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  From the Author


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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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






  
  1
Ill News


The sun was casting setting rays of orange and red when Dorian was shaken awake. 
“Dorian.” The voice was distant, but the urgency that filled it brought him from his dreams to the real world. He opened his eyes slowly, reluctant to leave. Barileth stood over him, dripping with blood.
That brought him out of his sleep and he jerked up, almost knocking Barileth back to reach for his axe.
“Don’t,” Barileth whispered. “You need to see this before the others.” Heart pounding and mouth dry, Dorian nodded. Quickly, he dressed and followed Barileth of his apartment and up the central staircase. When they were far away from the other sleeping dwarves Barileth began his story.
“I was standing sentry and heard them coming a mile away. Well, I thought I would catch them in the act and even get some information out of them.” They walked through the entrance hall and Barileth opened the entrance door.
It swung open with a groan and the two stepped out into the night. Stars twinkled up above between the sparse layer of clouds, and the half-moon washed the courtyard with its pale light.
“What was it?” Dorian asked, but Barileth only gave him a grin and pointed.
At the far end of the wall, tied to a rocky protrusion, an injured goblin shrank back from them. Green blood seeped from its left arm, the other hand holding it tightly.
Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “One?” Barileth’s grin faded, and he looked down.
“There was another one, but it got away. My spear broke attacking that one.” He spit at the ground. “Pitiful cowards wouldn’t even put up a fight. This one dropped his weapon and gave up when I sliced him.”
“Ill news on a night like this.” The wind was blowing down from the north, a vestige of winter trying to recapture hold over them. Spring was yielding to it. “Have you found out what it knows?”
“No, I came here as soon as I had it secured. Didn’t want to raise a ruckus if I didn’t have to.”
“Let’s go see what it came for.” Together they marched over to it, and the goblin shrank back even more. Its glittering eyes darted in the darkness, searching for escape. There was none.
“Well, friend. It seems you wanted to come in and have a chat, so let’s have a chat.” Dorian stopped well short of it, but close enough to menace. It wouldn’t have been taller than them if it had been standing upright, but shrunk down, it was half their size. Barileth kept a loose grip on the spear he held, unbroken. The goblin looked at it.
“That’s right, I got a new one just for you.”
The goblin hissed at Barileth, who made a movement forward. Dorian held out his arm, holding him back, as the goblin winced.
“No need to get any more violent than we already have.”
“I tell nothing.” The goblin spoke in broken common, barely intelligible.
“You’ll tell us or lose a few more teeth,” Barileth growled. The goblin shook, but didn’t take his eyes off Dorian.
“You heard the dwarf. Better start talking now.” The goblin’s eyes flashed all around, but it didn’t say anything. Dorian shrugged. “Shame about the teeth.”
Barileth cracked his knuckles, his left side scraped and covered with dried blood already. He took a step toward the pitiful creature. “Be my pleasure.”
“No, wait!” It raised its hands above its head and ducked down. Barileth stopped and shot Dorian a grin. It took a few more moments for the goblin to realize it wasn’t being hit, and then it peeked out.
“Tell us what you know.”
“Me told to get it. I listen to strong leader.”
“Get what?” Dorian’s eyes narrowed.
“Good stuff, food stuff, shiny stuff if it around. No supposed to touch stink--” it cut itself off and gulped, “nice dwarvesses.”
“Where did you come from?” Barileth demanded.
“Away and far, moons away.”
“Be more specific,” Dorian said.
“No be able. Over here come from.” The thing waved a hand to the west. “We no stay in spot. Move it up sometimes.”
“How convenient.”
“Now let me go? I no took nothing.”
“No, we aren’t going to let you go.” Dorian crossed his arms to think. The face of the goblin twisted up and for a second. It lost its fear.
“You pay. Me, others come get me. Then you pay.”
“Oh really?” Barileth leaned down and grabbed the goblin by its collar, tugging the strange leather chest plate up until it was standing. “And I suppose they’ll come with friends, won’t they?”
The goblin cowered, legs trembling. Blood seeped out of its wound, reopened by the rough treatment. Dorian put a hand on Barileth’s shoulder.
“It isn’t worth the risk,” Barileth said.
“We’ll lock it up. Keep it around until we decide what to do with it.”
Barileth looked back to the goblin, tensed, then let it drop to a quivering mess. Dorian nodded and turned to go. Barileth followed.
“You can’t be considering letting it go. It will bring friends in a heartbeat.”
“It’s too late for that if it is going to happen. Killing it won’t accomplish anything.”
“What? Keep it alive?” Barileth spat. “We have to kill it.”
Dorian chewed on this thought, turning it over in his mind. A thief coming in the night to steal deserved justice. But with the other escaped, what good would that do? “We’ll transfer the goblin to a cage. It will get rewarded in due time.” His mind was fuzzy with tiredness and he yawned.
They reached the entrance, and Barileth stepped in front of him. “You must kill it. We can’t waste our precious food and supplies keeping it alive. The cut I gave it might do it in anyway in a few days, it would be a mercy.”
His tone was sharp and stuck in Dorian. How he wished he could turn the goblin over to someone else to make the decision, to strike the blow. Barileth glared at him, and a not so suppressed irritation bubbled up inside him.
“I didn’t say we were going to keep it alive, did I? This was the first chance I’ve had to get some sleep and I intend to take advantage of it.” The late nights had worn on him, draining away his energy and sapping his strength even after a partial night sleep. “I’ll make the decision in the morning. Put it in a cage.”
Barileth made one last stand, then uncrossed his arms. Dorian was glad he didn’t make it into more of a fight than it already was. “Before you go you should see this.” He opened the door, and they went in.
He reached in to grab his spear stashed behind the door. Dorian had expected the shaft to have snapped, but it was still strong and solid. The tip, however, was a different story.
“Not good.” Dorian ran his finger along the bent blade. The copper had given in, and there was barely any edge to it any more. The tip was mushroomed and wouldn’t make a mark even if it tried.
“Bent on the stone, I think. It could have been the bone, too.”
“Even more important to find solid iron now.”
“We need them, badly. If those goblins come back in force...”
“I already said it, we need better weapons. Would you have me pull good steel out of thin air?”
“I know you’re working, but couldn’t something else give? Or can we send someone to barter for it?” Dorian ran a hand over his eyes, even more tired now.
“We don’t have a dwarf to spare. I was hoping that there would be some sent with supplies, but I think we all know that isn’t going to happen.” They were on their own, the lack of action from the King had made that perfectly clear.
“We’ll make do then and make more traps.”
More traps. More food, more goods, more supplies. Everything needed more, there was never enough to go around and never enough to spare. After over a year in the mine, the expedition was starting to look even more hopeless than it had.
“The door first, then weapons, then training. Do you need someone else to take the watch?”
“No, the goblins didn’t even land a blow on me. Just ran.” Barileth lowered his eyebrows. “Go get some rest.”
“We’ll get better weapons and armor. I know it’s important, Barileth.” Barileth nodded. They said good night and Dorian turned to go back down to his room while Barileth went to get a suitable cage from the stores.
Glad I thought to ask Kimec to make more. Dorian trudged back down the tunnel, his footsteps echoing in the empty halls. The rest of the mine was quiet, no ringing from the anvil, no scrape of tools on wood and rock.
A goat baaed distantly, then was quiet. Even as he reached the tunnel crossings, he knew he wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep. His mind was too awake, and he was too alert.
Instead, he turned right, going into the farm caves. Beneath the ground the seasons had little effect and the cave moss was growing thick and full. Chickens were asleep in their pen, the flock struggling to recover after the spider attack.
The goats hadn’t fared much better. Now down to three, a breeding pair and a kid, there wouldn’t be much to live off of if they had to slaughter them. Hopes of a stable of milkable goats were dashed now.
Dorian sat down in the center of the caves, letting the smells of the moss flow into him. Now, so soon, they were faced with another threat. What else was in store for them? And would he make it to his third year and win his freedom?
What was Ruby doing now? What about Xanther? For the last few weeks Dorian had thought of them every night when the work was done and the storm of the day was over. He hoped they had a good life, that they were happy and healthy.
Would they have told him if they were dead? The thought struck him, sending a chill down his back. Remembering the cold eyes of Lightaxe made him doubt it.
The light of the moss wasn’t as welcoming anymore, and the sounds of the night turned more sinister. A creak to his right, a shuffle ahead of him. His head swiveled, chasing ghosts. Nothing but shadows.
There were others to think about. Living, breathing dwarves that were depending on him to survive, and who he needed to finish his task and see his family again. What were they going to tell them?
Dorian chewed on possible words and options. They wouldn’t be happy to hear about a goblin almost gaining access, and there were some who might panic to know one had gotten away.
Having chosen not to kill the thief put him in a worse predicament. He had to go back, find out where Barileth had put it. Dorian made up his mind and left the farm cave and went back to the entrance.
The air had chilled more since he had left, at least a half hour had passed, or more.
“Barileth.” Dorian kept his voice quiet, not wanting to startle him. A shadow shifted to his right and Barileth emerged from his hiding spot.
“Here.”
“Where is it?”
“Over there.” He had found a cage, the goblin was locked inside. Its eyes glowed with hatred through the stout wooden caging.
“We’ll take it inside, hide it for now. Help me move it into the tunnels.” When they approached the goblin, it swung out its hand, trying to claw them, but a quick hit from Barileth tamed it. Together they picked up the cage and its inhabitant and pulled it inside.
The goblin was heavier than it looked, but the two of them were able to bear the load. Dorian shut  and locked the entrance door behind them, giving them time to rest. They worked through the tunnel, careful to avoid triggering the traps with their load.
“Down the stairs. I’ve got one in mind.” The stairs forced them to go one at a time, and Dorian rotated to the lower position to take the brunt of the weight.
“It’d be easier my way.” Barileth grunted as they took another step. “Less questions too.”
Dorian ignored it. He didn’t regret his decision. Barileth was about to say something else when there was a snap that echoed down the tunnel. Their heads jerked toward the sound. At the same time they realized what was happening.
“Invaders,” Barileth said.






  
  2
Alarm


His love glowed in the center of the room, encased in the crystal that preserved her body. Vasknar sat in a decaying armchair, caressing the side of it. How little time they had together. 
But they would have time again, he knew it. He had come too far to abandon her to death. Thunder rumbled outside, the rain dripped through holes in the roof.
Remains of his most recent experiment were scattered among the filth on the table, a disappointment. He sighed. Pushing too fast again. It never worked out well, but he couldn’t help himself.
“Something a little...smaller?” A finger tapped his chin. Thoughts drifted back to the tantalizing thought of the hole in the mountains. It was so rich with opportunity it sent a shiver down his back.
He could try one, then perfect his art on the others. Maybe he would take one at a time, surreptitiously. Would they notice? He might need to take all of them at once.
“I’ll need more help, my love.” He cast a loving glow down at her, imagining her smiling at him. “I must leave, but not for long. I’ll be back soon.”
He stood, gathering the supplies he needed for the journey. His raven had found it first and he was saving it for a time like this. Vasknar swept a cloak on his shoulders, took up his hat, and stepped out into the stormy night.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Back up the stairs!” They pulled the cage back up, dumping it to the side.
“I’ll hold them,” Barileth said. Dorian nodded and headed back down.
“Up, wake up,” he shouted. He regretted they weren’t able to hide the goblin, but now was not the time to worry about it. “We’re under attack. Everyone to arms.”
When he swept into the apartments the dwarves were in a variety of states of readiness. Lumdir was ready and dressed, but Yudoline peered sleepily outside the door as Kimec rushed past her in his nightclothes.
“Get your weapons, defend the mine.” The others spilled out of their rooms, and Dorian rushed in to get his axe, slinging it over his shoulder to lead them up the stairs. Their footsteps echoed around the tunnel, startled eyes hardening with resolve.
When they poured into the entrance tunnel, they drew up sharply. A sheepish Barileth met them, no evidence of invaders anywhere.
“What is it?” Lumdir asked. They looked around, but there was no danger in sight.
“False alarm.” He pointed to a hammer trap. Its head was on the ground, no longer raised in readiness.
“There aren’t any attackers?” Yander asked. Barileth cringed. Dorian was relieved until Yudoline spoke up.
“What was that goblin doing in the cage, then?” A hush fell over them. Dorian’s heart sank. In the rush he hoped that they wouldn’t have noticed.
“Cage? I didn’t see a cage.” Kimec scratched his head and shifted in his nightclothes.
“It was back at the top of the stairs,” Yudoline said.
Trying to hide it now wouldn’t do any good. “It was a thief. Barileth captured it earlier tonight.” At first, they stood there. Finally, when the realization of what he said registered, they started talking all at once.
Dorian was overwhelmed by the sound, and the exhaustion from the earlier events of the night was catching up with him. A slight throbbing at the base of his neck started, spreading further up to his head. He tried to calm them by holding up his hands.
They still talked over one another, yelled across the tunnel at each other. “Enough,” Dorian said. It wasn’t loud enough, so he raised his voice until it thundered. “Enough!”
“Were you going to tell us?” Lumdir asked. There was a hint of anger in his voice, and his arms were crossed, beard jutting in anger.
“I can explain everything, give me a moment.” He held up his hand to silence Yander who was beginning to speak. “Barileth stopped goblins from coming in the mine tonight.”
“Look, this did it.” All eyes swiveled to Barileth. He was holding up the severed end of a rope, the strands cut. It was supposed to be intact and holding up the giant hammer. For a moment Dorian was glad Barileth had distracted them, giving him breathing room.
“We must have bumped it with the cage.” Barileth rubbed the back of his head as he stood over it, and inwardly Dorian groaned. So much for the distraction.
“You brought the cage in here?” Kimec’s eyes were wide and open now, a few veins standing out on his forehead.
“What were we supposed to do, leave it outside?” Barileth scowled and crossed his arms.
“You were going to hide it from us, weren’t you?” Kimec was about to launch into another speech when Yudoline stopped him.
“Hold on, he said goblins. I only remember seeing one goblin. How many were there?”
Dorian looked around, back to the intent eyes staring at him. The wall was behind him, and after a small step back he bumped into it. The door was starting to look very appealing. He decided not to hide it from them, it was too late now.
“From what we could tell only two of them.” On the inside, Dorian was cursing himself for his slip up. “Barileth apprehended one and the other one got away.”
“Got away? Where did it go?” Yander asked. Dorian pressed his lips tight together and hesitated. Yudoline answered for him.
“It’s going back to tell the others about us.” Her brow was pressed down against her eyes, tight lights around her eyes.
“You let it get away?” The vein on Kimec’s forehead was throbbing now.
“Well, you didn’t do a lot of helping, now did you?” Barileth retorted. Kimec’s jaw worked, muscles bulging.
“Calm down, dear.” Yudoline put a hand on his chest.
“If it tells the other goblins about us then we’re in danger, aren’t we?” Yander drew Emelda close. “What are we going to do about this, we can’t just let them come and kill us.”
“We don’t know that they’re going to come and kill us. It didn’t get into the mine so as far as they know there could be an army of dwarves in here.” Dorian could see what was happening and wanted to calm them down.
It wasn’t working.
“We’ve got to get ready, we have to be ready for the attack.” Yander’s eyes were wide too, and his hysterics were starting to affect the others.
“Let them come,” Barileth said. “More things for me to kill.”
“You’re the one who got us into this mess in the first place,” Kimec said, almost shouting.
“Did not. They were bound to find us eventually, and I stopped them from even getting in the door. You should be thanking me.”
“Thanking you? I’ll show you what I’ll do to you.” Kimec started to roll up his sleeves and turned to Barileth, but Yudoline was holding him back.
Barileth laughed at him. “Come on, old dwarf, I’m not going to roll over like you would in a fight.”
“That’s enough, both of you.” Dorian had to raise his voice. “And everyone needs to calm down. Barileth is right, they were bound to find us this close to the border. That’s why we built the wall.” But not the only reason.
“The wall doesn’t have a gate,” Lumdir said.
“We’ll make one tomorrow.” Lumdir’s eyes narrowed, so Dorian hastily added, “As soon as we can.” Yudoline had managed to back Kimec up farther away from Barileth, and Dorian stepped in between them. “It’s almost time for watch change anyway, I’ll take the next watch so you can all get to bed.”
“Sleep at a time like this?” Yander asked.
“I don’t think I can sleep,” Kragnak said.
“Go back to bed, we can deal with this in the morning. At least get some rest. We have the traps and I’ll lock the door when I’m not outside checking on things.”
“But they’ll come for us.”
“Not tonight they won’t, it’s too early. Besides, goblins aren’t known for their courage. I doubt the escaped thief tells anyone about us for a while.”
“He’s right, coming back empty-handed wouldn’t work well for it,” Barileth said.
“We all signed up for this. Each one of us knew the risks.” Dorian forced eye contact with each one of them as he talked. “Go back to bed, get some sleep.”
Kimec looked like he was about to say something, but Yudoline nudged him and he shut his mouth. Yander looked worried, but less so than he had earlier.
“I’ll go first, keep a good eye on things.” Barileth tossed Dorian his spear, which he caught with one hand, and he forced himself through the crowd. At the doorway, he turned back. “Leave it here?”
“For the night, yes,” Dorian said. One by one the others followed Barileth. Kragnak was muttering under his breath, Dorian only caught a few words. What he heard almost made him smile, if the event wasn’t so serious, it would have.
Yander and Emelda were the last to leave. “I’ll catch up to you,” he said, giving Emelda a hug. She gave him a look, but left anyway. Yander turned back to him, eyes haunted.
“Dorian, I can’t handle more death. Not like this, not right now.” Dorian was moved, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Promise me no one else will die.”
What am I supposed to say? He thought back to all the other leaders in his life, wishing any one of them was here instead of him. But they were all either dead or gone, and he was in this place.
“Get some sleep Yander, I’ll be up here watching out for you.” The words came out hollow, empty. He wished he had the courage to tell him the truth, or some way he could wriggle into a lie, but said nothing else.
Yander nodded after a few moments, then turned and followed his bride. He paused at the doorway. “I’m depending on you.”
Long after he was gone Dorian was thinking about those words. Spoken so lightly, but they felt so heavy.

      [image: image-placeholder]The morning found them with heavy feet and tired eyes. Dorian barely got any sleep and was feeling it, sluggish and dull. He knew what they had to do and, after a quick breakfast, the entire expedition of dwarves was outside and helping to finish the gate.
Dorian directed the efforts, while Lumdir focused on carving as fast as he could. They had to patch rock together to make it big enough to fit the opening, but near mid-day it was finished and ready for fitting.
Barileth had devised the raising mechanism earlier, and now that they all were focused on it, worked with another group to set it up and use the last of their longleaf rope and a good portion of what they had been able to make earlier in the spring.
While they were setting everything in place, and Lumdir was leading Kragnak and Kimec to move the door over, Yander pulled Dorian aside.
“Can I speak with you?”
“Yes.” Dorian wiped the sweat off his brow and sucked in a heady breath of air warmed by the early spring wind.
“In private?” Yander looked serious, even after Dorian peered into his eyes. He nodded and they went a respectful distance from the others, far out of earshot. Dorian watched the working groups while Yander shifted on his feet.
After a few moments, Yander worked up the courage to speak. “After what happened the other night, and last year too--” his gaze shifted to the ground, then hardened. “I wanted to ask you to train me to fight.”
Dorian’s mouth almost dropped open. “What?”
“Please, you have to teach me.” Yander took a deep breath and continued before Dorian could interrupt. “I need to be able to protect Emelda and everyone else. You know what happened, how I wasn’t prepared the last time, and with the invasion imminent-”
“There is no invasion,” Dorian said.
“There could be, any moment, and you know that I’d be useless. What good am I in a fight with a pickaxe when we’ll be facing goblins with swords and spears?” Dorian didn’t know what to think.
“A pickaxe is a fine weapon in a pinch.” Dorian crossed his arms, worries rushing through his mind. Yander was old enough to look out for himself and others, but teaching him to fight? How would he use his newfound skills?
“You know that it won’t be enough. Look at all the others.” Yander swept his hand over to the workers. “Almost all of them can fight somehow, but I’m the useless one. I can’t bear seeing Emelda get hurt again.”
His heart twinged, and he closed his eyes. The face of his dead wife drifted in his mind, how he wasn’t able to protect her. Could he relegate Yander to the same fate? He would have died protecting her rather than not be able to protect her. Wouldn’t the young dwarf feel the same way?
But he wasn’t ready to teach Yander that, not now. Not after his skills were useless to protect his own family.
“We’ll talk about this later, after everything is taken care of here.”
“Dorian, please teach me. I know you care about Emelda, too. You can’t be everywhere, and you can’t protect us by yourself.” There was desperation in Yander’s eyes now. Had he expected Dorian to say yes?
“Let me sleep on it, I’ll give you an answer in the morning.” Dorian clapped Yander’s shoulder. “I can see the fire in you, the desire to protect.”
Yander wasn’t happy. “The morning then.” He turned to walk back to work, and Dorian watched him go. The young dwarf had a weight on his shoulders now that he had never carried before.
Dorian passed a hand over his eyes. Three years, that’s all I have to last. Then, I can be with her again. He joined the others, unsure of what he was going to do.






  
  3
Dwarves on the Horizon


The gate rose with a creak, straining against the ropes pulling it up. Dwarves heaved at the winch, straining against the weight. 
“Almost there.” The door went faster now “A few more feet.” Yudoline urged them on from her vantage point on the wall.
The gate whined and snapped shut with a bang. Dust drifted off the wall, and Yudoline clapped her hands. “Done!”
The dwarves let out a cheer as one, the sun sinking to the west and turning the gray of the wall a brilliant reflection of pink, yellow, and red. They had done it.
“I’ll sleep soundly tonight,” Lumdir said.
“You have many reasons to.” Kimec rubbed his arms. “My bones will be aching in the morning.”
“Break out the ale tonight, we celebrate.” Barileth finished tying off the rope, securing it in place. “All we need to do is undo the rope and it’ll open.”
“Won’t that be easy to open?” Yander asked. “Which would be bad if something got in?” Barileth shot him an angry look.
“It isn’t going to stay like this, I’ll figure out a way to have it work better. When I get more time, of course.”
“You’ll have to work on it in your spare time,” Dorian said. With the work done and dinner waiting the group had turned to the mine and was going back in. “I need you to hunt tomorrow. We need the meat.” Barileth groaned.
“That’s right. Don’t tell me it’s just rockbread and potatoes again?”
“We won’t tell you that then, you’ll find out when we get inside.” Yudoline winked at Yander, who managed to crack a smile.
Barileth groaned again. “Someone save me from this tediousness. At least give me an extra foaming mug of ale tonight. I’ll need it.”
“The faster you teach someone else to use that crossbow the more likely we are to get more meat,” Lumdir said. Dorian winced at that, but everyone was inside so he busied himself with shutting and locking the entrance door. That made him feel better.
“If I could trust you not to shoot yourself in the foot, I would.”
“Now there, that was uncalled for.” Barileth laughed at Lumdir’s reaction and clapped him on the back, making him misstep.
“Who is there to teach? Everyone is busy with their work. You have the stone, Kimec the wood, and Kragnak has the metal.” Dorian frowned at the reminder. It was going to be more difficult now that the last frost was over.
A hush fell over them and they trudged to the dining hall in silence. Times were going to be hard, they knew that, but they didn’t have to like it. As food was brought in on steaming platters they perked up, but there was no joking or conversation.
“Will you join me in a toast?” Dorian raised his mug into the air. He had to do something and it was the only thing he could think of. The others followed suit as Yander and Emelda joined them with the last of the food.
“To stone as thick as a dwarf, and to walls that keep out the enemy.”
“To stone,” the others echoed. Without waiting for the others Dorian took a pull on his ale. Better than the last batch, this had hints of oak and was smoother, with only a hint of bitter aftertaste.
Yudoline was getting better at this. Conversation began then, enough of the weight of the day broken. Good ale and good food helped, although Emelda wasn’t as good a cook as Skover had been.
They would make it. With enough hard work and a little luck, they would make it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Dorian avoided Yander the next day. His question had kept him awake until the exhaustion had consumed him, but he was no closer to making a decision. Instead, he divided out assignments, choosing to help with planting aboveground instead of mining.
The earth was hard and he put his skills to good use breaking it up for the others. Emelda and Yudoline joined Kragnak, who had been enlisted to help, in planting the seeds they had saved from last season and foraged.
There would be a larger variety of crops growing this year. Potatoes, some kind of squash, hops, cucumbers, carrots, and a tomato plant with fruits the size of a thumb.
Clearing all thoughts from his mind, Dorian focused on the work. The others chatted as they worked, and the two dwarves managed to draw out Kragnak from his usual distant self to take part.
Less than an hour before lunch Emelda spotted Barileth in the forest.
“Why is he back so early? I don’t think he’s caught anything.” Dorian rested and shielded his eyes against the sun to look. Barileth was empty-handed and moving fast up the slope.
“Probably just laid out some traps this morning, nothing to worry about. I’ll talk to him and find out.” Dorian left his pickaxe in the dirt and picked his way down the slope back to the gate. He untied it and let it down, they had decided to leave it shut unless it needed to be open.
Barileth emerged from the tree line and hurried over. “What happened?”
“Migrants coming, from the north.”
“Already?”
“It is well into spring. They probably left after the worst of the winter storms to get here.” Dorian rubbed his beard, thinking through their stores. They might have enough food for them.
“How many were there?”
“Six or seven, maybe up to ten. It was hard to tell. I came back as fast as I could.” He still had his crossbow slung against his back.
“We’ll have to put them in the dormitory.” They weren’t completely unprepared, Dorian had anticipated another group of them would be coming this year and with less to do in the winter they had made more beds, furniture, and
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