, meaty mouthful of the tobacco. It was shredded, dried, and a deep emerald green and one of the most pleasant things to ever come out of Guzan. He sighed deep, trying to sink back into the booth cushion and failing miserably.
It was too tall, by far, and ill-suited to his form. The innskeep, although a dim and dull-witted man, had seen to his comfort in many other ways, by providing a shorter bed for him to sleep in down in the cool cellar with the vegetables and turnips, very comforting, but had done nothing to alter the furniture in his common room.
That was... unfortunate, considering the quality of his gold, but alas, there was only so much gold could buy. The humans in this area of the country were fascinated by silver, used it every day it seemed, if they could afford it, but had little knowledge of the best ores and metal alloys. Even the chain mail was made of cheap steel, at best, if it even was, and already showed signs of rusting around the edges. Too much gold would have been wasted on them.
He took another sip from his brown ceramic tankard, crude but effective, and noted the improvement in the quality of the taste of the ale with a nice, long toke on the pipe. The bowl warmed in his hand as he drew in his breath, snuggled comfortably in the crook of his thumb as if it were made for it.
The other hand turned the small ring over in his fingers, pale gold with a single burning blue sapphire set into it. He still hadn't figured out what secrets it possessed, but he greatly desired to find out. There was a strange pull to it, even though he didn't have the song of the earth he was sensitive to this.
It was smooth and silky to his touch, but its presence was drawing attention. With a single motion he made it disappear, slipping it into his hidden purse deep in the folds of his hide jacket, and hoped that would be enough to do the trick.
"Whot kind o' shiny thing you have there?" The progenitor of the voice, a full dwarf taller than Barileth, reeked of ale and piss. His squashed nose and dull brown eyes told the story of his intelligence and ability to stay out of other people's business.
Barileth considered staying silent, avoiding the row that was soon to follow, and decided against it. He had been itching for a fight, it seemed now was as good a time as any.
"Keep your forsaken nose out of my business," he growled, limbering up his fingers and patting the hard lump in his left pocket to make sure it was still there.
And there it was, peaceful, content, and ready for action.
The human's eyes nearly went cross-eyed. His brain clicked and chattered between the stupidly large ears that flapped in the breeze of steam beginning to come out of them.
Barileth smiled. This was going to be fun.
"Whot you said?"
"I said." Barileth tapped his pipe out, cleaning out the ashes with a finger. "You smell like cow dung. Get out of my face."
Dumb Human made a squeaking noise, filling with air like a goat bladder. The conversation had suddenly died down and all eyes trained on him.
His fingers slipped on his little surprise as the Dumb Human grabbed the front of his cloak and lifted him into the air. "That will cost ya."
Barileth slipped his pipe back into his coat pocket and cracked his knuckles, meeting the Dumb Human's gaze. He said in a dangerous whisper, "Put me down before you get hurt. Lad."
The human cocked back a fat fist.
He was, unfortunately for him, too slow.
Barileth's steel knuckles connected to the side of his head with a satisfying crack. As he dropped, now let go by limp fingers, he rolled back to his feet expecting a bigger fight.
Dumb Human crashed into the table, bringing it down with a clatter, behind him and lay still.
The tavern was so quiet you could have heard a coin drop.
"Anyone else want to go?" Barileth asked, blood hot and ready. His knuckles were back in his pocket, but his hands were raised and ready.
"Ah-hem," the innskeep cleared his throat, "I'll have no fighting here. Take it outside if you'd like." His voice broke the spell, humans one by one dropped his gaze and returned to their cups, if a little subdued.
"...one blow. Gods..."
"He took down Clancy like he was a sack of potatoes."
"...not going to tangle with that one..."
"Dwarf." The last voice came from a hefty man with no shirt tucked into a booth out of sight.
His muscles rippled in the light of the fire, glistening and glowing. When he stood Barileth saw he was even taller than Dumb Human, who was apparently named Clancy and was apparently still alive judging from the groaning going on behind him.
Pity.
Barileth eyed the big man, thinking of the best way to bring him down if things went south. Unlike Clancy, this one looked smart enough to put up a good fight.
Judging from the size of those muscles and the scars crisscrossed on them he was strong enough too.
"I mean you no harm. I could not help but judge your fighting skill. We are in need of a fighter." The big man's speech was strange, stilted. Common clearly wasn't his natural tongue.
"And who are you?"
"Come, join me," the man said, motioning to his booth in the corner. There was another figure there already, deeper in the shadows, one he hadn't noticed before.
Barileth wondered at the unusual invitation to a dwarf so far out of place, and considered his options. Finally, he shrugged, grabbed another mug of ale from the serving tray gliding past, and joined the big man in the booth.
"My name is Wolfrane Wolfsbane." When he sat down the bench creaked under the weight of the big human. Barileth stifled a snigger. What a stupid name. "And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?"
"Name's Barileth. Steeleyes. What happened to your shirt, popped off?" Barileth took a sip of ale. It was warm, but still not too bad.
"This one has a sense of humor," the shadowed figure said. Her voice was deep, but graceful, for a human woman.
"Yes. Sense of humor." Wolfrane nodded. "Good."
"And you are?" Barileth peered, trying to pierce the darkness beneath her cowl. It was embroidered around the edges with strange runes that... glowed?
"Mand Dreth. And what is a dwarf doing so far out here?"
"Minding my own business, that's what." He got a strange feeling from her, one he didn't necessarily like, but couldn't put his finger on. For one thing, he should be able to see her face in the dark.
"Now, now, that's no way to talk to a potential ally." She clucked at him. It bothered him he couldn't see her face.
"Potential ally?" Barileth's eyes narrowed.
Wolfrane nodded, his big head shaking his long hair. Stuff in it tinkled, some sort of shell or bone interwoven into the fine, golden hair. Most of it was held back with a strange headscarf. "Yes. We are looking for one."
Someone shouted at the other end of the room, calling for more ale. Reminded, Barileth took another sip, half-draining his mug. The ale was weak here. Nothing heavy that would knock a dwarf down in two swigs like back in Zirad.
"If you're interested, that is," she said. The voice came out from the folds of the hood like a fog in the deep, sending a small chill up his back.
Her voice echoed in his ears, tickling him some more.
Then, it hit him.
"Your foul magic won't work on me. And, I don't appreciate—" he bit the word off with his tongue, "you even trying it." He scowled, crossed his arms, and leaned back.
The hood shifted briefly toward Wolfrane, who nodded. Hands, delicate and light, covered in green gloves also emblazoned with runes that shifted in the light of the fire, reached up and pulled back her hood.
Her face was beautiful, for a human woman. Graceful cheeks, jet-black hair, but her black eyes shrouded in more black around the edges drew him to her like a moth to flame. "Very well, I won't try it anymore," she said, giving a curt little nod. Her lips were pressed together in what could only be described as annoyance.
"Good."
"Mand is very good, but cautious." Wolfrane raised his mug to his lips, which looked like a dwarfling's plaything in his meaty palm. Foam trailed around the corners of his bare lips when he brought it away. "She only want best for our group. I wanted to test you."
"Your, group?" Barileth asked. He was getting more puzzled every moment that went on. What did a muscle-bound human and a sorceress have in common? And why would they join together? "Oh, I see. You must be married."
They glanced at each other. Mand broke out into laughter, a strange, tinkling thing that flowed over the edge of the rough, wooden table. A hint of a blush adorned Wolfrane's cheeks.
So he had gotten that wrong. Strange humans and their strange relationships. Not that he had gotten the hang of that himself.
"Not quite," Mand said. "We seek treasure."
That caught his attention, and she noticed, aiming in on him like a hunter on the cave doe. "Not just any treasure either. Treasure that puts all your dwarven gold to the pale," she continued.
Barileth snorted. "And now you're a merchantwoman hawking the rare and fleeting too?"
"We seek treasures of great power," Wolfrane said, cutting her off. She leaned back into the booth and fumed as he continued. "Hidden deep beneath the earth in a secret place. We need one more, one with knowledge of the earth and of the deep."
"Then find yourself a goblin," Barileth said, shrugging. He was trying to show disinterest. Being a dwarf, he had fooled quite a few humans this way. This wasn't sounding like something he was willing to risk himself for though.
Or, at least, that was what he kept telling himself.






  
  2
Meeting on the Green


Barileth shifted on the hard, wooden bench, easing the pressure off his backside, as he stared across the dented and dinged table between them. 
Two humans, one who wielded magic, another too strong for his liking, were communicating with each other on the other side.
Not with sound, like the boisterous conversations surrounding them above the roaring of the fire, but with something else. The smoke surrounding his head helped him obscure his own thoughts as his hand itched to reach for his own pipe and add to the wonderful smell.
He instead, reached for his own ale and took a sip of the watery stuff.
"Perhaps we should show you," Wolfrane said, when they had finished their non-conversation conversation. Mand sat silent, hands beneath the table.
It made him nervous. That and the hidden glowering tracing along her brow. Even though she wasn't using magic on him she still made his back tingle.
The comforting feeling of the steel knuckles helped with that.
"No, a goblin will not work," Wolfrane said. "A dwarf is best. Dwarf loves treasure too."
"I love being alive more." Barileth drained the rest of his mug. A few more and he might feel a little tipsy. "Can you keep me alive?"
"Yes. Wolfrane keep you alive." He reached out his hand, made a giant fist with it, then pounded his chest with a massive thump. Barileth swore he felt a small gust of wind from it, but didn't think too hard on it.
"And we'll give you a cut of the treasure," Mand said. There was a bite in her voice, he guessed they would have rather paid him in silver.
Treasure. The word rang in his ears. He knew she was using it intentionally, baiting him into something he didn't want to do, but it wasn't stinking of desperation.
Not that, something else.
A barmaid squealed, unable to escape the pinching hand of a far-gone patron. She didn't sound like she minded too much, but twirled away anyway after slapping the offending hand, keeping a hold of the serving tray filled with empty mugs.
"Still not interested," Barileth said, hopping down from his perch in the booth. His feet stomped the floorboards.
Mand sighed, then held out a hand. "Then, perhaps, I can offer my. Assistance. In identifying the ring you're curious about."
Barileth froze.
"Yes, we saw it. Almost impossible not to, which is strange for such a powerful object. Usually smart people keep them hidden." Her eyes flashed on him, deep and smoky.
What did she know? His hand closed around the secret pocket, then he released it suddenly, trying to behave as if he was unaffected. He turned up his collar.
"I'll go with you to see these others," Barileth said, then held up a finger. "But I won't guarantee anything. I'm a busy dwarf with lots to do."
"Busy?" Wolfrane asked. Mand gave a curt smile that never went to her eyes. She was a dangerous one, that was sure. "I didn't see you being busy."
Barileth huffed. "Let's get a move on then while we still have light."

    
  They led him to a small clearing in the oaks outside of town, on a small crest that overlooked the valley below. Through the trees he could see the black fields of the humans in the rich soil near the water. The sun shone down like a big ball of white, making his eyes water.
The camp was simple, a few tents slung up over tree branches and one canvas hammock dangling in the wind farther back into the tree line. Two more humans sat around a small fire ringed in red rocks, who rose when they entered the clearing.
"Ooo, a dwarf," the girl said. She might have been a grown woman, but was small and stunted. Yellow flowers ringed her similarly colored hair. Rounded ears confirmed she was human, but her eyes had a strange dreaminess to them, like she was looking behind and not at him.
"Why?" the man said. His cloak was black, to match his hair, and covered his body except his black shoes. Eyes of brown were set in a hard, chiseled face that had a scar up near his hairline.
"Stal, be kind," Wolfrane said, striding into their midst. "This is Barileth Eyes of Steel."
"Steeleyes," he corrected.
"Steel eyes. He has come to us now to see." Wolfrane peered down at them. The other man was barely taller than the young girl. Neither of them looked like much of a fighter.
"This is Driea," Wolfrane pointed to the girl, "and Stal," pointing to the man. "They are companions."
"You didn't answer," Stal said. He crossed his arms, revealing an equally black tunic and trousers underneath, with black gloves. Odd, it wasn't that cold out. If anything it was a bit warm for his tastes.
"Dwarves good underground," Wolfrane said. "He can help."
"You were supposed to get a fighter," Stal said.
"He looks like a fighter to me," Driea said, a hand rising listlessly to her cheek. Her eyes blinked slowly. Her skin was pale, one of the most pale humans he had ever seen.
Not that he had seen that many.
"Barileth might be able to help us get what we desire," Mand said, standing next to Wolfrane's side. Whatever their disagreement back in the inn, it was over now.
"I don't like it," Stal said. Birds cheeped in the trees, tweeting out a warning to each other in the branches. They flittered in the shade, far out of reach of any of those in the clearing.
"It can't be that bad," Driea said.
Barileth crossed his arms too, setting his feet apart. "I can fight plenty well, unlike some of you."
"You have no idea how I fight, dwarf," Stal said. He bared his teeth, finally turning to look at Barileth.
"I can tell you're awfully scrawny for a human, and don't have the guts to go up against that one." Barileth jabbed a thumb at Wolfrane.
Stal's eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.
"Now, now, don't fight you two," Driea said, her voice light and airy. She twirled a lock of hair between her fingers. "Can't have fighting."
"Yes, fighting each other bad," Wolfrane said, nodding. He turned to Barileth. "Now that you here we discuss the job."
Barileth watched Stal closer, who gave him another bared-teeth smile and sat back down on his stump. He took up a stick and poked at the fire.
There was something dangerous in his eyes. Barileth was starting to wonder if he hadn't misjudged the scrawny human. Mand was the most dangerous, and Wolfrane the strongest, but what were these two here for?
"What we seek is hidden beneath the earth," Mand said, spinning a dark substance between her fingers. She cast out her hands and the shape of a tunnel, or of several tunnels, filled the area above the fire. "Deep in the heart of the mountain, and guarded by ancient evil. The undead walk these tunnels, brought back to life by a lich."
"Lich? Never heard of him," Barileth said. He stuck a finger in his ear and rubbed it around.
"Bad, bad thing," Driea said, bringing clasped hands to her lips. "Ruins all the growing things."
"It's an undead sorcerer, if that helps any." Mand spun her hand, and the strange, floating darkness spun with it.
Barileth tried not to be impressed.
"And it guards the treasure it had in life, built over years of greed and arrogance. If you help us." The darkness splayed out as she cast her hands aside, winking out of existence in a second. It left no smell, no taste, no sight. "Part of his treasure will be yours."
There, in place of the darkness, was a gleaming chest of gold studded with diamonds and emeralds. It was open, overflowing with coin and trinkets, each and every one made of gold.
His heart thumped at the sight. His hands itched to reach out and touch it. It was... so real.
Then, he remembered who he was dealing with. His lip curled up on one side. "Strange tricks, strange magic, how can I even be sure this treasure exists?”
"It exists," Wolfrane said.
"And, when you've helped us find it, we will share it with you," Mand said.
Driea clapped her hands. "Oh, good. Share it." Her face was beaming like the sun.
"No, you idiot," Stal said, "that means less for you."
"Oh." Her face drained of enthusiasm. "That is not so good." She went back to plucking at her hair, staring into the fire wistfully.
Barileth wasn't so sure Mand was telling the truth. On the other hand, it did sound like there was going to be some excitement involved. And, if he could figure out what that ring was, that might be worth it.
It was there in the secret pocket, a reassuring lump of gold. Just for him, and no one else.
The fire in the ring of stones popped and shifted, falling in on itself. Sparks kicked up out of the embers, each one burning brightly before they turned to floating ash of black. Some passed through the shimmering treasure chest.
"I'll do it, but only on the conditions we discussed." Barileth sniffed and walked over to one of the open logs next to the fire. "A quarter of the treasure and you tell me what it is I'm carrying." Barileth rubbed his nose.
"I can already tell you what you're carrying," Mand said. Her eyes bored into his. Barileth narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. She was trying to make him nervous. "And a quarter is out of the question."
"I'm not negotiating with you lass. I'm negotiating with him." Barileth jabbed a thumb in Wolfrane's direction, who laughed a big, hearty laugh that jiggled his insides.
"Mand negotiate for us. That what Mand do," Wolfrane said, when he had stopped laughing long enough to take a breath. Even Stal had a wry smile on his face.
"You can have an equal share, just like the rest of us, once we have divided it up. With the identification of your little magic ring, that leaves you at an advantage." Mand twisted a sneer at him. "And we have some preconditions of our own."






  
  3
The Pact


"Preconditions?" Barileth asked. The fire was warm, warmer than the spring sun that tickled his face. A gust of wind stirred his beard and hair, bringing with it the new smells of spring. 
Blooming flowers, budding trees, and a fresh scent of grass. But there was a hint of rain in it, a tasty, tangy rain that might be here and gone in an instant, or might stay the night.
Mand, Wolfrane, Stal, and Driea were watching him, each with a different set of eyes.
"Yes. We know each other." Mand crossed her arms across her bosom. "But we don't know you."
"You accompany us, but you go first into the earth," Wolfrane said. Barileth furrowed his brow at that, not because it was an unreasonable request, but that he seemed very casual about it, like he was asking him if he'd like some quail eggs.
"Where we can keep our eyes on you," Stal said gruffly.
"I think he figured that out," Mand said wryly. "But if you didn't catch the reason. Yes, it is because we don't trust you."
"Aye, and I you." Barileth reached down and plucked a splinter off his log and started picking his teeth with it. "You all seem like honest folk, for humans, but what's to say I don't end up dead by the side of the road after all this is done."
"We no brigands," Wolfrane said. His eyes narrowed dangerously, and his chest started puffing up again. Barileth was surprised at how large it was growing.
"He does have a point," Stal said, somehow making a dagger flash into his hand. He started cleaning his fingernails with it, and smiled at Barileth.
"Oh I'll have it out with you before the end of this," Barileth said. His arms itched to grab a sword, but he let the feeling go. All his equipment was back at the inn.
"No fighting," Driea said, holding up her hands in front of her mouth. "Please."
"Yes, she speaks well," Wolfrane said.
Barileth took a deep breath, calming himself. The man irritated him, it was true, and gave him little respect. But there might be a mountain of gold at the end of this, and cracking a few skulls along the way would help.
"Fine. Answer the question." Barileth sat back.
"We haven't killed you thus far," Mand said. He stared at her with a blank face. "Fine, I will cast a spell of binding to our words. We will promise to not kill you after you get your share."
"Ah, ah, ah," Barileth held up a finger and wagged it. "That wasn't what I said I was worried about."
"No, that is what you said," Driea said, a strange look of confusion coming over her face. She tugged on her hair absentmindedly. "Dead by the road."
"That isn't what she said." Barileth jerked a thumb in Mand's direction. Stal rolled his eyes.
"Fine." Mand's lips were tighter than a hare in a hole. "I will cast a spell of binding to our words that we will not kill you. Does that cover every situation?"
Barileth considered the words, looked at them from different angles. Thought of different situations. Considered walking over a cliff and how that might apply, or next to one.
That covered almost everything he could think of, and he still couldn't see a loophole.
"Satisfied?" Stal asked. Wolfrane had shrunk to his merely enormous-looking size, but still wore a displeased look on his face.
Barileth shrugged. "I guess that will do. I'll do it."
"Good, everyone gather round." Mand motioned to Barileth, "You too." He hopped off his stump and stood next to them all surrounding the fire in a ring. "We will all pledge to not kill each other."
Mand started chanting.
Darkness descended, blacking out everything behind them. A dark chill ran down Barileth's back, but it was too late to get out now. He was in for the whole crucible now.
"Now, pledge to not kill each other," Mand said.
In a dis-unified unison, they each said they would not kill each other. Barileth watched in horror and something stretched out from his mouth as he spoke and spun together, a strange script of golden writing, joining with similar golden threads from the others.
The threads joined together and stretched, breaking from their mouths, and wove into a brilliant knot of rope and binding.
This settled on their heads, then slipped around their bodies. Barileth watched with bugged eyes as it touched his flesh. He tried to move out of the way, but couldn't.
But there was no feel to it. It wasn't even as if light had touched his flesh.
Then, it faded and the darkness retreated. Echoes of their words sounded around the campfire and faded off into the distance.
"It is done," Mand breathed. She looked wilted, faded. Wolfrane held her up as she staggered. He took her over to a tent, opening the door long enough for her to get inside.
"That took a lot of strength," Driea said. Her hand held a white flower. From where she picked it, Barileth couldn't tell. The closest flowers he saw were farther down the mountain on trees, and pink, or the brilliant yellow Sunbursts in the grass.
He recalled that knot, that non-feeling around him. Something was inside him now. He hoped that it would fade, would pass, but as he looked over to that wilted tent he realized one thing.
He was in for it now.
"Will she be..." Barileth licked his lips, not wanting to say the rest.
"She'll be fine," Stal said, crossing his arms and sitting back down on his stump. The fire burned bright. The day was quickly approaching evening.
And a chill wind blew out of the east. Barileth shivered, feeling it down to his very soul.
What have I done?
"Don't worry," Driea said. Her eyes were fixed firmly on his, and they locked together. There was no staring a million miles away now. They were lucid, coherent.
And peering right into him. Like a bug under inspection.
"She will recover," Driea said, the last word coming out like a sigh. "And we'll go- to the place we said we would."
Strangely, Barileth felt comforted, felt it from his soles of his shoes all the way to the tip of his beard. He still couldn't let go of her gaze, fixed to it like a ship in a harbor anchored to its chain.
"Good," Barileth said, gruffly. More gruff than he really meant. Although there was no creeping feeling under his skin like when Mand was trying to control him, there was something strange about her eyes.
Strange. Comforting, but strange.
"Oh, come off Driea." Stal clicked his tongue. "He isn't worth it."
"You don't know that," she breathed. Barileth blinked, able to look away. "He's a living thing like every other living thing."
He wasn't feeling as confident as he had. "What did you do to me?"
Driea sighed and started playing with her hair, braiding the flower into it. "I saw you as you were."
"She's a druidess," Stal said. "In tune with nature and all that."
Wolfrane joined them, sitting on a stump that sunk an inch into the grass when he put his weight on it, moaning as it did. "She will be fine."
"Just don't do any magic on me," Barileth said to Driea. "I don't want it."
Driea shrugged. "I haven't."
She hadn't?
Stal laughed. "She wouldn't want to use it on you anyway. Just come off it. You'll be glad she has those powers later."
"Why is that?" Barileth asked.
"Because where we're going is dangerous." Stal's voice became suddenly serious, where a moment ago it had been lively and filled with mirth. The wind blew through the trees, rustling the leaves and branches. "We need all the help we can get. That's why I was hoping for someone more skilled."
"More skilled." Barileth stared at the man. He couldn't have been more than fifty, a young whelp that didn't even know him. But he didn't have anything to prove. "And where is this... lich?"
"Far away to west," Wolfrane said. His face was just as serious as always. "We leave tomorrow. Long journey."
West. West was too close for his comfort.
"Having cold feet?" Stal asked, swooping in on his discomfort and smiling. He thought the man would rub his hands together in delight. "It isn't too late to say you're out."
"No," Barileth said. "I've agreed." And I want that treasure. And the ring.
"Good. You should go back to inn, rest there. We will meet here at daybreak," Wolfrane said. "Enough talking, time for rest."
He was right, evening was starting to turn. The sun had started to set while they were talking, the time passing in a strange jumble. Barileth blinked the fire out of his eyes as the smoke stung them. How long had it been since they had done that... thing?
"Fine." Barileth stood. "I'll meet you here. Daybreak."
Wolfrane nodded solemnly. "Good. We see you in morning, Steel Eyes."
"Good night," Driea said.
Barileth made his pleasantries, Stal refusing to acknowledge his departure. The man was more prickly than a hedgehog tree, and it got under his skin. He didn't know why.
The road wasn't long back to town. Twilight fell upon him as he walked, the cool air of the night washing over him. Crickets chirped in the grass. Far off in the distance a door slammed.
The town was going to sleep, but there were still those awake, and candles and lanterns were being lit. The orange and yellow glow was cast out of house windows.
Stars came out, twinkling in the night sky. He thought about how close they would come to Zirad, hoping it wasn't very close at all. He had no desire to go back anytime soon.
But he wished his dwarven kin good lives and good times. There was no ill feeling toward them. They were only...
Well, boring.
Always concerned about gold and never enough about living. Barely any heat of battle, almost no sparring with deadly enemies. It was hard to keep a keen edge when he was with them.
While his feet padded and the gloom of night pulled close, he stuffed good tobacco into his pipe and lit it on fire with a match. Cherry red glowed in the night.
Smoke filled his mouth, tangy and pleasant, and he rolled it around, at last letting it out to rise into the sky and disappear. He heard the inn before he saw it, boisterous laughter and loud shouting rising off it like its own kind of cloud.
"West. Lich." He wasn't talking to anyone in particular, but he did have that hum deep in his belly.
There was going to be a fight, he knew it. No sneaking around trying to take things, no asking nicely to someone who might give it to you.
Barileth smiled, suddenly more content than he had been in weeks. Gone were the days of boredom and doldrums.
Now, here was a thing that would break bones and boil the blood.
Here was a thing to sharpen him.






  
  4
Trouble in the Forest


Barileth walked to the clearing in the crisp, clear springtime air, a morning breeze blowing warmer sun-soaked air laden with the perfume of the blooming trees. Smelling the flowers blooming in the trees brought back memories of a harder time, but one of new beginnings. 
This was a new beginning too. A sparrow sung in an old, wiry oak, twittering a song and peering about like it was searching for something or someone. It flew away, landing on another tree with a wiry tangle of nest sticks in a crook farther up.
Another sparrow poked its brown head out and answered the first, twittering a warning, or a scolding. It flew off, leaving the first to guard the nest. Marital life at its worst.
He smiled at that, knowing now where to get a few sparrow eggs. They would be good with breakfast.
When he entered the camp, whistling and cradling three small eggs gently in a cloth, the others were hard at work breaking camp, except Mand. She was sitting on a stump next to the now smoking remains of the fire.
Her face was pale and ashen, but her lips had regained some of the color. Not much for pleasantries, he got right to the point. "Still packing? Did you all sleep past sunrise?" The last remnants of its color were leaving the sky, now a brilliant blue free of all but a few puffs of clouds.
Mand glared at him. Wolfrane greeted him stodgily and said, "Best





OEBPS/images/72115ecf-7c09-439a-ba01-3e227b9338cf.png







