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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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


Down into the gaping mouth of the tomb the dwarves descended carrying coffins on shoulders. They went single file down the rough carved stairs. Torches spitting and footsteps falling were the only sounds. 
The steps were rhythmic, slow. The torches cast their light on the final resting place, two holes staring out like eyes.
One by one, they shuffled off the steps into the flat cave. Spread out, they made a ragtag ensemble. Barileth and Dozotaine put down their coffin, Dorian and Mughan theirs. They struck the ground with merely a whisper, cradled and gentled into place.
Dorian took a deep breath. The air down here was stale, cool. Untouched and un-breathed, it still was thick with granite dust that their feet had kicked up into the little swirls around their leg.
He wished he were here to mine.
The silence stretched into discomfort. Mughan cleared his throat, catching his attention. He nodded when Dorian looked at him.
Dorian took a few steps forward and turned back to the crowd of dwarves. He had been through too many of these.
And it wouldn't be the last if his suspicion about the necromancer was correct.
“A great evil took our friends, our families,” Dorian said at last. “In the earth they have toiled, to the earth they return.”
“To the earth they return,” the crowd repeated, voices echoing off the barren walls. Dorian felt like there was something else he should say, but couldn't find the words.
Instead, he stepped forward and picked up the casket with Mughan. It was heavy.
They lifted it over their shoulders and slid it down the opening, scraping stone on stone. He tried to avoid looking at the names carved into the tombs below it.
The casket slid in and hit the back side of the niche with a dull thud. Barileth and Dozotaine finished putting in the other casket. All four stepped back.
Lumdir walked forward, favoring his injured leg, and with Yander's help, set the first cover in place. He tapped it into position with his hammer, then struck out. The cover rang out like a bell.
Again, Lumdir struck. The door rang and shifted farther back. The hammer blows sounded a mournful rhythm.
A voice from behind him started singing the dirge. Softly, at first, it grew. Others joined in the lament.
Dorian added his voice, singing the ancient song filled with sadness. For the lives that were cut short, for the loved ones lost.
He hadn't been at his own wife's funeral. Now, in this place he called home, he felt the full force of his loss.
Tears came then, streaking through the rock dust on his face.
Lumdir finished the first and moved to the second. The second verse of the dirge began.
It almost overwhelmed Dorian, and he struggled to keep on his feet.
All the time lost, all the memories they could have made. The protection he should have provided, not just her, but everyone.
The deep voices of the dwarves rolled through the tunnels, returned and magnified by the stone. It intertwined with the hammer blows, a dull, steady rhythm.
He wouldn't be able to protect all of them, and it pained him to know it. There would be more.
There would be more.
The cover clicked shut. The funeral was over and the song faded.
One by one, they departed without a word. Dorian wiped the streaks from his face and beard. There was still hope, a chance to see her again.
It called out to him, and it threatened those he held dear.
Dorian stayed until long after everyone had gone, thinking. When he had finished, he walked over, felt the carved names on the covers, and then walked away.
He didn't go to eat like the others had, and then to sleep. He went deeper into the mine, down as far as he could into the virgin tunnels that hadn't seen living things.
He found a pickaxe and wandered the tunnels aimlessly. After a while he realized it wasn't doing any good and lit a candle and picked a tunnel.
There was something at the end, an ore of some kind hidden behind another few feet of rock, and he set the candle down and got to work.
The pickaxe rang with a steady rhythm, and he couldn't get the sound of the dirge out of his head. That haunting melody, the words that spoke of life and death and the sorrow of the lost.
Death wasn't final.
The words that brought him here, the words that sealed his fate in Zirad and brought forth the King's judgment.
Just a few words, spoken to be comfort, and turning into something more.
The King had to have the book locked away still. He wouldn't destroy it and bring down a curse on his kingdom.
And if it was still there, Dorian could use it.
But there was another way. Dorian pushed aside the chunk of rock that fell to the floor and returned to digging.
The same necromancer that threatened him offered him an opportunity. This human had discovered something powerful, and if he could get his hands on it, he wouldn't need the book.
All he would need was his wife. And that would be easier to get than the book. All he had to do was survive this year and finish the King's task.
“Dorian.” 
He paused, pickaxe in midair.
“Yes?”
“Can I join you?” Lumdir asked. Dorian wanted to tell him no, to go away and leave him to his sorrow, but he said nothing. Lumdir took a seat on a chunk of rock, settling in beside him.
Dorian pursed his lips, but turned back to the wall. Candlelight flickered, caught by the ore and reflected to him.
Iron ore. A big vein of it too. Without thinking, Dorian had excavated the rock around it.
“Enough for a few weapons, nice find,” Lumdir said.
Dorian cleared his throat. “Why are you down here?” His voice was blessedly even.
“To see how you are doing.”
“Fine.”
Lumdir shifted and crossed his arms. “I've seen the look in your eyes. You've changed since the attack.” Silence stretched, punctuated by the pickaxe ringing against the wall.
What right does Lumdir have to meddle? Dorian channeled some of his frustration into his pickaxe, and each blow shattered rock and sent it flying. Some of the shards hit his face, stinging him, but he ignored it.
“I have no right to pry into your mind. However, you saved my life. I'm not about to let you give up yours.”
Dorian spun on him. “Is that what you think?” Lumdir locked eyes with him.
“I'm not sure what to think. Tell me what I should be thinking.”
“It isn't like that.”
“Then tell me, what's bothering you?”
The pickaxe drooped. Dorian wasn't sure how long he had been down here now, and his body felt drained. 
“Nothing.”
“I don't believe that.”
“Are you going to work me over like one of your rocks?”
Lumdir snorted. “The rocks are softer than you are. I've no tool to break you.”
“Tools don't break dwarves.”
“What does?”
“Life. Life breaks us.”
“Not death?”
Dorian narrowed his eyes, but Lumdir gave up no information. No searching glance, no twitch.
“What are you getting at?”
“We still have enemies out here that can kill us. After almost dying the first time, I'm not keen on repeating it.”
Dorian still bore wounds from the battle. “Neither am I.”
“Good.” Lumdir stood up and walked off.
“That's it?”
“You aren't ready yet. I'm satisfied that you'll keep fighting. Besides, it's late and I should be sleeping.” Lumdir paused and looked back. “As should you.”
He left, leaving Dorian perplexed. Exhaustion came over him then, his muscles worn out and tired. He would get the other dwarves to collect the ore tomorrow.
Lumdir was right, there was enough here to make plenty of weapons. Enough to equip all the dwarves, and maybe enough left to forge armor.
But all of that could wait for another day. Now, as he trudged back up the tunnel, was the time to sleep.

    
  The pen scratched as he wrote, tallying up the record for the day. Another harvest of golden moss, another splitting of the harvest, and the other dwarves had finished their tasks.
Words on the page lightened, and then he ran out of ink. Dorian dipped his pen in the ink jar, tapping off the excess, then stopped to think.
He wasn't sure where to go next. They had worked so hard to get the mine up and running, put in so much time and effort that if they weren't threatened by a necromancer, they would be in a good position.
So now what do we do?
He mulled the question, pondering their options, when there was a rap on his door.
“Come.” 
Mughan walked in, striding confidently and sitting down on the open stool. 
“I wasn't expecting you.”
“No one ever does,” Mughan said, then glanced to the page. “Am I interrupting?”
“Yes, you are.” Dorian returned to his work, writing down the furnishings Lumdir and Kimec had made. Mughan stared at him and leaned back, interlacing his fingers and putting them behind his head.
Dorian ran out of ink again and set the pen down on the desk, turning to Mughan. “You aren't going to leave, are you?”
Mughan grinned at him. “How long have you known me?”
“Long enough.”
“What are we going to do about this predicament we're in?” Mughan studied his face.
“We'll survive.”
From deep inside his clothing, Mughan produced a pipe. Six inches long and carved from deep brown wood, the pipe had strange carvings all over it. Intricate, but small. “Do you mind?”
“Didn't know you smoked.” Dorian didn't stop him as Mughan reached into another fold of his shirt and took out a pouch of shredded tobacco.
“You don't know much about me, Dorian, but we can change that.” Mughan stuffed the leaf into the pipe, crushing it down with a thumb. The smell of it washed over him, rich and earthy. “My line comes from that of royalty, of the same lineage of King Lightaxe himself.
“His ancestors kept power and the favor of the gods. Mine, not so much.” Mughan gestured around at the walls. “Hence, you see me here on a wild expedition instead of sitting on the Emerald Throne of Zirad.”
Dorian crossed his arms across his chest. “I'm not interested in a history lesson. Least of all, about kings.”
Mughan chuckled, adding his final wadding to his pipe. “That is what I like about you, and I can't say I'm not surprised.” He shrugged and stood. “Had my fortunes been different, I might feel the same way, but although we didn't keep the power, the name of Mithrilbasher still lives on.”
He took the torch from the wall sconce and brought it to the mouth of his pipe, sucking in puffs to get it to light. Dorian watched him, wondering where it was all going and growing impatient. “Enough to give us an estate and partial interest in the mines, we live a comfortable life.
“But a third son, what lot in life can he have in the inheritance?” Mughan returned to his seat, smoke drifting lazy circles around his head and stinking up the room. Dorian wanted to tell him to put it out, but held his tongue. 
“And so I was forced into a different life. One that has granted me many positions and many acquaintances.
“Like the others, I'm curious about you. Unlike the others, I have connections that give me more answers.” Mughan leaned back.
Dorian's blood ran cold. “Answers? Or rumors and lies? Talk is cheap when the subject isn't present.” He gripped the edge of armrests.
“Perhaps, but I know something about you.” Mughan drew a deep pull on the pipe. The tobacco burned cherry red and cast a glow on his face, which faded as his breath slowed. His eyes glowed. He let out the smoke in a long exhale. “The one who hunts us. He isn't the only one who's dabbled in necromancy, is he?”






  
  2
Protection


“I don't know what you're talking about.” 
“Do you?”
“Why do you think that?” The look in Mughan's eye wasn't malevolent, but it was something else. Was this ambition, or a play for power?
“The merchants came bearing more than commerce, for me, they brought information.” Mughan slipped a piece of parchment from his pocket clamped down on his pipe. It hung from his mouth as he unfolded the page. “Shall I read you what it says?”
“I don't care what it says,” Dorian growled.
“Dorian Ironstrike, a preeminent colonizer and miner. Excellent dousing skills and able to find even the faintest traces of precious ores. Prized by King Lightaxe for his ability to lead successful expeditions.”
Dorian turned away, back to his notes. The words rung in his ears. “Let it be.”
“Wife killed by goblins on her way to his last colony. You turned to necromancy to bring her back, stealing the book of the dead from the Royal Library. The incantation was thankfully interrupted before it could do too much damage and you were sentenced to life imprisonment. Is that true?”
Hand shaking, Dorian tried to pick up the pen again as a distraction.
“Dorian, is it true?” When he didn't answer, Mughan continued. “I wondered why the King wanted you on this expedition, dragged from the bowels of the dungeons. What could compel him to bring you out in such a time as this?”
“I don't know what the king thinks. Frankly, I don't care.” Dorian turned on him.
“An interesting position to take, considering he judges the success or failure of our expedition. You're deflecting though.” Mughan took the pipe from his mouth and leaned in. “Is it true?”
Of course it is true. Every day he had to deal with the consequences, the pain and sadness. A life lost. A love destroyed.
For not the first time, Dorian envisioned violence upon Mughan. However, unlike before, he knew that Mughan had the interests of the expedition at heart.
What would lying get him? Mughan already believed his report, however he managed to get it, and Dorian thought through ways of trying to persuade him it was a lie.
But he knew it wasn't going to work. Mughan would see through it. Dorian's heart pounded and his hands sweated.
That only left him one option. The most bitter of them all.
“It's true,” Dorian whispered. His voice caught in his throat and he dropped his eyes to the floor.
“I'm sorry for your wife.” Mughan's words were soft, and not what Dorian was expecting. The tenderness made him look back up. Sadness reflected in Mughan's eyes, echoing what he felt in his heart.
“You didn't do it,” he said roughly, “No need to apologize.”
Pipe glowing again, Mughan took the time to exhale out another cloud of smoke. “That may be, and I assume you still live with the pain, but we need you here and present. You've been distracted since the attack, not yourself. What are you considering?”
“I don't know what you mean.”
“The others suspect, just as I did. Maybe know more than they're letting on.” Dorian immediately thought of Lumdir. “We all have a right to keep our past hidden, as long as it doesn't affect us.” Mughan tapped his pipe on his teeth. “Your past is affecting you.”
Dorian put the pen back down, hand still shaking. “I don't know what to say.”
“Tell me it isn't too much for you. If it is, I can take over.”
So it is a play for power, after all. “It isn't too much for me.”
“I'm not after your job, not anymore, at least. Not yet.”
“Is that the first truthful thing you've told me?”
Mughan let out a bark of laughter, eyes twinkling. “I've revealed some of my own secrets, the shaft is level between us. The game has changed, though. Any necromancer willing to recruit goblins is a bigger threat than any of us suspect.”
“Agreed.”
“Here's what I ask. Call a council, bring everyone together, and tell them the truth about what we're up against. They have a right to know and might surprise you.” Pipe spent, Mughan tapped out the ash and tucked it away into his clothes.
Dorian stared at the pile of ash on his floor, a black spot on the gray stone. “I'm up to the task. As you know, this isn't my first expedition.”
“But it is in quite a few years.” Mughan stood and offered a hand. Dorian took it, his grip strong. “I have plans and I need to stay alive to see them to fruition.”
“Don't tell anyone.” Dorian gritted his teeth. “Please.”
Mughan nodded. “I'll keep your secret for now.”
He left. Dorian thought long after, distracted. He tried to pick up his pen, but never dipped it into the ink again.
Thoughts swirled around, threatening to overwhelm him. What did Mughan want?
What did he want?
He knew his deepest desire, the temptation that was before him. Turn back on the path that led him here, or choose to give it up.
Turn to the earth. Turn to the deep. Tufolin's advice, delve deeper.
If he was going to do that, he needed to train Yander better, unlock the glimmering potential he had inside. The young dwarf had learned the song of the earth fast.
Another thing to do, another task on his list. But the one that held the most promise.
Yander could help him find the ore.
Dorian drifted into a fitful sleep, plagued by nightmares of his wife and children suffering horrible deaths.

    
  She was soft and warm. Her hair tickled his chest, but he didn't care. Yander leaned back and relaxed, enjoying the moment and breathing deep.
Emelda shifted on his chest and looked up and smiled. He smiled back and hugged her tight. She snuggled up to him again.
The cool of the apartment caressed his skin. His mind wandered, thinking about the future and what it held.
Soon, it took him to dark places. Potential dangers, real and imagined, ran through his consciousness.
Yander swallowed, heart beating faster.
“What is it?” Emelda hugged him tighter.
“This place. When we set out, I was so young and ignorant. I thought it would be a grand adventure, full of gold and jewels and an easy life of wealth. Reality was different.”
She took his hand, interlacing her fingers with his. He went on. “Instead of a life of ease, we have this. Dangers below us, dangers above. The mountain doesn't want to give up its most precious treasures, and it has been difficult to find any ore at all.”
“We'll find it, I know you will,” she said. “They didn't choose this place without knowing what was here.”
“I thought that, too.” He shook his head. “Not anymore. I'm not sure the King's Explorers had any idea about what was here, that they might have picked it for another reason.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you want to stay?”
“Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”
His mouth was dry, and he licked his lips. “If we have merchants this year, will you do me a favor?”
She looked up at him with a questioning look, but a sultry smile on her lips. “Go on.”
“Will you go back to Zirad with them?”
Emelda eyes narrowed, then she sat up. “You're serious, aren't you?”
“Yes, I am.”
“No, I won't do that.”
Yander sat up too, gripping her arms. “It isn't safe here Emelda. Zirad is a walled fortress, almost impenetrable. You'll be safe there.”
“I know Zirad, and I know my place. This is my home. Everyone needs me. You need me.”
“I can't have you hurt for me,” Yander said, shaking his head. “What would I do without you?”
“Would you send me away to not be with you, anyway?”
“It wouldn't be for forever, just until I'm done here.” He had said the wrong thing. Emotions shifted on her face.
“Why would you ask this of me?”
“Because I love you.” It churned inside him, the desire to keep her and the need to push her away.
“If you love me, you wouldn't ask this of me.”
“Do you think I haven't thought this through? That I haven't laid awake at night thinking of what's happened?” His body tensed up, remembering those sleepless nights. “If there was any other way to keep you safe, I'd take it.”
Her eyes widened. “You can't do this to me, Yander, please.” The pleading in her voice made the hardness go out of his body, and he slumped down. “We still have time, we still have hope. My parents didn't bring me here because they thought it would be easy. They brought me here for opportunity.”
He looked away as she wiped her eyes. “There is nothing to return to in Zirad. Not for me. I have no family there, no hope, no prospects.”
“I'll find someone to take care of you.”
“Who?”
The silence stretched on in the night. The one candle they left burning was flickering down to a stub.
“Are you going to send me to your family?” she asked.
His mouth opened and shut.
“I didn't think so.”
“It's still safer this way.”
“We've survived this long.” She reached out and touched him, and he swung his gaze back to her. “Despite all the work, the pain, the loss.” It played across her face. “We've built something. We're a part of something new and grand and bigger than I thought possible before.”
Yander shook his head. “This mountain refuses to give up its treasure. All we've found is iron and few jewels here and there.”
“That's what's bothering you, isn't it?” She put an arm over his shoulder and leaned her head on his.
“No.” He paused. “Well, not all of it, at least. It seems like no matter what I do we never make any progress.”
“That isn't true. Think about what we used to have and where we've come from. When we got here you hadn't even found ore at all, but since then you helped discover copper and iron.”
“What good are they against the undead and goblins? We need steel and more armor. I'm not the only one who sees it,” Emelda rubbed his back.
“You're tired, let's get some sleep and talk about this in the morning.”
Yander set his jaw. “I've made up my mind.”
“Have you considered that I might be safer here?” Her voice was soft.
“No.”
“The merchants talked about the goblin raids, that they had come closer and closer to the city. They said Zirad wasn't as safe as it used to be, that dwarves were getting fed up and thieves were on the loose.”
“Speculation, stories to scare us.”
“And why would they need to do that?” She asked. He didn't reply. “We'll talk about this in the morning,” she said firmly.
At that, she got up. Yander didn't see any reason in arguing about it now. She crossed the room, bare feet padding on the stone, and blew out the candle, leaving them in total darkness.
He laid back down. When she slipped into bed, he reached out for her and embraced her. She put her head on his chest again and he thought as he listened to her breathing even and slip into sleep.
Awake, his night vision revealing shapes and shadows in the room, Yander turned over his options.
She might be right, she could be safer here. It had already been two years, who knows what could happen in a city like Zirad? Politics and kings were no concern of his, but he couldn't help but think something was off in the kingdom.
But there was danger here, real and present. What kind of dwarf would he be if he couldn't protect her from it? After the death of her parents, he was all she had left, which was why she clung to him. Was it right to try and get her to leave?
If he could be better, if they could find more ore, she wouldn't have to go. He pictured them in gleaming steel armor, standing tall against goblins and undead alike.
That might be the only way we get out of this mess. He wondered what Dorian thought, what he wanted from the expedition. The way he had taught him to feel the earth.
If he could be better, if he could sense the ore like Dorian could, he could protect Emelda and the others. Yander scratched at a bandaged cut on his face, relieving the itch beneath it.
And if they had better weapons and armor, they could fight back.
“Dorian will help me.” He clenched a fist, using it to relieve the pressure he felt inside. “Together, we'll find the treasure that this mountain holds.”






  
  3
Action


Chapter Three 
Dwarves crowded around the table as Dorian unrolled the map. He asked Barileth and Yander to hold it down.
“Yutatir has been helping Barileth with this for the last few days.” Eyes went to them both. Yutatir bowed a little, red creeping up the cheeks above his beard. “We'll need to fortify our position if we have any hope of surviving this year.”
“Why don't we ask the King for troops or reinforcements?” Thardegith asked. Dorian exchanged a knowing glance with Barileth.
“We've put in a request with the king's liaison when he was here. Don't expect a reply,” Dorian said.
A murmur ran through the crowd. “Surely he cares about our plight.”
“He outfitted the expedition and gave us supplies. As you recall from your contracts, that is all he was obligated to do.” Mughan turned to address Thardegith. “We share in the riches, we share in the risk.”
Before any more whispers and dissent could occur, Dorian took back control, pointing to their outpost on the map. “Here's the mine.” He moved his finger just a little. “This is the border with Guzan. As far as I know, we haven't crossed it with any of our tunnels and I don't plan to.”
“That's where we expect the attack to come from, that's where we need to protect.” Dorian spread out his arms. “Like Mughan said, we share the risk, so it isn't fair for me to make all the decisions.”
He looked at each in the eyes, drawing out the silence and letting his point sink in. “I won't blame any dwarf who leaves now, not after everything we've been through. A few more weeks and the passes back to Zirad will be open again and ready to travel.”
“Anyone who wants to leave should go then.” The fire snapped and cracked behind them. “Think about it.” They all still bore signs of the fighting. Kragnak's stump of an arm covered in bandages, cuts, scrapes.
The wounds were still fresh, both visible and invisible.
“If I were them I'd take the pass and attack from the north,” Barileth said, tracing up from Guzan. “The mountain is too tall to try and get over, and it’s too steep above the mine entrance.”
“What if they came from the other side?” Dozotaine asked.
Dorian shook his head. “It’s possible, but harder to get across. A fighting force might have trouble with the grade and uneven terrain. I'd agree with Barileth.”
“So cut back the forest, both above and below us,” Mughan said. “Give us more room to see them coming.” He drew an arc around the mine.
“I could use the wood too,” Kimec said.
“Build walls all around,” Lumdir offered. “Up the slope, around the above ground farms too.”
“And a watchtower, with a bell,” Yander said.
“Good ideas.” Dorian nodded to Yutatir, who produced his charcoal stick. “The east side will give us the best view of the mountain.” Yutatir drew a circle around the mine.
“If we cut down the trees, we won't be able to get the fruit,” Yudoline warned.
“What if we made our own fruit?” Yander asked. “Plant them inside the wall?”
“An orchard would be wonderful.” Yudoline's eyes sparkled. “If we had apples, we could make cider.”
“We can transplant some younger trees,” Dorian said, thinking through his previous experience. Memories he hadn't thought about in years came coming back. Harvest time. The apples practically falling off the tree. All the work that it too. “It's a lot of work to gather and process all that fruit. Machinery would make it easier. We'd need a room for it to go in.”
Yutatir added one to the wall above the mine, “If we add it to the wall it cuts down on two sides.”
“Speaking of walls, we should thicken the existing walls, and cut in crossbow slits to them,” Mughan said.
“We don't have enough crossbows to go around.” They had two, one Barileth used for hunting and a spare. “Kimec, do you think you could make more?”
Kimec stroked his beard and wrinkled his eyes. “I can figure out the wood.”
“Anyone ever made crossbows before?” Dorian looked around the room, letting his eyes fall on Kragnak. “Could you try?”
Kragnak looked at his stump. “I'll need some help.”
“We'll talk later,” Dorian said. “This is going to take more work than we've put in, and more than I have any right to ask.”
“This is our home. We aren't leaving it now,” Emelda said, a strength in her voice and a fire in her eyes. Dorian was surprised, but pleased too. “I'll learn how to make crossbows, it can't be much harder than waxwork.”
“Every hand helps.” Yander was standing too straight next to Emelda. Dorian noted it and moved on. He would ask later.
“We should expect the wall to be breached,” Dozotaine said. “We'll need better defenses inside the courtyard and mine.”
Barileth grinned. “More traps. And holes for arrows.”
“What about holes for dropping rocks inside? If they get that far,” Olgim said.
“Easy enough to make,” Dozotaine said, “As long as it's high enough or small enough that the enemy can't get through.”
“Do we have any idea of what and how many to expect?” The one question Dorian didn't want anyone to ask, and Yudoline had asked it. There was no use in trying to hide anything now, they would learn one way or another.
“For some reason a necromancer wants us dead. He was behind the goblin attack, and the undead who tried to take Emelda.”
“How do you know?” Kimec asked.
“Because the goblin told me. I have a feeling he isn't going to just give up, either. I expect he'll be back in force to destroy us. We can't let it happen.” He wouldn't let it happen, not if he wanted to see his children again.
Or my wife.
Dorian pushed the thought aside, lest it betray him. The power that the necromancer had, he had never seen anything like it before.
“Why would this necromancer be after us?” Hukgras asked. “What did we ever do to it?”
“Those who reach out for the dead are driven by things that long should have been forgotten,” Mughan said, watching Dorian as he spoke. “Trying to make sense of why they use the evil is a fool's errand, isn't that right Dorian?”
Dorian played along, nodding. “We'll never know what drives them, and there isn't any sense in wondering. We can either run away, or fight back.”
“Why can't we reason with him, come to some sort of understanding?” Hukgras asked. Her question was sincere and betrayed her lack of experience.
“One does not attempt to reason whit those touched by death. It's unnatural,” Mughan said. “We need to survive. We need better defenses. We need better armor and weapons.”
“Agreed,” Dorian said. “Which is why we'll have to split our mining between ore and stone. Two dwarves can supply the stone for the fortifications, the others will need to find the ore.”
“We've plenty of ore. We need steel.” Eyes turned to Kragnak at Mughan's remark.
Kragnak gripped his stump. “I need a flux to make steel. We can make the pig iron, but only that.”
“So if we need flux, then let's get it,” Mughan said.
“It isn't that easy. If we haven't found flux stone by now, there might not be any in the area, no matter how deep we dig.”
“How do you know that, without exploring?” Mughan asked.
“Because we've hit nothing but granite so far,” Dorian growled. “You can't make steel with granite for flux.”
“Then why don't we find flux stone? How hard can it be?”
“Have you dug through a layer of stone lately?”
“Why dig through it when it’s been opened already?”
Dorian's heart skipped a beat, thinking about the wall in the mine. “What's that?”
Mughan crossed his arms and cocked his head. “We've all seen it. It isn't hard to figure out why there is a stone wall in the mine. We should open it up and explore the cavern.”
“No.” Dorian's voice was flat, under control. The other founders and migrants were silent, but shifting and movement betrayed their discomfort.
“We can cover more ground that way, find out where the rock layers end and begin.”
“It's not up for discussion.”
Mughan drew back. “Why?”
“Because that was where the spider came from that killed our family.” Emotion played across Emelda's face as Dorian spoke, but she held strong. He was keenly aware of the impact it had and was sorry for it.
But there was nothing he could do about it now. What was in the past was done.
“Surely we're better equipped now?” Mughan looked around at the others. The newer migrants nodded, but the other's faces were hard.
“Out of the question,” Dorian said, almost grinding his teeth.
“This is about the survival of the expedition--” Dorian cut him off.
“We can survive without going in the cavern. It will take more work and effort, but it's safer.” He couldn't bear another funeral, not so soon after the last one.
If he had his way, he wouldn't need one.
“Dorian,” Mughan looked like he was trying to be patient, but the corners of his mouth drooped and condescension crept into his voice. “We have a squad of fighters now, all well equipped with iron weapons and armor. We'll have to go in there sometime.”
Others murmured their assent. A flash of annoyance, and a reminder of why Dorian didn't like Mughan rose in him.
But the dwarf had proved his mettle and had stood strong when a weaker dwarf would have taken the easy way out. Dorian drew a deep breath to control himself and pushed away the thoughts.
“Back to the defenses. Since we already have the crops planted here, we should put a room on the south-west corner of the wall.”
“We could build a windmill, let the wind do our work for us,” Barileth said. Kimec chimed in about the lumber he would need, then others.
Dorian pulled back from the conversation, grateful for the respite. Mughan had pulled back, crossed arms, and was silent too.
They sketched out the general layout of the new wall and towers, put in the processing room, and decided on how big to expand the entrance tunnel to.
At the end, they had a plan to
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