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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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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
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  1
Judgement


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

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

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






  
  2
Storm of Rage


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

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






  
  3
Remembrance


Sunlight revealed the effects of the storm. Dorian, tired, cold, and wet, was the first up and the first to see. 
The tent that covered their goods had collapsed in the night, exposing the front half of the cart. The sound of him moving boxes off the top woke the others.
“By the beard, what happened?” Yander asked, rubbing his eyes. Dorian dumped out a bucket of rainwater. The barrels of pork underneath looked to be intact.
“What a terrible night,” Yudoline said. “I thought I was going to drown.”
“I’ve got to get out of these clothes.” Barileth tore off his wet shirt and wrung it out, a splash of water falling on the ground.
“Nothing dry to replace them with, I’m afraid.” Kimec held up his spare shirts. They dripped water they were so water logged.
Lumdir joined Dorian at the cart and together they pulled the tent off. It protested, holding onto the wood of the sides of the cart. Yudoline gasped, and Dorian saw why.
The tent pole had fallen on the side of the cart, smashing into a barrel of rockbread. The dull gray foodstuff spilled out over the cart. It had been packed in tight, with no place to go.
“Not my seeds,” she said, and hurried over. Reaching over the side she plucked out a small keg and turned it over in her hand and opened it. After the inspection, she sighed. “Safe and sound. Sticks and stones that gave me a fright.”
“Ruined.” Lumdir held up a piece of rockbread. It slumped and crumbled in his hand. He threw it to the ground in disgust and it slapped against the grass, wet and thick. It smelled soggy, the deep yeasty smell musty. “The whole barrel.”
They wrestled it out of the cart, at least three times the weight it should have been. When they tipped it over water spilled out in a flow, pooling beneath the cart. It wrapped around the wheels and flowed down the mountain in rivulets.
“Get the rest out,” Dorian said. Without a word they emptied the cart one piece at a time. The over packed cart creaked and groaned as it was unloaded, each box, barrel, or individual item carefully laid on rocks or among the wet grass.
The seven of them stood around the wreckage. “The tools got wet too,” Yander held up a hoe. Its handle was broken and small tendrils of red covered the iron head.
“I could fix the handles, but this...” Kimec fingered the blade. Bits of red flaked off, falling to the ground. “We’d need a smith, and a proper one too. I don’t have the skill for that.” None of the other dwarves seemed to either.
All they had to survive the next year was around them. Two barrels of rock bread ruined. Almost all the handles of the tools were broken, except the axe and the pickaxes, and even they were starting to rust.
“How are we going to survive?” Yudoline asked. “With the rockbread gone?”
“We’ll survive, we have more food in the cart.” Barileth was pulling loaves out one by one and tossing them aside. Each splattered to the earth, waterlogged. He took a bite of one, made a face, and then spit it out. “No sense in keeping them though.”
“I hate to see good food go to waste.” Skover watched him mournfully, clutching his belly.
“The goats are fine, and the chickens.” Lumdir held up the coop. The chickens looked small, soaked by the rain. “Could probably use a good soaking anyway.” The goats had taken refuge in the dwarves’ tent and were happily eating the rockbread.
“Who put up the tent?” Barileth asked. The dwarves ceased their activity and all eyes swiveled to him.
“What do you mean? We all put up the tent.” Lumdir crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. The old dwarf may have been getting on in years, but his muscles still had a vitality to them.
“Not all of us.”
“I made dinner, it wasn’t me,” Skover said nervously. He drummed his fingers on his stomach and his eyes searched for an escape route.
“And I went to get water,” Yudoline said.
“I suppose I helped with the tent. I’ve been helping with  the tent for a few days now,” Yander said. “I can’t remember what I did exactly. If I hammered stakes this time, or if I helped put the center pole up. Sometimes I’ve done that, even though I have trouble with— “
“Enough of your yammering.” Barileth cast a hard eye on Yander, then squinted. “I remember you doing something last night, what was it?” He stroked his beard, and none of the other dwarves said anything.
Dorian watched, not saying a word. While the others had secured their belongings, making sure their personal chests weren’t wet, he had rearranged his. The axe that Finrail gave him was shifted to the bottom, beneath the spare changes of clothes, his documents, and a coat.
He didn’t intend to pick it up ever again. Dorian thought long and hard and the first chance he got he was going to bury it. No good could come of using it again.
Tension in the air broke his memory, bringing him back to the present. Dorian wondered if the King’s men had given them the usual goods or padded it. With this group the more he had, the better.
Barileth tugged on his beard suddenly. “That’s right, you did something with the cart. You broke the tent pole, must have backed up right into it, I think.”
“N-n-no, I didn’t do that. I remember backing it up nice and slow, stopping just before the pole. Lefty and Righty, that’s the names I’ve given the goats as to them always being tied up to the cart on each side, stopped right when I gave the command. I know they wouldn’t go farther.” Yander was backing up as he talked, Barileth advancing on him.
“You’ll meet my Lefty and Righty for what you’ve done.” Barileth held up his hand and curled them into threatening fists.
“Wait now,” Lumdir said. “The boy wasn’t the only one working last night. I recall you hammering in the stakes on this side. I think you didn’t do what you were supposed to.” 
Barileth paused, and turned back. Lumdir’s own arms were tense and rippled with muscle, showing the strength he had after years of hard labor.
“And who packed the cart?” Kimec asked.
“You stay out of this.” Barileth leveled his glare at him.
“You packed the cart,” Yudoline said, raising herself up to her full height. “If you would have put the barrel on the bottom we wouldn’t have had this problem.”
“We would have and you know it. That rain was too powerful to not ruin things.”
“Let me make breakfast, we can talk about it after everyone’s had a good meal,” Skover said, trying to diffuse the situation. It won’t work, not with everyone tired and wet.
“You would want to eat, wouldn’t you?” Barileth turned his steely gaze to Skover. Dorian had seen this play out before, but never this early. “Always stuffing your fat face.”
“Now, that’s uncalled for.” Skover frowned and took a step back.
“What’s called for is a reckoning,” Barileth said.
“And you’re the dwarf to give it out?” Yudoline wagged a finger at him. “No sense giving out what you can’t take.”
“Tame your wife, before I do.”
“Rock and earth.” Kimec’s eyes flashed. “Don’t you dare talk about my wife that way. The way I see it you’re the one who lost us the rockbread, and you’ll be the one to pay for it.”
“I’ll pay for nothing.”
“You’ll take back what you said.” Kimec’s hand found the axe, and he hefted it, holding it across his chest at the ready. Barileth’s eyes opened wider, then he turned back to Yander.
“The tent was your fault, and now we’re out of food and tools.”
“I really don’t think I did anything wrong, I’m sure of it. The goats are so responsive and wouldn’t ever do anything bad.”
“Leave him be,” Lumdir said, bristling.
“Or what? You’ll gang up on me with the tree cutter and the cook?” Barileth shot him another glare. “Last week you told me how much you hated his cooking and now you want him on your side?”
“You don’t like my cooking?” Skover looked more wounded at that than the insult earlier. “But my ma taught me from when I was young. It’s all her recipes.”
Lumdir looked nervous. “That’s not exactly what I said, more of a paraphrase.” He ran a hand through his beard. “Look, I think I need some more time to learn to...to get used to it, that’s all.”
“It’s the salt, you use too much of it,” Yudoline said. “I thought you knew.”
“The salt? I barely sprinkle it in at all.” Skover sat down hard on a rock, looking dazed. Yudoline patted him on the back, trying to console him as the others argued on.
“I’m sure it was all a big misunderstanding.” Yander was waving his arms overhead for some reason, and sweating profusely. His forehead looked clammy and pale.
“We’ve had enough of your yammering,” Barileth said.
“And we’ve had more than enough of yours. How about instead of throwing accusations around you learn to keep your own tongue.” Kimec took a threatening step forward, and Barileth looked around for his own weapon. He found it, picking up the broken scythe.
Still debating on how badly he needed them, Dorian saw that intervention would soon be needed. Even listening to them was making him tired, and they were losing daylight.
“Put down the weapons,” Yudoline said. Barileth and Kimec were staring at each other. “Someone do something!”
“We might need to knock some sense into this dwarf,” Lumdir said, picking up a hammer.
“Come try it and they’ll be plenty of food left for the rest of us once you’re in the ground,” Barileth said.
“You’re on the wrong side of everything dwarf,” Kimec growled.
“Except I’m the only soldier here.” Kimec paused, casting an uneasy glance at Lumdir.
Dorian had enough. He walked, straight through the knot of them, over where the supplies laid. It was there, lying on the ground, and he stopped in front of it. Yander was talking to him, and maybe a few of the others. They could bicker and fight for all he cared. Maybe they might kill each other, maybe they wouldn’t. That’s no business of mine. 
He hesitated. The pickaxe was new, never had felt earth before. The shaft was white, some sort of oak, with an iron head now riddled with rust. He knew it would come off as he worked though.
Dorian reached out, his too-thin fingers touched the handle and he shivered. How long has it been? Too long. He closed his fingers around it and lifted it with a firm grasp.
Then he added his other arm and closed his eyes, feeling the weight of the head. The other dwarves had gone silent, he assumed they were watching him now. It was well weighted, not too top heavy, and would have a good swing to it.
The sun caressed him, playing over his face as the wind blew across his clean head. Dorian snapped his eyes open and held the pickaxe to his chest. Almost reverently he walked over to the side of the mountain, a site he had chosen before they had even finished the journey.
He stopped on the side of the mountain, a small bump. This would be the entrance, for better or for worse. Dorian took a deep breath, and swung the pickaxe over his head.
For a moment he held it there, feeling the eagerness of it. It wanted to surge forward, meet the ground and break it. A flutter of a smile flashed across his face, and he let it fall.
The pick sunk deep in the earth.
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Damp earth. Dorian breathed in the smell and let it linger. He drew back the pickaxe, dragging it through the grass to break up the sod. He pulled the pickaxe out and swung it again. It went deeper, catching in the dirt. 
Again he broke the sod and pulled a pile of dirt out of a small hole he had made. Then he swung again, and again. It felt good in his hands, the new handle rubbing some. He kept going.
The hole grew, and so did the pile of dirt, mud, and grass that came out of it. Soon it was big enough to hold him, then deep enough for him to enter. He stopped and turned.
The others surrounded him, quiet. Dorian dropped the pickaxe and rubbed the dirt on his fingers off, letting it fall back to where it came. This is what I’ve missed for all these years.
“What do we need to do?” Yander was the first to speak up, which surprised him. The sun had dried out most of their clothes, and they looked to him.
“We retreat into the earth, make our home here.” Dorian pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. Yander smiled, the others looked less gloomy than they had. “Who can shape rock?”
“That’ll be me,” Lumdir said.
“Good. Break up the surface rock and build me supports. We have a mine to dig. After breakfast, of course.” Skover brightened.
“I’ll go get it started.” He hurried back to the supplies. There was no wood dry enough to start a fire, so Dorian knew they would be eating a cold meal.
“And I’ll work on the rock,” Lumdir said, gathering his tools and heading for the closest exposed rock. It looked like granite, gray flecked with bits of black. It would do well for them.
Dorian was about to go back to digging, but four dwarves watched him expectantly. “What?”
“I’m not sure what to do,” Yander said. The others had the same confused look. If I do this, there’s no turning back. He didn’t see anyone else to do it though. Dorian sighed, feeling the burden fall on him again.
Kimec was easy. “Start felling trees. Clear out a hundred yard circle around the entrance. Barileth, you help him.” Kimec frowned, but nodded. Barileth was impassive.
“Gather whatever food you can and dry it in the sun,” he told Yudoline. “Berries, fruits, roots. Whatever you can find. Plant your seeds above the entrance, and make sure the goats can’t get to it.”
“What about me?” Yander asked.
“Breakfast,” Skover yelled. Dorian was hungry, and he wasn’t sure how long his body would last without the energy. The other dwarves hurried over and Dorian placed his pickaxe on the ground and followed.
“Wood’s too wet to start a fire, but the other barrel of rockbread was perfectly fine and goes well with cheese.” Skover handed out plates with a thick slice of rockbread on it and a thick pad of butter. “I’d like it better toasted, but oh well. We work with what we have.” He was carving big slices of cheese off a wheel to each of them.
The food was nourishing, and they were too busy eating to say anything. Dorian preferred the silence anyway and sat a few feet back from them under the shade of an oak.
The cheese was soft, the bread hard. Just the way he liked it. The goat butter soaked into the crevices of the bread, but his mind wandered. What secrets were buried beneath them?
Gems, metal ore, something more? He closed his eyes in memory of his previous expeditions. Striking that rock, breaking open the vein and finding untold treasure. That was all behind him now.
He finished and stood up, brushing the crumbs off his stiff pants. He almost wished for his prison rags, they were so much easier to move around in than these new leather clothes.
The others were chatting. “Back to work,” Dorian said. They finished whatever food they had left and scattered. Skover was left to clean up, and Yander.
“Help forage for food when you’re done,” Dorian told Skover.
“What about me?” Yander asked again. The young dwarf looked like a wounded cave pup. Something stirred in Dorian’s heart. Yander had been staring at the pickaxe for a while now.
“Get a shovel.” Yander’s face broke out with a huge smile.
“Thank you, thank you. I know I’ll be a big help in the mine, you can count on me.”
“Don’t make me regret this.”
“Oh, I won’t. I’ll do whatever you ask and learn as much as I can.” The dwarf’s eye gleamed as he talked, and Dorian started to wonder if it was a good idea to take him. There were a thousand things he knew had to happen, but getting below ground took precedence over all of them.
“Bring a bucket too.” Dorian turned and left without seeing if his order was followed, heading back to the dwarf shaped hole in the ground. Off to the right, near a makeshift quarry of above ground rock, Lumdir was chiseling away at the cleft.
The dwarf was skilled at his work. In the few minutes Dorian had talked to Skover and Yander he had managed to cleave off a piece of the exposed stone. Now he was working it, the steady ring of his hammer and chisel on the stone a constant drumbeat.
He might be able to keep up with us. Dorian grabbed the pickaxe and mounted the small dirt pile he made. He surveyed the hole, gaged its roundness. Yander was waiting by his side with the shovel and bucket.
Dorian pointed a few feet to the right of the opening. “Dirt there.” Yander nodded.
“Got it, dirt goes there.” Dorian retreated into the hole. “All the dirt or just some of it?” Dorian ignored the question and started to dig, matching the steady pace of Lumdir. “Mr. Ironstrike?” Yander’s voice echoed in the hole.
The ground was wet from the rain and when it shifted uncomfortably Dorian stopped. He eyed the top of his hole, just as a crumbled of dirt fell away and landed beside his feet.
Right now it was big enough for one dwarf, and just barely one. He came back out, took a look at the size of stone Lumdir was cutting, and made a mark in the side of the mountain.
“What’s that for?” Yander had found a shovel and was scooping dirt into a bucket. Dorian was glad he hadn’t had to tell him where to find it, or walk him over and put it in his hands.
“Support.” Dorian scratched out a rough outline and started chopping, cutting away more sod.
“Support? Why do we need support over there? I always thought the support was going to go on the top.”
“It is.” Dorian worked his pickaxe along the side. Large chunks of wet mud fell off the wall and he pulled them out of his way back to Yander. He turned back, the dwarf was still staring, shovel in the dirt. “Dirt isn’t going to move itself.
Yander scrambled, shoveling a load and hurrying off with it. This is going to take a while. While Yander worked Dorian walked over to Lumdir’s makeshift quarry. Farther off an axe was chopping a tree, joining the ringing of the stonework.
One square column was done already, laying in a blanket of chips. He was hard at work at another, chipping away with his chisel. Lumdir took off rough sections, smoothing it to a general flat.
“This will do,” Dorian said, running his hand along the rough surface of the granite. Nothing like the fluted columns of the Hearthome, but this was to be a working mine not a palace. Dorian looked to the work in progress.
“Twenty, maybe twenty-five a day. I could do less if you want more.” Lumdir paused and wiped his sweaty forehead. “The sun makes it harder.” Dorian nodded.
“That will do. It will give us a supply to take from.” From down the slope a tree cracked, then crashed to the ground. The sounds of industry were back, and they sounded good.
It had been a long time since he heard them. Dorian grimaced, then called Barileth over. They each took an end of the column and pulled it off the ground.
Dorian’s back protested, but he powered through it and they walked the heavy stone over to the opening.
“How deep are you going?” Barileth asked. Yander had moved most of the tailings away, giving them enough room to set the stone down.
“Deep.”
“We’re going to have the deepest mine, aren’t we?” Yander walked up with his empty bucket. “I can’t wait to get in and mine the ore. I’m sure we’ll fine tons of it, more than we can carry.”
“Go get the other column when Lumdir is done,” Dorian said.
“I’ll go back for the wood.” Barileth shot Yander an unpleasant look, then left. Yander talked as he scooped dirt, about the mine and digging and how excited he was, but that he was also nervous about it too.
Dorian returned to his work, checking his dimensions. His carving had been shallow, so he deepened it, but the width had been close enough. He carved a spot above it for the lintel while Yander had gone to empty his bucket again, giving him a moment of peace.
“Take that end,” Dorian said. Yander smiled and dropped his shovel, grabbing the stone.
“Thanks for letting me help with this. The first real construction of the mine, isn’t it?”
“Lift it in.”
“Ready. Oof, that is heavy. Bring it around? All right, I’m moving my end. What do I do now?” They set one end in place.
“Push it up.” Yander strained, and Dorian joined him. Together they wrestled it into place, set into a shallow hole Dorian had dug for it. It stood on its own, resting against the wall of the cave.
“That was heavy, how many more do we have to go?” Dorian didn’t want to tell him, that was the first of hundreds, so he kept it to himself. “Back to moving dirt right?” Dorian grunted and worked to inspect the column, making sure it was set.
Yander wandered off, talking as he went. The dwarf couldn’t stop talking. After years of silence, it was getting unbearable for Dorian.
He prepped the other side, but Yander came back.
“That’s for the other side, right? Then we’ll put in the top. How do you suppose we’ll get it up there? I’m sure there’s a way to do it and you’ll show us.”
Dorian took his chances in the cave, going deeper to get away, but Yander followed him.
“I thought you wanted to make sure everything was supported before you started working in here?”
“Don’t you have dirt to move?” Dorian asked, a hint of exasperation in his voice.
“I moved it all. It was a lot of work, that bucket was small and I had to run a little bit to make it.” Yander went on about how much work it was, and the more he talked the more annoyed Dorian got.
He talked until Lumdir finished the other column, then talked all through them moving it and setting into position. He talked while Dorian adjusted the position, making it take twice as long as it needed to.
Dorian had to listen to him as he carved out a place for the lintel in the mud, more than a little falling right on his face.
“You have some mud on your face Mr. Ironstrike. I think it fell on you just now.” Dorian had to suppress his anger now.
“You can stop talking now,” Dorian said, scraping the mud off his face and throwing it on the ground with a wet plop.
“Stop talking, got it. I won’t say anything more, you can believe that. I’ll be quiet as a mouse, even quieter since they squeak a lot and you can hear--”
“Keep talking,” Dorian growled, “and I’ll cut out that tongue.”






  
  5
Teeth


Yander wilted under Dorian’s gaze, and then he looked hurt. Finally, though, he was quiet. Dorian turned back to his own work, but a pang of guilt troubled him. 
Did I have to be so harsh? The boy doesn’t know what I’m capable of. He thought about if he could hurt him, and wasn’t sure, and that hurt him even more. What kind of dwarf have I become?
He stopped and waited until the supports were done. Yander was quiet, and avoided his gaze, as they carried it over.
“We’ll lift it into place,” Dorian said, answering the question in Yander’s eyes. “Just like we used to do.” He knew it would fit, he had carved the opening over-sized, but since this lintel was longer it was significantly heavier than the sides.
“Up on your end, put it in. That’s it.” The stone was diagonal now, resting on top of the left support. “Pull this one up.” Together they hauled it, which left him breathless, and shoved it into place. It ground to a halt halfway in.
“Go get the mallet.” Dorian sucked in the fresh mountain air, glad it was cool. The sun was high in the sky, it had to be past noon. He wiped the sweat off his forehead.
As Yander hurried back with the mallet Dorian thought about how much work they had to do. There were caves to cut out, mineshafts to dig, food to raise. Every day that went by was one less day they had to survive. 
The others were oblivious. They had never been in the same situations he had. For good or for bad their lives depended on him.
“Got the mallet, what do we do with it?”
“This.” Dorian took it from his hands and slammed it onto the lintel, putting as much force behind it as he could muster. It hit home with a satisfying thwack, the handle shivering in his hands. The stone shifted, going back a few inches into the earth and sending a cascade of dirt behind it.
He had hoped it would have seated it with one blow, and eyed the mallet. It was still fine. Years ago that would have been all it would take. A few more blows seated it in place.
“I see, can I try it next time?”
“Yes,” Dorian said, huffing.
“Lunch,” called Skover from the campsite. Dorian and Yander were the last to arrive. Skover and Yudoline had done a better job, rearranging the supplies into various piles that were now securely under the tent now tied to the trees.
A few feet away from tents they had fashioned a makeshift kitchen, including a work table made from a slab of wood Kimec must have just finished making. Water boiled in a pot, steam mixing with the smoke of smaller branches in the fire.
Skover dished out fried pork and more of the rock bread, and they all ate quickly. Someone had scavenged fresh blackberries from farther down the slope. Dorian ate his on a fresh pile of firewood and logs were stacked neatly outside the kitchen.
The others talked to each other, about their tasks and the valley. When he was done Dorian walked back to them. A hush fell when he entered the circle. He turned his attention to Kimec, still holding a fork.
“Can you build a wheelbarrow?”
Kimec scrunched up his face and thought about it. “Should be able to yes.”
“Start work on that and finish it as soon as you can. Simpler the better.”
“Right away.” Kimec stood up, then looked around, still holding the fork.
“Barileth, keep chopping trees. We’ll need a lot.” Barileth nodded. Lumdir already had his work. That left Yudoline and Skover.
“Foraging for me, I’ve got it.” Skover wiped his hands off and collected the utensils. Kimec was relieved of his fork and went to his work.
“Where can I plant my seeds? I’ll need sun.” Yudoline was clutching her keg of seeds. Dorian thought about it, above the entrance would be more advantageous for collection, but would be harder to take care of.
“Upslope, about fifty feet.”
“What seeds do you have?” Yander asked.
“Hops for ale, carrots and potatoes to eat. They showed me how to plant them before we left.” Her eyes sparkled as she talked. Dorian was glad to see her enthusiasm, but that meant she was an amateur at best. He wanted to ask her what she had grown before, but was afraid of the answer.
“Potatoes, that will be a real treat,” Yander said.
“Come on.” Dorian left Yudoline to the farming and went back tot he digging. Lumdir had worked a few supports ahead, giving him time to think about the direction.
He decided to dig straight back, a hundred feet at least. That would give them room for growth later, and a place to defend if need be. He got to work, keeping up a steady pace and eating into the side of the mountain.
After a few feet he stopped and cut out room for the supports. With Yander’s help he set another triangle of support just like the entrance. It was more difficult to set the top support, since it had to scrape away the top of the ceiling, but with enough malleting they were able to set it in place.
“How many more to go?” Yander asked, then paled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. I just have a bad habit of talking too much when I get nervous and you make me nervous.”
Inwardly Dorian chuckled. He never thought himself the kind to make others nervous, just a simple dwarf. “Every few feet, until we hit rock. Then we can space them out more.”
“Ah, I see.” Yander took a bucket of dirt out, then came back to get more. Dorian was out pacing him, filling the tunnel up. “How far in are we going?” He kept shoveling.
“A hundred feet, or more.” Yander hurried out with the bucket, almost running. Dorian paused to take a break and let the young dwarf catch up. He leaned on the pickaxe, feeling the pounding of his heart.
“Is it hard?” Yander came back for another bucket, which was woefully undersized for the task at hand.
“What?”
“Using that.”
Dorian chuckled. “No, it isn’t hard using it. It’s hard doing it all day.”
“Do you mind if I try? I’ve wanted to ever since I was little.”
“Use a pickaxe?” Dorian stared at him.
“Be a miner, I mean. I ended up as a clerk because I could read.” Yander’s black eyes glittered in the light from the tunnel entrance.
“Take a turn.” Dorian offered the handle to Yander, who approached nervously. He reached out with trembling hands and took the pickaxe, but almost dropped it.
“Sorry.”
“Just swing it.” Dorian moved out of the way. Yander lifted it up and swung it, embedding it into the wall. He grinned and pulled away the earth, which tumbled to his feet.
Yander attacked the wall with gusto, over and over again. “I like it, I think I’m getting the hang of it too.” Dorian stood back and watched him. He had a knack of the trade, the way he swung the pickaxe was as natural as a dwarf could be.
Dorian let Yander tire himself out, he had left a trail of dirt in his path that gave the tunnel an earthy smell. Yander sighed and gave back the pickaxe.
“When we have a wheelbarrow we’ll need to mine faster than we can remove it,” Dorian said. “We have another pickaxe.”
Yander smiled and went back to shoveling dirt into his bucket as Dorian returned to digging. He paused with it full in his hand. “You wouldn’t cut my tongue out...would you?”
Dorian kept digging. “A dwarf will do more than you think, when the right time comes.”

    
  They finished three supports before Skover called them out to dinner. Dorian and Yander were the last to arrive. Dorian washed some of the dirt off his hands with spring water someone had brought up.
Dinner was more stew, and again Dorian collected his and withdrew while the others sat around the cook fire.
“I got to mine today,” Yander said, chest puffed out.
“Good for you,” Yudoline smiled at him and patted his shoulder. She sounded sincere.
“One step closer to the gold,” Barileth said.
“Surely gold isn’t the only reason you’re on this expedition?” Yander asked.
“No, I have other reasons. We all know where the army was headed, and I had no desire to get killed in another senseless war.” Barileth slurped the rest of his stew up loudly. “If there was a chance of death, I’d rather have a shot at riches to go along with it.”
“I had to get away from the paperwork,” Yander said. “Always writing, and always in too little light.”
“So you abandoned your family to come out here, eh?” Barileth asked.
“No, I didn’t abandon them. They’ll come when I send for them. Besides, mother and father are fine at home and I’ve no other family to speak of.”
“We had family,” Yudoline said softly. “The memory of it...we couldn’t continue on in Zirad.” Kimec reached out and pulled her into a hug.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Barileth sounded sincere, a touch of sadness in his own voice. Dorian wasn’t expecting that. Maybe the wind and hard work had done some good to him.
“No matter, we’re here now for a better life.” Yudoline wiped her eyes. “What about you Lumdir? What brought you with us?”
“There was no room for me in the Guild, and my apprenticeship was up.”
“You didn’t pass the test?” Yander asked. Lumdir stirred, agitated.
“No.” The light of day faded into blackness. “I’ll show them though. I’ll become the best stonemason the world has ever seen.”
“You’ll have plenty of practice here,” Barileth said. The dwarves laughed, breaking the solemn mood. Yander looked over to Dorian, but before he could ask him anything Dorian waked away from the fire.
The night was clear, and he didn’t smell rain. Dorian grabbed his bedroll and laid it out among the stars. He kicked off his boots and slipped into bed. A rock jabbed at his back, so he fumbled around in the dark until he found it and threw it away.
His body ached, and he was exhausted. It didn’t take long for Dorian to fall asleep.

    
  The dogs barking woke him up. It was still dark. The moon had set so it was even darker than when he had gone to sleep.
“What’s that?” Skover sounded alarmed. Dorian listened again, then he heard it too. The sound of chewing, and yipping. Other, unfamiliar barks.
Dorian scrambled out of bed, groping for his boots until he found them and put them on. The fire was banked, its glowing red coals in the distance, and he grabbed a torch and rushed over, tripping to thrust it into the fire.
While he waited for it to catch he listened. The sounds were coming from his right, and dwarves were talking and making noise in the tent to his left.
“What’s happening?”
“Where’s my boots?”
“Ouch, that’s my foot!”
“Get out of my way then.”
The torch flamed up, blinding him momentarily, but he had seen what was making the noise. Dorian yanked the torch out and advanced.
Eyes and teeth gleamed in the darkness, reflecting the fire, then they disappeared, scattering. Dorian yelled at them, chasing them away. They barked back but left.
Their own dogs were still barking, tied up for the night. This wouldn’t have happened if they had been free, but then they might be dead. Dorian made sure they were gone before he returned.
The other dwarves were standing around the fire, tired looking but wide eyed.
“Wild dogs,” Dorian said, then he surveyed what they had done. His heart sank, and he frowned.
“What happened?” Yudoline asked. “What did they do?”
He picked up the remains. “They’ve broken into the pork and have almost eaten the whole barrel.”
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“Are you sure they weren’t wolves?” Yander asked, all sleep gone from his wide eyes. 
“We’ll set a watch from now on. Each one takes a turn,” Dorian said. The meat was spoiled or eaten, which meant they were down to one barrel. It could have been worse, but another loss of food was troubling. “I’ll take the first watch, everyone else go back to sleep.”
“But what if they come back?” Yudoline asked, clutching Kimec’s arm.
“We’ll see them then. Tomorrow Kimec will make us spears. It will be enough to take down and kill any wild animal that threatens us.” Dorian gave them a hard stare until they wilted and turned back. One by one they left him and went back to the tent. He snuffed out the torch and sat down next to the fire, staring into the glowing coals. 
They would have to move faster and dig out a space for supplies. There was so much to do, and so little time to do it. His arms and legs were like weights, and his back hurt. As much as he wanted to go back to sleep, an image of being devoured by wild dogs kept him up.
He stared into the dancing embers long into the night.

    
  “Come up on the right side.” Dorian waited until Yander got the rough-looking wheelbarrow into position and took a swing at the wall. Dirt slipped down, falling into it mostly. It had been invaluable, and he was glad he thought to ask for one.
“I’ll take it out.” The pile outside their mine entrance was getting bigger, fed by their continuous advancement into the side of the mountain. Dorian had stopped shorter than he wanted to go, about fifty feet into the mountain, but he hoped it would be enough.
While Yander took out the load he rested on the pickaxe handle, flexing his hands. Strength was returning to them, the blisters turning to callouses and fading. Down the tunnel he heard the wheelbarrow slam into something. I’ve got to get that entrance widened.
That could come later though. Breath caught, he went back to work breaking up clumps of earth that slid down to the floor. The farther they went in the richer the earth, now it was almost heady with the smell each time he broke into it. Soon he had filled the floor again, advancing at least a foot.
A squeaking wheel announce the arrival of Yander. “That’s finished, I’ll start on the next load.”
“Hold off on it, I’ll take it.” Dorian dropped his pickaxe and took up the shovel.
“Really? You don’t want to be here while I’m digging?”
“You know how now. Like we talked about, ten more feet that direction and twenty that way.” 
“I’ve got it, I’ll be going so fast you’ll never keep up with me. With all the moving dirt I’ve gotten much stronger.” Yander grabbed the pickaxe and went to work, talking as he swung. “This is a lot harder than the dirt back at the entrance.”
Dorian took Yander’s job, shoveling loads of dirt onto the growing mound outside. He paused after a few wheelbarrow load, squinting against the late afternoon sun.
Kimec had built a rough fence around the food to protect it from wild animals. It wasn’t pretty, but it would do the job. Lumdir was still hard at work, adding to a long line of supports growing faster than they could take them.
Yudoline was tending to the garden with Skover, which had its own thicket fences. Some plants had sprouted already from the earth. A fresh gust of wind brought the sound of Barileth chopping wood farther down the slope, and Kimec was hard at work chopping the bark off a trunk dragged from down below.
There was still enough time in the year, if the garden held up. They could bring in a harvest to last, even with the losses. Would it be enough to last though?
It would have to, they didn’t have any other choice. Now was the most dangerous time for the expedition, the better they worked the more likely they were to survive.
Dorian sniffed. There was something strange in the air, but he couldn’t place it. That’s when he noticed the goats bleating, high pitched and panicked. What’s wrong with them.
They had tied them to a stake near the tents, giving them enough pasture for them to graze for the day until they were needed to pull logs back into camp. They were pulling at the ropes hard.
A chill went down his spine, and he shivered. Quickly, he scanned the valley in the direction opposite where the goats were pulling.
Then, he saw it.
His breath caught in his throat, and he gripped the shovel, thankful of the smooth wood of the handle. For a second he wished it was an axe, but pushed the thought away with a growl.
“To camp!” he bellowed. “Get any weapon you can.” The steady ring of Lumdir’s chisel went silent. Kimec, surrounded by wood chips, took up his axe and looked to Dorian.
He didn’t wait for the others, there wasn’t enough time, but rushed down the mountain, breathing hard. He knew what the stench was now, the smell of death walking. But how?
It shuffled along, one leg torn off and covered in wounds. Above the sound of wind rushing by and his heartbeat in his ears he wasn’t sure it was making a noise.
Dorian spared a moment to glance back. Yudoline was fleeing the other direction, and Skover was frozen in place, jaw hanging open. Lumdir was right behind him, but going slow. He didn’t look sure of himself and clutched his hammer close.
But when he looked back he saw Barileth charging up the slope, a wooden

    
  






