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The cool iron of his mother’s axe. The supple push 
of the wax block in his hand. The softness of the polishing 
cloth. The scent and crackle of the fire in the hearth.

This was how Dartin en Graff honored his ancestors. The axe 
head gleamed in the orange firelight as he rubbed on a few 
spots on the haft’s varnish. The weapon had not been used for 
many years - not since his mother used it to lop off the head 
of a rampaging troll as it tore through the heart of Munat. 
She now defended the dwarven city-mine with an axe of elven 
steel, but it was this weapon, her cold iron axe, that secured 
her a place in the legends of their people.

He checked over his work, making sure no detail had 
gone unnoticed, then turned to place the axe in its place on 
the stone wall above the mantle. The axe rested in a pair of 
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iron hooks beside an even older mace and shield. The bards of 
Munat still sang about how Orran, Dartin’s grandfather, used 
them to defend the southern mines against a horde of rat men 
many years ago. Beyond that, a pair of short swords hung, 
his aunt Marlene’s contribution to the family’s legend - the 
swords that slew a band of dark elf mercenaries. 

But the place of honor, the weapon that represented the 
pinnacle of the en Graff clan’s honor, rested on satin cloth 
inside a case of the finest crystal. The huge, double-headed 
axe was the weapon of the family’s namesake himself, Graff 
the Mighty. With that axe, Graff had slain the dark elf king 
on the field of battle, putting a halt to the tyrant’s march 
on dwarfkind and cementing forevermore the glory of the 
en Graff line. The ballad of Graff the Mighty still echoed in 
Munat’s mead halls amidst the cheers of those who had come 
to call him the greatest hero Munat had ever seen.

Dartin smiled. His chance drew ever nearer. He put away 
his cleaning tools and wiped his hands on his shirt before  
admiring the weapons once again. A bow, a throwing knife, 
even a broken sword - every weapon on this wall told the  
stories of his ancestors and bore witness to the legacy that 
rested on his shoulders

In a few days, Gods willing, he would become a warrior 
like those who came before him. And like them, he would 
continue the proud legacy of the en Graff clan.

“Come on, Dartin! If we’re late, you’re sitting today out!” 
a deep female voice called from beyond the heavy oaken door. 
Dartin fastened a metal clasp to his beard and pulled his 
shoulder-length hair back tight.

“DARTIN!” the voice called again.
“Coming, Ma!” he growled and lumbered out of the 

room. His mother, Margeurite, or ‘Grit’ as she was called, 
stood in the tunnelway with her hands on her hips and a 
scowl on her face. With her raven black hair twisted into tight 

braids and muscles as thick as slabs of stone, the nickname 
suited her.

“Do you have your owl’s blood?” she asked. Dartin shook 
his head. Grit folded her arms. “You need it.” 

“Not this time,” Dartin grunted. His mother raised her 
eyebrows. 

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s move out.”
The tunnelways of their underground home led to a great 

cavernous mine with iron tracks where black, brown, and 
grey ponies pulled carts full of every kind of ore imagineable. 
Dwarves with pickaxes slung over their backs led the ponies to 
and from dark paths. Morning light filtered down from holes 
in the mountain above them. A cheerful band of children 
gamboled across the rocky floor in front of them, making 
their way to Bard Nolan’s nook.

One of the dwarf children looked up at Dartin with wide, 
glittering eyes. Dartin paused, staring back at him. The child 
pointed and whispered something to his friend. 

“That’s Graff the Mighty’s great grandson!” said the second 
child. The barest of smiles crossed Dartin’s lips as the kids gaped at 
him. “He’s so big! He’ll be a warrior for sure. Let’s ask Bard Nolan 
to tell the story of Graff the Mighty again!”

“Dartin!” Grit grunted. Dartin looked at her. “I said we’re 
going to run the southern mines today. Stay out of the dust.”

“Ma, I told you. I’ll be fine,” Dartin growled. He loosed 
his belt around the cloth trousers he wore and untucked his 
linen shirt. They walked to the entrance of the one pub in 
all of Munat. It was large and circular, built into a support 
column and doubled as an inn, with rooms on several floors 
above. A crew of hardy dwarves dressed in similar light shirts 
and cloth shorts waited.

“Warriors!” Grit barked. Immediately, the dwarves lined 
up and grunted. Dartin joined the line. “Everyone is going to 
run with a partner today.”
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“What!” huffed an exceptionally lean dwarf named Nim-
ble. “No one will be able to keep up with me!”

“Today’s about endurance, not speed. It’s about how far 
you go, not how fast,” Grit said. “That’s why your partner will 
be Dartin.”

“He’s not even a warrior!” cried Nimble. 
Dartin tensed, his dark brown eyes bright. “I will be,” he 

muttered. “On Oolite Day.” 
Nimble snorted a laugh. “You don’t know that! The gods 

might give you the worst job in Munat.” He spat on the 
ground and began stretching his arms.

Dartin bristled. “I will be the greatest warrior ever.” 
“Yeah, yeah,” another warrior groaned. 
“Enough! Get going before I knock your noses into your 

brains!” Grit shouted. The dwarves scattered off in pairs,  
jogging toward the many openings of the southern mine. 
Dartin began the run slowly. Nimble walked next to him, 
complaining. Grit smacked his head from behind as she ran 
past. “Jog, or the next time I see you, you’ll be eating dirt.”

Dartin laughed a little. His legs felt good and loose, ready 
for the hour-long run. The air was fresh. It had rained the 
night before, and water dripped through the holes of the 
mountain, running along the walls and dripping into  
collection barrels. With it came the pleasant scents of the 
upperground. Dartin had never left Munat. He was born and 
raised in the mining town and often dreamed of adventures 
outside–adventures like taking down a band of dark elves or 
cutting the head off a rat-man, even about disarming a troll.

The pair jogged by the stables where the ponies were kept. 
A wild-haired blonde dwarf watched them from atop a pyramid 
of hay. She had a keen, almost feral look in her eyes. Another 
female dwarf emerged from the barn. Her copper braids fell 
neatly onto her shoulders and she carried several halters in her 
arms. As Nimble and Dartin passed, she looked up.

Dartin could see her face was dusted with freckles and she 
had amber-colored eyes. He straightened, inhaled, and ran 
faster. The sudden outburst of speed caught Nimble off guard. 
In a few bounds, he caught up.

“Now you’re really running, huh?” he said. As soon as 
they were beyond the stables and closer to the southern 
mines, Dartin slowed back down. Nimble grumbled. “Show 
off.”

The air turned musty once they entered the tunnels. 
Dartin’s lungs began to ache, but he ignored it. They ran in 
silence for twenty minutes. The freshness from the morning 
was gone and his legs began to cry for mercy.

Still, Dartin pressed on. Beads of sweat dripped down 
from his temple, stinging his eyes as they went. His beard and 
shoulders were wet with perspiration.

Nimble was barely breathing hard at all. Half an hour into 
the run and he had yet to break a sweat. Dartin would have 
been green with jealousy if he wasn’t already red from  
exertion. The pair came up behind another set of warriors. 
Heavy dust swirled in the air.

All at once, Dartin’s lungs seized. He grasped his chest 
and fell to the ground, gasping for air.

“Loki’s spawn!” Nimble cursed. He called to the other 
pair of runners. Dartin felt like a heavy weight was on his 
chest and thought Nimble was sitting on him. He wanted to 
yell at him, but when he looked, nothing was on his chest. He 
heard foot steps from all directions, muffled cursing, and the 
uncorking of a bottle.

Something cold and alcoholic flowed down his throat. He 
choked, coughing and sputtering. He fought the rising panic 
of his heart.

“Focus on breathing, son,” he heard Grit say. In and out. 
It felt like he was sucking air through a pipe. In and out. He 
coughed. Little by little his lungs loosened. He blinked, able 
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to see the lantern hanging from the ceiling. He recognized the 
faces of the warriors around him. Nimble looked rather smug.

“You’re done for the day,” Grit said. Dartin tried to sit up. 
Grit pushed him back. “No, stay down.”

He wanted to cry but buried the feeling. He would  
conquer this. One day. He would run farther than even  
Nimble. The gods would be with him. Oolite Day was only 
two days away. On that day, the gods would choose his 
profession and Dartin knew in his heart that he would be a 
warrior, just like his mother and just like Graff the Mighty. 
He would be revered for generations.

His chest burned. The rest of the warriors finished their 
runs while his sweaty body turned the dirt beneath him into 
mud. Grit stayed by his side. Eventually, Dartin peeled him-
self from the ground. He leaned against the tunnel wall, the 
rocks hard against his back.

“If we were in battle, you would be dead right now,” 
Grit spoke quietly. “Next time, be wise and bring your owl’s 
blood.”

The next day was target practice with throwing axes. 
Despite the ache in his chest, Dartin was up early. He cooked 
eggs and bacon on a skillet in the kitchen fireplace. Similar to 
many Munat families, Dartin’s family lived in a depleted part 
of the mine. The ceilings were low and every room was lit by 
carbide lamp, unlike the great cavern where everything was lit 
by skylight. The smell of breakfast permeated the tunnelways; 
it brought out his five aunts and his mother.

The women all sat at the table. Only one aunt, Maple, 
rubbed her eyes. Unsurprisingly, the rest of them were bright-
eyed and dressed for the day.

“I heard the rat-men are on the move. The caravan  
coming back from Errken City said they saw a few just past 
the troll bridge,” said Aunt Marlene. “The travelers swore they 
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