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      We are the Dwendi and this is our story. Not all dwarves are Dwendi, but all Dwendi are dwarves. Our kin consider us loud, drunken louts, and the feeling is mutual. Parts of this story are lost or unknowable to historians; I have filled in from memory, from hearsay, and from my own best instincts as a lore-spinner. If you're reading this in anything but the original Dwendic, I take no responsibility for the puns and poetry.
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            THE FJORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The Lanaham calendar is a mess. Weeks are too long and months are all different lengths. It gets them praying to their gods too often and forgetting to honor their ancestors. I keep their days on my lips because we’re guests in their kingdom and because the Smiths’ Guild demands it of me. I’ll drink with them on feast days and leave them in peace on their holy days. But I’ll be thrice damned if I open my forge to make horseshoes for them during the Week of the Dead.

        HYALL, SON OF HRANMAK, CLAN DRAGONHAMMER

      

      

      

      
        
        28 Gevolo, Year 9470 of the Tenth Age

      

      

      “I drew my first breath under that mountain,” Genrik Dragonhammer declared. He stood firm against the wind-blown snow, red beard whipping like a pennant, with his thumbs tucked in his belt and his eyes squinted against the sunlit glare. He stood on a narrow mountain pass, but not of the mountain to which he referred. His gaze reached across the Tugged Beard Fjord to an active volcano known as Ignut’s Eye, quiet at present, but whose caldera would boil with lava twice a year or more. “Gods willing, I’ll draw my last there as well.”

      “Enough of that,” Nedrum scolded, stepping up beside his brother with a lowered voice. “Uncle Hyall might have said the same, and Wahlen doesn’t need you spouting off while his grief’s so fresh.”

      Genrik grunted and gave a shallow nod. “Time enough for grieving soon. For now, we need to get ourselves out of this weather.”

      He might have said “any” weather. For whether it had been the fresh air of spring or boiling summer—or the biting late autumn near the northernmost reaches, which it actually was—the expedition did not plan to remain aboveground to experience the whims of nature.

      Nine of them had set out from Halibut Harbor, the adopted home of so many of their kin. By boat they’d gotten as far as Gret’s Reach before the captain had put them ashore for fear of late season storms. From there, the nine of them had trekked northward, hugging the coastal foothills until their map told them it was time to ascend The Empties.

      Genrik Dragonhammer was the eldest of the younger generation, and the only one who remembered living beneath the mountain. In the summer of 9380, he’d been a lad of twelve, not so old at all by dwarven measure, but old enough to stand on his own two feet and haul his most precious keepsakes as the Dragonhammer Clan fled for their lives.

      Nedrum, his little brother, had been a mere five years old and claimed not to remember the mountain at all. He’d been carried out, tucked beneath their mother’s arm as she kept her axe hand free to clear their escape. He was a full hand taller than his brother, thanks to a late growth spurt, but his arms had never thickened, and no amount of exercise or work seemed to change that.

      Kaibin was their cousin, and he’d been born in Lanaham as a refugee. He and the rest of the younglings had never even laid eyes on their ancestral home before this venture. From Halibut Harbor, even on the clearest day, The Empties simply lay too far beyond the horizon. He was the surprise among the expedition, giving up an easy life at the little Shrine of Ignut to feel the Deep Stone of his patron beneath his feet. He’d left with the high priest’s blessing, and all the Dwendi hoped that he could call upon Ignut’s blessings for the success of this expedition.

      If Kaibin looked to yesteryear, Odfeng looked toward tomorrow.

      While Odfeng had not only been born in human lands, he’d adopted their ways more than any of his peers. He had more human friends than dwarven, spoke his ancestral tongue with a clumsy accent, and admired the current fad of lightning lamps that was taking root in human lands. He worked in a tinker’s shop and—while it was an effort in futility to shave it—kept his beard trimmed short and neat. It was a sensible precaution when working around small gears but nonetheless cast him as strange among his peers.

      Djant had been the most eager of the cousins to embark on Uncle Hyall’s mad journey. All his life, he’d been told that he’d been touched by Skra. While Genrik’s beard was a reddish gold, more the forge light’s hue than proper red, Djant’s wild locks were red as magma, and he beaded his beard with iron knuckles to hold his braids in place. No force of man or nature was going to deny him a chance to see real lava with his own eyes.

      The reason that Eorik joined the expedition was academic. He studied his own people’s history through the books of the human scholars and the stories of his own elders. Where their accounts mismatched, he wished clarity. He’d suffered the most hardship physically on the trek through the low mountains and into the upper reaches. Days of books and nights of candlelight had left his muscles and his eyes equally feeble. A pair of spectacles rimed with frost so thick that he had to peer above them to see at all.

      If Eorik had suffered the most physically, it was Wahlen whose heart had borne the brunt of the agony of his father’s expedition. Hyall had promised so much and had a chance to do little beyond getting them all moving toward their unified destination and disparate goals. Truth be told, he hadn’t wanted to come, and only his father’s insistence had ousted him from a cozy life with the tall, skinny, gregarious humans.

      Of all those on the expedition, all shared a common grandfather save for Ressa. She was daughter of Seebina, who was daughter of Graetla. It was Graetla who’d been sister to Hranmak Dragonhammer, who’d fathered Hyall and been grandsire to the rest of her companions.

      Ressa had been an apprentice blacksmith working for one of Hyall’s human rivals. It hadn’t struck her as practical to craft fine items when the citizens of Halibut Harbor needed nails and fireplace pokers and cooking pots aplenty. More so than any of the rest, she’d been lured by promises of secrets to the ancient ways of her ancestors and a time when craftsmanship mattered more than quickness. Hyall was fine—brilliant by human standards—but there had been miracle workers in the old days that far exceeded Hyall, and Ressa would never learn that type of mastery living among impatient, cheapskate humans.

      Hyall, son of Hranmak, son of Orthon and the great dwarven lords of ages long past, lay wrapped in canvas and trussed with rope to protect his mortal remains against the elements. His kin had emptied and repacked the contents of one of their handcarts to carry him on the last leg of his final journey. He’d died three days past in a rockfall, scouting a path for the carts.

      The cousins of Clan Dragonhammer had six such carts with them. They took turns pulling them, alone or in pairs. Clunk, Hyall’s delivery donkey, so named for the sound of knocking on his hollow skull, did less than his share of the hauling, considering how much he ate. But especially considering his recent loss, he was kin to the rest of them now, as well.

      The carts were laden with food and liquor, tools and clothes, seeds and keepsakes. They’d bundled the chicken cages in blankets with just enough gaps to let in air to breathe. The birds would be chilly, but they were dwarven-bred and raised in basements and would be happy with cool, dry stone around them once everyone got settled.

      Clunk didn’t care for the cold, no matter how many blankets he was given.

      The dwarves had gotten their complaints about the weather over with early and had their honor and stalwart hearts questioned by their now-deceased leader. None of them was going to freeze to death; they’d thaw in springtime if trapped out here, Hyall had told them. And while the elder might have been exaggerating, it was only because anyone stuck that long out in the elements would starve.

      Of all their catalog, the only one truly enjoying the arctic weather was Gordy. There were two general types of dogs raised by humans: big toothy monsters that guarded land, and little friendly things that sniffed out game for hunters. Gordy’s ancestors had been bred for generations beneath the mountains and exercised among these peaks. He was a scout’s companion, gray and white with big blue eyes and a lolling tongue and no end of energy. The elders promised that there was a point below which it was too cold for Gordy’s kind, but no one had claimed to witness it personally.

      Gordy frolicked and had to be called back to the group time and again. He was big for a dog but still too small to stand in for a donkey, or someone would have harnessed him to a cart and make him work off his exuberance.

      None of this felt real to any of them until this moment. The old clan stronghold was just a bunch of stories told by elders. Only Genrik truly remembered it, and even then, he’d barely started to learn his way around when they’d been driven out.

      And, let us reiterate, none of these dwarves of Clan Dragonhammer had any delusion that they would set foot in the halls of their ancestors today or any day soon. Crucially, that ancient and hallowed home lay on the other side of Tugged Beard Fjord, where unknown denizens now dwelt.

      Hyall’s plan had included a measure of patience and caution, two virtues that ran thin among this younger generation. But he’d intended to settle an outpost on this side and tunnel beneath the water and the old fortress defenses alike and see what had become of their ancestral home…

      … before doing whatever it took to reclaim it.

      They’d discovered a lookout point with a view of Ignut’s Eye and the waters of the fjord. It was flat enough and wide enough for all six carts to park without rolling away. Genrik wandered over to the rocky wall inland from the lookout. He took off a mitten and ran bare fingers over the rock.

      “Good a place as any, wouldn’t you say?” he asked, and a gaggle of nodding heads returned the answer he expected.

      “Do the honors, brother,” Nedrum told him, handing over a mining pick fresh off the tool cart.

      Genrik removed his other mitten, rubbed his palms together, and took the pick in both hands. With a mighty strike, he sent shards flying.

      “Just ice,” Kaibin pointed out. “Doesn’t count.”

      With a narrowed eye, Genrik leaned in and inspected his own handiwork. True enough, the stone didn’t appear blemished.

      “Practice swing,” Genrik declared. “Stand back.”

      The others each dutifully retreated a step.

      Genrik’s next swing chipped the rock face. Instantly Kaibin rushed over and swept the tiny pile of rubble into his hand. “Mighty Ignut, please accept our offering of toil as a sign of our devotion. Bestow your blessing upon this new home of your children.”

      As the Dwendi watched, the gravel vanished from Kaibin’s hand.

      A round of cheers and back claps followed. Then, as Kaibin was possibly getting full of himself, Djant gave him a forearm shove that sent him stumbling. “Come on. That’s too slow to hollow out a mountain. Grab a pick and help open up a tunnel.”

      Genrik passed out the mining equipment like a sergeant of Lanaham arming fresh recruits.

      This was the beginning of what would come to be known as Dragonhammer Deeps.
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        What built the ancient dwarven kingdoms of old? Know-How. Books are filled with Think-You-Know, and muscles provide Don’t-Need-to-Know. The best tools and best intentions don’t matter a hen’s weight if you don’t have the Know-How. And the only two ways to get Know-How are trial and error or learning from someone who already has it. I know none of you kids has ever mined under a real mountain before. Keep playing in the foothills. Good exercise, if nothing else. But it’s not a real mountain, and I’ll show you how it’s done when we get back home.

        UNCLE HYALL

      

      

      

      
        
        3 Week of the Dead, 9470 TA

      

      

      In their first week of excavation, the expedition of eight had extended a corridor six paces into the mountainside. However, it was deep enough now that a vanguard could concentrate on venturing deeper while a team could fit in behind to widen the passage and smooth the rough surfaces.

      Outside, the carts had been tipped and formed into a rudimentary wall. Pitons driven higher into the mountainside anchored ropes that stretched their canvas tarps overhead and kept the worst of the winds away. Clunk, with no shortage of ill temper, finally found a degree of contentment within the sheltered confines.

      “Doesn’t feel right, working through the Week of the Dead,” Wahlen groused as he chipped away at the wall of the passage nearest the entrance.

      “Uncle Hyall would understand,” Nedrum assured him as the pair worked back-to-back, coming within a hand of impaling one another through the skull or spine swing after swing in the close quarters. “I mean, we’re honoring him doing this. Can’t imagine what else he might like better, if you think about it.”

      “Maybe,” Wahlen allowed.

      “Plus, Week of the Dead’s all about connecting with our ancestors,” Nedrum continued, breathing hard from the exertion. “I don’t remember the last time I felt so connected to my roots.”

      “Coming through,” Ressa announced before plowing between them, bearing a basket of rubble.

      For much of the trek up the mountain, her face had been hidden by a scarf since she was the only one without a beard to protect her face from the icy winds. Now, with rosy cheeks flush from the chill, she reddened the faces of the neophyte miners as well.

      “I don’t hear mining,” she called out without turning back to look.

      Abashed, Nedrum and Wahlen both got right back to work.

      Outside, Ressa dumped her load into a pile where Kaibin knelt waiting. He quickly sifted through for signs of gemstones or metallic ore before offering up the gravel to Ignut.

      A canvas flap pulled back, allowing in a gust and a swirl of powdery snow. Gordy bounded in with Odfeng close on his heels, clutching a spyglass. “Storm’s coming!”

      Genrik marched out of the tunnel and set his pick against the mountainside. “How soon will it get here?”

      “How should I know?” Odfeng asked. “I just know a storm cloud when I see one, and there’s a doozy coming in from the north. Go look for yourself.”

      Genrik took the spyglass when Odfeng held it out for him, but he turned right around and passed it along to Eorik. “You head out and try to make an educated guess.”

      “On it,” Eorik confirmed. He folded his spectacles and tucked them into the loose center braid of his beard. After collecting the spyglass, he parted the canvas, letting in another icy gust to shower his cousins with snow on his way out.

      As with most crafts, there was an expertise to be had but also an acceptable amateur muddling. It was the latter at which Eorik excelled. He was the second youngest of the expedition after Wahlen, a mere sixty-six years, all lived aboveground. It was entirely forgivable not to have settled on a career. But his indecision wasn’t born of idleness. He’d sampled many a profession. He’d fed forge fires and timed tinctures, set type and tapped out engravings, translated texts and scribbled illuminations, stargazed and cloudwatched.

      It was the latter talent that now came in handy.

      Halibut Harbor survived on trade. All they made locally was fish and money. The rest came on ships, and ships relied on an understanding of winds and ocean currents. Weather watchers had tricks for telling when a storm would hit. Lighthouses and flags relayed vital information to ships before they reached the coastal waters.

      Eorik had given an apprenticeship with the Weather Watchers’ Guild two years before deciding it wasn’t right for him. But his lack of interest had nothing to do with his aptitude.

      The sextant he’d brought along was a shabby bit of workmanship he’d saved from the scrap forge on a whim. It had warped and wasn’t accurate enough to be counted on for commercial navigation. It had also never been meant to deal with weather predictions. Neither fact mattered, since he was interested in a span of hours, not minutes. And the stakes were merely how long it might be until they risked getting their gear soaked if they didn’t pack it up properly.

      At least, that was what he expected before getting a look for himself.

      Odfeng was an indoorsy sort. Eorik liked books well enough, but he also got out and learned the skies around Halibut Harbor. What he saw coming down from the high northern seas wasn’t a mere storm, as his cousin had claimed, it was a blizzard.

      Dark clouds with a particular swirl. Low. Wide coverage. Judging the altitude of clouds was always tricky, but there were general ranges. Eorik combined estimates of the cloud layers with the known and well-documented heights of The Empties. With the help of the sextant, he judged the distance at possibly ten leagues.

      He told Genrik and the others as much.

      “How long does that give us?” their leader demanded.

      Eorik gulped. He didn’t like being imprecise, let alone wrong. And there were so many opportunities for error to creep into his estimates. “Well, allowing for the fact that I’m making very rough calculations of the storm’s distance and entirely guessing at the speed of the accompanying winds⁠—”

      “Just quench it already, Eorik,” Ressa snapped. “Do we need to get off the mountainside or can we wait it out?”

      “An hour. Two at the outside,” Eorik blurted.

      Those words did what two weeks in the icy northern mountains could not: they froze Genrik to his core. “An hour?” he echoed.

      “There was that crevice back down the eastern trail,” Nedrum reminded them all. “Should be quicker downhill, right? We might be able to make it before the storm gets too bad. Should we start⁠—?”

      “No.” Genrik’s decision struck like a hammer. “Picks for everyone. Widen the far end. Side passages left and right. Don’t worry about ugly work, just move stone. Kaibin, you too. We’ll offer Ignut his share later. I promise. Just clear enough space. We’ll get in everything we can, then barricade the entrance behind us.”

      “We’ll be trapped in the mountainside!” Wahlen protested.

      Genrik cocked his head. “Inside, sure. Trapped?” He slapped the handle of his pick into his open palm. “There’s never been a dwarf trapped who had a pick with him.”
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      The storm hit, and the winds pulled tarps loose from inexpertly tied knots, turning them into flapping, hazardous flags. Hand carts that had been used as anchors slid and skidded and upturned, spilling goods carted across open water and rocky mountainsides without incident.

      But there was room within the tunnels now, for some, if not for everything.

      Genrik and Ressa at the back of the main tunnel had been joined by Kaibin and Eorik. Kaibin paused now and then to offer up rubble to the God of Miners, mostly just to keep it out from underfoot. Wahlen and Nedrum carved a closet worth of space out of the left wall, and Odfeng and Djant managed a nook of sorts off to the right.

      But as soon as the howl picked up and fresh snow blew in, it was time to shift to rescue mode.

      First inside were the chickens, frightened and clucking up a storm to rival the blizzard. The chicken feed was stacked nearby, so that packed in right beside their cages.

      That was merely the start of the flurry of manic packing. In and out. In and out. With the shelter blown apart, they all fought through whiteout conditions to grab what they could and get it inside the short section of tunnel they’d managed to excavate.

      Blinded by snow, deafened by winds akin to a human steam whistle, the search and recovery was a combination of memory and feeling around with numb fingers.

      “Grab the essentials!” Genrik bellowed. He leaned against the gale and slipped on fresh ice where trampled snow and slush had frozen almost instantly.

      Ressa located her smithing tools and clattered her way inside with them.

      Nedrum grabbed a chest with his personal effects.

      Odfeng toddled in with an armload of lanterns, a mixture of traditional oil-powered and newfangled lightning devices.

      Kaibin continued to dig, seeing they were short on total space as well as elbow room to bustle in and out without getting in one another’s ways. He offered up fresh gravel to Ignut as he went.

      Djant rescued their cookware.

      Eorik rounded up ladders and rope and any tarp that hadn’t sailed off down the mountainside yet.

      Wahlen attempted to reason with a donkey.

      “Get in there, ya foolish, flatulent footstool!” He had a handful of the donkey’s mane and his forehead pressed against the beast’s, pointing at the tunnel entrance with his free hand. Clunk might not have been the smartest of animals, but he knew what he liked and what he didn’t like. By and large, he was fine with mountainous terrain and occasional hard work. But he drew a line in the snow when it came to tight spaces.

      When outright bullying didn’t get the donkey to budge, Wahlen resorted to threats. “If you don’t move your… your YOU, I’m going to pry a plank off one of the carts, nail your hooves to it, and slide you in!”

      Clunk wasn’t a young donkey. He’d picked up a few words over the years. Wahlen hadn’t used a single one of them.

      Tears froze on Wahlen’s cheeks before they reached his beard. “If you stay out here, you’ll freeze. We’ll be digging you out of the snow come spring, and damned if I’ll even eat your stinking, stupid meat! MOVE!”

      That happened to be one word that numbered among Clunk’s limited vocabulary. It finally got fully through the donkey’s skull that Wahlen intended to stuff him into a dark hole in the side of the mountain.

      Clunk backed away.

      Wahlen tugged and shoved and yanked and slipped on the ice until he fell. He was despairing of getting his father’s donkey inside at all when Genrik came by to help. While two dwarves were a closer match for a donkey in a tug-of-war than one, all it took to get one moving was one dwarf and a half-frozen apple from the supplies.

      By the time they lured Clunk inside, the snow was starting to accumulate in earnest.

      “Last call!” Genrik shouted from the entrance to those inside.

      He shielded his eyes against the blizzard and blinked snowflakes from his lashes.

      His cousins poured from the tunnel with the renewed purpose of those who knew their toil neared an end and that no measures need be taken to save energy for a long labor.

      Personal effects dominated the final trips inside. Each dwarf had brought what they deemed most precious. Keepsakes and beloved memories. Stalwart tools and family heirlooms. None of it was the sort of thing a dwarf would leave to the elements for gods-only-knew how long.

      “We need a door!” Eorik shouted. “Wheels off a cart. Use the bed. Lash to pitons in the tunnel.”

      That was all the instruction it took.

      The Dwendi of Clan Dragonhammer burst into action.

      Hammers and pry bars made short work of the axle assemblies and side rails. Spare wood got tossed into the tunnel for use in fires.

      Pitons in the sides of the tunnel walls provided anchor points for rope to pull the cart bed in behind them and secure it against the wind.

      Genrik lingered last outside. He took one long look through the engulfing storm. He longed for a look across the fjord to Ignut’s Eye, but he couldn’t even see the fjord from there.

      A bark caught his ear.

      “Gordy, get inside!” Genrik ordered. Damned fool dog would love the cold to death if they let him.

      Gordy barked again.

      Genrik remembered him as a pup. And while it had been years since he’d picked the canine up and carried him, he was prepared to do just that if needed.

      Just before he reached the spot where Gordy sat in a snowdrift, tongue lolling and eyes bright, Genrik tripped over something buried by powder. Luckily, the snow cushioned his fall and Gordy was nimble enough not to get squashed—not that he was some frail thing.

      Thoughts of the dog paused as Genrik realized what had been in his path.

      It was Uncle Hyall’s body.

      He was still trussed up like a butcher’s purchase, a snug and secure parcel of canvas and rope. As a matter of pure pragmatism, leaving the corpse preserved in snow wouldn’t have hurt it any. Uncle Hyall was past hurting any longer.

      But there had been a funeral.

      But he had made a promise.

      But that wasn’t the way of Clan Dragonhammer. Not with Genrik as head of the clan.

      “Get inside,” he ordered the dog. “I’ve got him.”

      Hyall was about Genrik’s height but brawnier. Heavier. That didn’t stop his nephew from wrangling the bundled body over one shoulder and shambling through snow that was already knee deep to reach the tunnel door.

      Wahlen met him at the entrance to help.

      Nedrum and Ressa hauled the ropes to pull the cart bed flat against the tunnel entrance and held them taut as Eorik secured the lines to the anchors they’d driven into the walls.

      The howling wind died away, muffled by sturdy wood as imperfections in the tunnel opening created whistles and howls, albeit quieter than being outside.

      In relative safety, they caught their breath.

      Dwarves tripped on planks and half-uncoiled lengths of rope. They blundered in the dark until Odfeng lit a lamp.

      “Careful with that thing,” Eorik warned. “It’ll use up the air.”

      “We’re not airtight,” Genrik pointed out. “But just in case, keep a watch on the chickens.”

      Djant rubbed his hands. “Well, I worked up an appetite. How about some jerky?”

      No one said a word.

      In the gloom, Djant glanced around at somber faces. “We… brought in the food, right?”

      “I brought the chicken feed,” Wahlen said.

      Ressa kicked her footlocker. “I’ve got some crystal candy. Figured we wouldn’t see much of it up here.”

      They all looked to the makeshift door. A gust outside rattled the wood and pulled against the ropes.

      “Do we send someone back out?” Nedrum asked dubiously.

      “A death sentence,” Genrik declared. “Listen to that storm. We got in just before the worst. No. We wait it out. Then we’ll see what survived. No dwarf’s ever died from a missed meal.”

      In the darkness, under their breath, someone muttered, “But dwarves have killed for one.”
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        Here’s a trick to turn a human baking recipe into one fit for Dwendic stomachs. For each cup of flour, add in a spoonful of crushed coal or coal ash. Humans don’t need as many minerals in their diet, and eating nothing but human food is a good way to end up weak and frail like them. But it’s hard to source authentic mountain-grown ingredients in the surface lands. So make do, and make sure your little ones are getting their coal.

        GRAETLA, DAUGHTER OF KUNALI, CLAN DRAGONHAMMER, FROM THE LEAFLET COOKING UNDER FOREIGN SKIES

      

      

      

      
        
        5 Week of the Dead, 9470 TA

      

      

      The storm eventually let up two days later. Eight members of the Dragonhammer Expedition exited their bunker with some difficulty, as the door had been packed in place with snow. Rather than hacking their way through the cart bed, they pried it apart and saved the nails. Snow spilled in, but dwarves spilled right back out in return.

      Across The Empties, the great spires were awash in fresh snow. Of the path they’d taken, no sign remained. Of the supplies they’d abandoned to the elements, there would be a treasure hunt in snow deeper than a dwarf’s height before anything would be found.

      Food became the priority.

      Every dwarf in the expedition had grown accustomed to the delicacies of human lands. They’d packed fruit and potatoes and sacks of wheat flour. Most of that had survived, though the tropical bananas had been a long shot to begin with and, in retrospect, ought to have been eaten before ever reaching the mountain.

      The expedition broke up and spread out, diving into the snow with shovels and makeshift implements derived from the scavenged hand carts.

      “Found the meats!” came the call, and it was Nedrum who’d made the find.

      By following his voice, the others backtracked and dug crossways and met up to help haul in the valuable discovery.

      Alas, discovering the chest of dried meats didn’t mean that they’d been found in good shape. What calamities had befallen their possessions left to the slender mercy of the winds, only the gods had borne witness. But one of the carts must have crashed into it, because the lid no longer closed properly. Snow and ice had gotten inside.

      “Stew meat,” Genrik declared.

      The others all looked at him askew.

      “What?” Genrik demanded, glancing all around and finding that he was the only one who didn’t consider the dried meats a loss at this point. “We didn’t bring a butcher with us. And I think we’d have to eat young Wahlen before we had a shot at cooking Clunk.”

      Wahlen harrumphed. “Cut that sweaty doorstop into steaks, and I bet he’d refuse to get onto a plate.”

      “Point is,” Genrik continued in an effort not to grow distracted. “We’re not in any position to be picky. We got the cook pots inside. We’ll melt snow for water. Boil it up. It’ll thaw the jerky and maybe soften it enough to bite through.”

      Ressa shook her head. “Not likely to get me to eat that slop sober. Anyone find the whiskey yet?”

      No one had said it out loud, but all of them knew that hard liquor wasn’t liable to freeze in the snow. But that didn’t mean they’d be able to find the barrels. As a matter of theory, alcohol was heavy enough that it wasn’t prone to getting blown about like a feather on the wind. At least, not with a good, sturdy barrel wrapped around it for safekeeping. However, every longshoreman down at the docks of Halibut Harbor knew that the quickest way to move a barrel was to roll it.

      Mountains were notoriously good at sending round objects downward at ferocious speeds. Beneath the tide of snow, the barrels could have been just a few minutes of digging away. Or they could have shattered halfway down the slope.

      “Ah, Febbish,” Odfeng swore. He’d climbed their ladder, propped against the mountainside, and had his spyglass out.

      “Keep those human gods off your tongue,” Genrik warned, half joking. The last thing any of them needed was the attention of the human gods, least of all their god of misfortune. “What did you see?”

      “Two thirds of the way down the mountainside. See for yourself.” Odfeng descended and passed off the spyglass as he let Genrik go up.

      With Odfeng guiding his aim, Genrik found the sight they’d been dreading. Splintered wood and iron hoops. Wheels and axles. Lids and sacks and much of the rest of what they hadn’t already recovered could be seen spread over the landscape far, far below. In his head, Genrik performed measurements, compared the total length of rope they’d packed, and estimated that, possibly, they might be able to join enough together to lower someone down to retrieve their lost belongings.

      One cask was all that remained of their liquor stores. Snow melt was safe to drink but did little for the soul.

      The others all wanted to see for themselves, the same way all the youths of Halibut Harbor congregated when a ship ran aground on the northern rocks. It was a grim spectacle, better never to have witnessed, yet few could resist.

      “Worth a try to see if anything came through intact?” Kaibin asked. “Rough enough working all through the Week of the Dead. But not being able to get drunk on the last night?”

      Genrik nodded to himself as if thinking out loud. “We’ll drink tonight. Moderation. Yes. Moderation will be our keystone.”

      “I’ll volunteer if no one else is willing to go down,” Nedrum declared.

      “Grab the one barrel,” Genrik ordered. “No one’s going down the mountainside. If anything’s there, it’ll be there come spring thaw. And I doubt anything survived. A mountain and wood collided. How can a mountain lose, or even offer a draw?”

      “There must be food down there,” Eorik pointed out.

      Genrik nodded his agreement. “Probably. But you know where there’s bound to be more, and better suited to a Dwendic stomach? The Great Caverns.”
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      A night’s drinking had finally given the Dragonhammer Expedition time to bid a proper farewell to Hyall. He wouldn’t rest well until they carved him a tomb, but at least the old dwarf was back beneath a mountain again. And while that tomb was promised and owed, more immediate concerns directed their efforts.

      The Dwendi were meant to live below ground, but not all stuffed together in a couple tiny chambers. Camping outside on the mountain just wasn’t practical, given the harsh weather.

      So they dug.

      To say that the surface-raised Dwendi struggled with the task reflected a dwarven outlook on subterranean excavation. Any human deep-shaft mine foreman would have taken any one of them purely based on their beards—or in Ressa’s case, simply the quite plain fact of her heritage. None of them had much in the way of technique. They didn’t know the arc of a proper swing, the perfect grip of a handle, the right arc to bring the head back up for another blow with the least wasted effort.

      But a dwarf didn’t tire as readily as a human. They didn’t injure themselves so easily, need protective gloves or cloths over their faces to keep from breathing the rock dust, didn’t feel the need to get outside and breathe fresh air.

      Before they’d left, Ressa had worried that she might not appreciate being cooped up below ground. Odfeng secretly suspected that he’d miss human comforts. Kaibin had wondered if the Deep Stone would welcome him or consider him an unworthy acolyte of Ignut.

      Once they were hard at work with stone above their heads instead of sky, they found comfort in the stability of the mountain, the quiet where only their own toils echoed in their ears, the feeling of shaping their new homeland with their own labor.

      Ye gods, they were inept.

      They scratched out plans with chalk and slate, fouled them up, and redrew them.

      They added a second door, this one using iron hinges they’d brought with them. Ressa had forged various odds and ends on contingency. However, the fitting of the door required a rectangular hole of a particular shape and size, and thrice did they overwiden the jamb and have to start anew somewhere else.

      In Ressa’s words, which became a refrain, “We’re making a door, not a cat flap; try again.”

      The problem was eventually isolated. Wahlen was relieved of his pick for a while, and Nedrum got a working doorway for Ressa to hammer in her hinges.

      For the time being, the door was to protect against the elements. The mountain’s interior was cool, not frigid, and promised to remain so as deep as they went. Ignut’s Eye was on the far side of the fjord, with half a league of water between them and the nearest known source of magma. Aside from that, any “weather” watcher would be out of a job.

      Clunk was the first to get his own room. Half to eat and sleep, half to relieve himself. The Dragonhammers took him outdoors as often as practical, but mostly they were stuck mucking out his quarters.

      The chickens got their own room, too. Theirs was sunken, like the basement coops they’d been raised in, with carved troughs for feed and water. A series of raised nests on the far side gave them someplace to lay eggs once they settled in.

      None of the dwarves made personal space a priority. They laid out blankets in the main hallway, and no one even considered trying to convince Gordy to sleep anywhere but right alongside them.

      “Doesn’t feel like nighttime,” Djant declared as they were settling in.

      “You tired?” Genrik asked.

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Then it’s nighttime enough,” their leader cut in before his cousin could object.

      With a flick of his wrist, Odfeng flipped open the cover of his pocket watch. “It’s half past eleven.”

      “You saved that rotten gadget instead of our booze?” Nedrum groused.

      “I saved my things, same as you saved yours. This just happened to be tucked in among them,” Odfeng retorted.

      “Speaking of ‘tucked in,’ shut your yap and get some sleep,” Ressa snapped. She pointedly rolled over on her blanket and faced away from her cousins.

      Nedrum wasn’t quite ready to allow her the last word on the matter, grumbling, “Easier to sleep after a good drink.”

      “More like with the lights out,” Djant muttered right back from the next blanket over. He pawed the rough-cut floor until he reached the lamp and was able to drag it over. The glass door squeaked open, and a quick puff of breath extinguished the flame.

      “You won’t be cursing my choice when the oil runs out,” Odfeng told the darkness.

      Genrik slapped the stone to grab everyone’s attention. “If any of you surface-dwellers want to drain your wits aloud and pretend the rest of us haven’t all got ears, least you can do is wait till the snoring starts. Now. Odfeng, do you mean to tell me you packed lightning lamps?”

      “Aye. I carried a load of them clear past you. Assumed you’d noticed.”

      “Do you recall that Hyall had few rules about what you could—and couldn’t—bring along?” The darkness stirred as the others repositioned themselves to better hear the coming argument. But when one particular corner of that darkness didn’t choose to defend itself, Genrik pressed on. “Nothing that needs feeding that doesn’t earn its keep. Nothing that ticks. Nothing that sparks.”

      “To be fair, it was Dad’s grudge against pets and human science,” Wahlen muttered on behalf of his departed father.

      “And what did you bring?” Genrik persisted, and he wasn’t about to let up before getting the miscreant to acknowledge his offense.

      “My lightning lamps will prove better use than Clunk or Gordy, and you don’t hear me telling you they should have stayed behind,” Odfeng finally replied.

      A boot arced through the darkness, and Genrik batted it away at the last second. “Hey! Where you digging, lobbing boots at a fellow in his bed?”

      Odfeng grunted. “Aimed for those glowing eyes of yours. Easy to be smug about the lights when you have cave sight.”

      “Barely,” Genrik admitted. “Grew up on mushroom stew. Never fully goes away, but all I can make out is a bunch of beardy blobs. Don’t get all rusty about it. We’ll dig down, get us a proper compost, and spread the spores we brung.”

      “No way those spores are any good,” Eorik declared. “Until we see a crop, I’m inclined to let Odfeng hang onto his lamps.”

      Though no one said it, they’d all grown accustomed to human light. Halibut Harbor had been using oil in the streetlamps when they were children. But the last few decades had seen tame lightning spread like… well, like lightning. And it wasn’t just their adopted seaside home where it was taking place. All of Lanaham had been switching to the sparking, humming, not-quite-natural glow of lightning lamps.

      Now, that firefly radiance was everywhere. From street posts to the docks, public houses to wealthier private houses, humans were all too enthusiastic to switch over. Physicians said that lamps with lightning gave them better illumination for treatments. Librarians appreciated a way to read without sparking fires near their precious books. Madmen like Odfeng’s human employer were working on clocks and teakettles and gadgets to iron clothes and toast bread using lightning. It was getting to the point where the only way to escape the inexorable advance was to retreat underground.

      And now, lightning had followed them here, as well.

      “If the crop fails, we’ll just have to keep digging. The Great Caverns are a wilderness as large as all of Lanaham. Cave-sight mushrooms are common as weeds down there. Once we tunnel down to it, we won’t have to rely on supplies from h—er, from Halibut Harbor.”

      He’d been about to say home, and everyone heard it the same. That night, as the Dwendic explorers nodded off one by one, not a single one among them yet considered this mountain theirs.

      They dreamed of sunshine and cobbled streets, fruit pies and sea breezes, birdsong and hearthside tales of an ancient land that had given birth to their ancestors. And it was thanks to those ancestors that some of those dreams wandered into memories of stone and steel and magma.
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        4 cave mushrooms, chopped

        1/2 mug spiceroot, diced

        2 mugs white tubers, roughly cubed

        1 mug blind radish, chopped

        1 1/2 mugs deep wheat

        2 pinches salt

      
        Fill a standard cooking cauldron 2/3 full of water and add all ingredients over a coal fire for four hours, stirring occasionally. If using a magma bath instead of coal, cut cooking time in half and be prepared to add extra water as needed.

        RECIPE FOR CAVE MUSHROOM STEW (TRADITIONAL)
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      A week passed, and the early winter storms had fully sealed them inside the mountain. It wasn’t the case, of course, that the hearty and resourceful Dwendic expeditioners couldn’t make their way through their makeshift outer door. Despite the excellent manufacturing of the carts, they’d only been wooden, after all. No, the reason for their entombment was the monument of snow beyond.

      Genrik shoved a shoulder against the former cart bed, and it didn’t budge. The ropes that had held the door in place during the worst of the blizzard winds hung slack, untied from their moorings. “So what? We’ll pry loose a board or maybe dig a little side channel to get snow to melt for drinking water. Probably going to need that for ventilation anyway if the door’s that buried.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you that we’re trapped now?” Wahlen demanded. The lamp he held swung wildly as the youngest dwarf spread his arms for emphasis.

      “Trapped?” Genrik echoed. “I’ve been trapped outside these mountains most of my life. Who cares if we can go back out on the mountainside? Snow must be thirty hands deep out there. Inside, we’re safe, warm, and soon to prove to those smug elders that our generation is fit to live beneath ground again.”

      The others grumbled and muttered and largely agreed in principle, but there was one complaint that burbled to the surface for Eorik to skim off like the impurities from molten ore. “We’re out of food. All we’ve got left is some chicken feed, hay for Clunk, and the spores for planting our crops.”

      “We’re NOT eating the chickens,” Genrik stated firmly. “They’re for eggs. Period. We eat those chickens once, or we eat eggs forever.”

      “Not without a rooster,” Eorik grumbled.

      “Come on,” Nedrum called out from the back of the gaggle standing before the outside door. “Back to work. If we don’t find the Great Caverns, we don’t eat. Simple as that. We couldn’t get back to Halibut Harbor before we starved. And we’d be lucky to starve before we froze trying to get there. Snow must be over our heads.”

      “We won’t freeze,” Ressa insisted.

      Nedrum scoffed. “Says the one that Gordy curls up with to sleep.”

      But Ressa hadn’t finished her thought. “We won’t freeze because we wouldn’t get far enough before turning tail and climbing back inside here. You really think we’re getting more than a furlong, clearing snow we can’t see over?”

      Genrik’s younger brother got right in Ressa’s face, beard to nose. He was a hand taller than her, but none of the others would have bet on him in a brawl. Nedrum was an accountant who scarpered off to Great-Uncle Djenk’s hobby mines in the foothills for a lark twice a year. Ressa bent iron with a hammer all day and seemed to take that disparity into account when refusing to back down.

      “And I say we’d get farther than you’re giving us credit for. We’d be halfway to Halibut Harbor before we all seized up and expired.”

      “Chicken whiskers!” Ressa retorted. “We barely know how to keep stone from collapsing. Try tunneling powder and see how long before cave-ins bury you. You’ll be singing a different note with snow under your collar and down your trousers.”

      Kaibin was the first to notice the key point at issue here. “You are, as I understand it, both saying we ought to stay put?”

      Nedrum and Ressa turned first to their cousin, then one another.

      Before embarrassment set in, Genrik rescued the pair. “Back to work!” As the Dragonhammer dwarves regrouped and headed off to retrieve their tools, Genrik slugged his brother in the shoulder for having a boulder between his ears.
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      The first meal the Dragonhammers fully skipped led to the commissioning of a proper inventory. Nedrum, who’d cataloged the goods of sailing ships, took on this paltry yet crucial task with a combination of duty and resignation.

      Every crate, every barrel, every sack and coffer and backpack and chest, he searched—with one exception. In the process, he got a good sense of the tools and supplies they’d have access to, but his main focus was on assembling a catalog of foodstuffs.

      When Ressa hovered to make sure he handled her smithing tools with care…

      When Odfeng wrung his hands over Nedrum emptying his stockpile of human- and dwarf-made gadgets of clockwork or lightning…

      When Eorik wilted under a glare for having brought so many paper books…

      … Nedrum ignored their discomfiture and returned their personal effects as he found them.

      No one had hoarded food, but certain items may have been overlooked in terms of their present value compared to what they’d expected at the outset of the expedition.

      Canning jars of butter, lard, and seasonings. The former were edible, the latter might make palatable certain goods that technically weren’t.

      A box of imitation stone candy was a weirdly inauthentic bit of nostalgia. In theory, once they reached the Great Caverns, they’d have access to ingredients to cook up the real deal. But all of them had gotten the surface-made treats as children. None of them had ever looked into which of their elders had adapted the recipe to human ingredients. But until they found sweetsprouts and lake coral, they’d divvy up Wahlen’s contribution to the rations.

      The listing of the semi-edible had been a grim business.

      Oat soap.

      Beard oil.

      Clockwork lubricant that Odfeng had claimed was toxic but had passed Nedrum’s dip-a-finger-and-try-some test.

      A satchel of mulch that reminded one of the surface countryside and was meant to sit in the middle of a dining table.

      Everything was a possibility.

      It is perhaps instructive of the nature of dwarves, and of the Dwendi in particular, that they dismissed out of hand several ready sources of nourishment.

      Clunk could starve alongside them and find a proper tomb at the end of his life’s journey. He was family. The Dragonhammers rationed his hay and caught guff for holding out when the donkey could smell that they had more. But they’d sooner dip into their own meager supplies than butcher him like livestock.

      The same went for Gordy, but more so. Despite being born on the surface, he was a dwarven-raised breed and this was as much a homecoming for him as for the rest of them. He understood commands in Dwendic, wasn’t shy around the noise of mining and forge work, and was considered as dwarven as the rest of them.

      And the Dwendi weren’t cannibals. Their Uncle Hyall’s mortal remains lay undisturbed, as would any of their number who succumbed to hunger.

      They also weren’t fool enough to eat the chickens except as a last resort. They were the only “crop” with any chance of yielding a harvest, and scrambled eggs would be a delicacy compared to the bric-a-brac that lay in store for them otherwise.

      When Nedrum presented his meager collection to the group, it was met with grim nods and a mutual understanding that no one ate more than their share.

      “How long you think it’ll all last?” Kaibin asked as they all stared at a pantry that fit inside a single footlocker.

      Before Nedrum could venture a guess, Genrik took over and answered. “As long as it has to. We’ll prioritize heading downward. No more little side rooms until we find the Great Caverns. Just go hard, haul away debris, and make room for fresh arms at the dig.”

      They headed back to the lowest point of the mining efforts as a group. They carved stair steps as they went, looping in a square downward spiral with a few little nooks carved off to the side for resting and tool storage along the way. They’d only managed to get about five loops so far.

      “Wouldn’t it be quicker to get down there if we dug straight down? Ladders and ropes. Buckets for rubble?” Wahlen asked.

      “Quicker?” Genrik echoed with a raised eyebrow. “Sure. But we’ll have to redo the work if we find the caverns. Not that I object to building a winch lift eventually, but we haven’t got that kind of time now.”

      “A ramp, then?” Djant suggested. “Knocking out a stair pattern as we go slows us down.”

      “Ever slip on a well-made ramp?” Genrik asked. All around, heads shook. “Straight to the bottom. And good luck making your way up again. No. We need the stairs. This isn’t a new idea. This is the old way. Talked with Uncle Hyall before we set out, and he convinced me.”

      Eorik’s eyes widened as a sudden idea chose this moment to attempt an escape. “Wait! Rough cut straight ramps, then have a team come in behind to detail the steps. That’ll keep four of us working without catching one another’s picks.”

      That had been an embarrassment. Luckily, neither Nedrum nor Wahlen had been badly hurt when their mutual backswings had accidentally interlocked. They’d since revised the work details such that lefties Wahlen and Kaibin swung together and didn’t get their picks crossed with any right-handed miners.

      Down in that ever-growing stairwell, wide enough for two dwarves to swing picks side by side, the Dragonhammers toiled long days. With Odfeng reminding them via his pocket watch, they switched off shifts of four hours at a time at the picks with four hours of tending the animals, fetching snow to melt, and clearing the small port they chiseled by the entrance to let air circulate.

      The irregular crack of steel on stone, the occasional curses following errant strikes, and the general malaise of hunger combined to thin the skin over raw nerves.

      Djant was coming down the steps for his next shift when he shouted ahead of his arrival, “Just a warning. Latrine’s full.”

      Ressa met him on the stairs coming up and jammed a pick into his hand. “Well, I’m not fool enough to dig it deeper now. Am I? And did you, by any chance, these past hours start a new one?”

      “I… um…”

      Ressa’s glower shut him up. “Didn’t think so.”

      Genrik accepted Kaibin’s pick as he joined Djant on the lower stairs. Wahlen and Nedrum clambered to their feet and took up the picks they’d been loitering beside before heading up for their break. While it was briefly just the pair of them, he kept his voice low and warned Djant, “She’s not wrong. I said no side work, but a latrine’s worth an hour of spare muscle ache.”

      Djant swallowed the admonition with a gulp and a nod. “Sorry, Gen. I know we’re all keen on the caverns and what might be good eating down there. But for my part, I’m looking forward to a good old-fashioned magma latrine.”

      Genrik chuckled. “The old mountain didn’t even have that. You want to make a personal offering to Skra, get your arse up Ignut’s Eye and drop your trousers at the mouth.”

      “Not a word of that sounded good or right.”

      “Then I said it proper. Now, let’s put in a good shift, and before you turn in, maybe join Kaibin for a prayer to Ignut. I won’t be having any magma cultists in my outpost.”

      “Sure, Gen. I’ll do that.” As the two of them set to swinging, he added, “You know, this would go quicker with a bard along.”

      Genrik scoffed. “A bard…”

      Most of them had learned a few instruments, the sort of things all children learned to play. Drums. Key-whistle. Spring harp. Two-string fiddle. But none of them knew a proper instrument, and their arms were occupied with far more pressing tasks.

      But there was a more traditional way to bring music to the mines…
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        Hey, hey, another day

        Beneath the mountains where we lay

        Hey, hey, this is our way

        Work and sweat is how we play

        Swing and crack and haul away

        Find the next vein we survey

        Hey, hey, do we obey

        The mountain king and he does say…

        [Chorus]

        We search for gems among the stones

      
        With picks we break the mountain’s bones

        MINER’S ODE, TRADITIONAL DWENDIC WORK SONG, FIRST VERSE

      

      

      

      

      
        
        8 Yausplet, 9398 TA

      

      

      It was after sunset on a balmy summer night in Halibut Harbor, and a young Dwendi had just celebrated his thirtieth birthday with a gaggle of friends and cousins and his little brother, all of whom had gone to bed or back to their homes by now.

      Gradrak Dragonhammer reclined in a chair of rough-cut stone in his yard, puffing on an iron pipe he’d just lit from the embers of a bonfire they’d let burn itself out.

      His son Genrik jabbed at the ashes with a poker with no purpose beyond the simple curiosity of young boys. For reasons he couldn’t explain, the charcoal remnants kindled a joy in his heart. He wasn’t cold. The heat from the dying fire did nothing for him. The soot smelled like nothing but a meal gone wrong. All the same, he grinned the whole time he prodded the embers.

      On impulse, he set down the poker and flattened both palms in the soot. He wiped his hands over his cheeks and jawline and upper lip and turned to his father. “How will I look with a beard?”

      He’d been convinced that his sidelocks were longer than they’d been yesterday, when he was but a lad of twenty-nine.

      “Like a furnace worker who remembered his goggles but not the direction of the wind,” Gradrak joked.

      “I’m going to have a big red beard like yours, Dad,” Genrik promised.

      The elder Dragonhammer nodded his agreement and puffed on his pipe. “More than likely. But it’s not playing in the dirt that’s going to grow it.”

      “I know…” Genrik replied dejectedly, wiping away the soot with a sleeve and both doing a poor job and soiling his best clothes in the process. “But it’s just…”

      Gradrak nodded. “It’s part of living among them. You either accustom yourself to making new friends or wall yourself off and only pay attention to our kind.”

      This wasn’t their first version of this conversation. Genrik had lived more than half his life among the humans. He spoke their language as well as his own, maybe even better. And he certainly spoke his own native tongue with a human accent. But the Dwendi not only outlived their human neighbors, they grew more slowly.

      The friends Genrik met upon first arriving as refugees some eighteen years ago had all grown up. Some had children of their own. In the coming years, Genrik would encounter those children on the playgrounds and streets as peers and watch them grow into adulthood as he lingered at the cusp of adolescence.

      Those old friends could all grow beards now, and they shaved them off. Of all the nerve! When Genrik would have given his rude left finger for facial hair, those ingrates took sharp razors and scraped it away as fast as it grew.

      All but Olliver. Olliver trimmed his, but at least he kept the beard he was given.

      “So what’s the trick? Black licorice?”

      “Nope.”

      “Pipe smoking?” Genrik persisted.

      His father narrowed an eye and wagged the pipe in question at his boy. “Nasty habit. And an old man’s habit, not a boy’s. Lungs got used to the soot of the forges, so I keep ’em contented with this cabbage the humans grow. There’s a mushroom, not the eating kind, down in the Great Caverns, that puts this stuff to shame. Not sure what it is that the elves grind up in their pipe weed⁠—”

      “Fairy bones?” Genrik ventured.

      “Nope. Some kind of leaf. Can’t get a straight answer what plant or tree. And don’t have any truck with whatever a fairy might try to convince you to smoke—not that you ought to be smoking anything,” his father hastily amended.

      “So, what is the secret to growing a beard?”

      Gradrak took a long smoke before answering. “Well, anyone can grow a beard. But to grow a good one, a proper Dwendic beard, you need a song.”

      Genrik cocked his head. “A song?”

      “That’s what I said. A song. And not just any song. A work song. Hard work builds muscle. But hard work and a song fills you up with gumption, and it’s the gumption that makes a good beard great.”

      A young boy, living among humans, Genrik had developed an attitude of skepticism toward his ancestors. After all, the humans hadn’t been chased out of their home by monsters from the darkness. “Sounds like a lot of credit to give a song.”

      Gradrak was in one of his better moods that night. His boy was growing up, learning to ask smart questions, not letting the world take him for a fool, not even his own father. “Work songs are more than music. More than words. You walk by the bakery some morning before dawn. Listen to Gella and Urgrid knead dough as they sing. Can’t complain while your voice is busy. Can’t slack off because somehow the rhythm of the song becomes the rhythm of your hands. Some songs are better for baking and washing. Others for forging and mining. Every task has a song if you can find it.”

      Still not taking this pyrite for gold, Genrik persisted. “But how does that have anything to do with a beard?”

      “A song makes you listen. To your family. To your clan. To those of your trade whom you toil beside. And it makes you listen to the mountain—well, the land, I suppose. You hear subtle things. It lets the outside in and connects you to your surroundings.”

      “But—”

      Gradrak wagged his pipe to scold his boy for interrupting while he was mid-thought. “You’re of an age where hair’s going to pop out of those pink cheeks of yours sooner rather than later. But whether it’s a beard or just a bunch of plain old hair comes down to the kind of man you decide to be.”

      Despite his youth, Genrik narrowed his eyes and gave his father’s words due consideration.

      “Now, help your old man to bed.” With a cough and a wheeze, he rose from his stone seat and accepted a shoulder from his son to lean on.

      As he lay awake in bed that night, the words echoed in Genrik’s mind. And in the years and decades that passed afterwards, he carved them into the cavern walls of his heart. It was the last birthday wisdom Gradrak would get to share with his son for many birthdays to come.
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        Yo, ho, another blow

        Gems and ores are what we know

        Yo, ho, we delve below

        Where the cavern mushrooms grow

        Wisdom passed from long ago

        Eat your fill and eyes will glow

        Yo, ho, the sweat we owe

        Is payment for the treasures, so…

        [Chorus]

        We search for ore among the stones

      
        With picks we break the mountain’s bones

        MINER’S ODE, SECOND VERSE

      

      

      

      

      
        
        6 Onoba, 9470 TA (later)

      

      

      Genrik’s pick swung and took a thumbnail-sized pebble from the wall of rock before him. It wasn’t the best strike of the expedition from him—far from it. But his worst efforts were improving. No longer did he seem to skip the tip and scuff and scratch and not remove any rock at all. He aimed his swings better, hit what he was aiming for more often. Despite his hunger, he could feel the corded muscles of his arms growing more accustomed to hard labor.

      For a try here or there, a brawny human was as good as any dwarf at putting muscle behind a tool of subterranean destruction. What they lacked were stamina and the innate sense of where a patch of stone was weakest and in need of a quick sharp blow to crack it.

      Genrik was developing that endurance and that knack.

      A dissonant clang rang beside him.

      At his side, Djant swore and dropped his pick. Not one to give up, Djant spat on his hands, rubbed them together, and resumed his work.

      Two paces behind the pair of them, Kaibin and Eorik tapped with hammers and chisels, turning their rough downward cut into steps.

      “Did you know,” Eorik spoke up, seemingly unwilling to let the work proceed without near constant commentary, “that the traditional Dwendic mason’s hammer has a head the precise height of a stair step and its overall length measures the proper breadth?”

      Kaibin snorted. “Thought all that fidgeting with the thing was a nervous tic.”

      “No, indeed. I’m merely correcting your work and keeping mine on track. With any luck, members of the Masons’ Guild will see this work one day and nod their approval.”

      “Should we grab a spirit level from Odfeng for the landings?” Kaibin pressed.

      “He said he’d level them himself on his shifts,” Eorik replied, and there was resentment poisoning each word. “Doesn’t trust me to handle his level. Like I haven’t polished astronomical lenses far more delicate and balanced than his precious⁠—”

      “Hey, hey, another day,” Genrik belted out from deep in his range, drowning out the grousing of his stair-carvers. “Beneath the mountains where we lay.” Two swings of his pick without a follow-up gave the others leave to think that maybe it was an isolated outburst.

      “As I was saying—” Eorik tried to continue.

      But Genrik resumed after a two-measure rest. “Hey, hey, this is our way / Work and sweat is how we play.”

      “Are you going t⁠—?”

      “Swing and crack and haul away / Find the next vein we
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