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“Murder!” 

I dropped the hardboiled egg.  It rolled across the uneven floor.  The cats 

in the room took an immediate interest.   

“Squire Terin!  We need yer assistance!” 

Rendal and Darlissa gave me sideways glances.  As my senior squires, 

they sometimes had a problem hiding their frustration that my fame caused 

Ashbans everywhere to seek me out instead of them. 

“Who was murdered?” Dar asked. 

The stout dwarf with the long black braided beard spread his hands.  “Orit!  

They killed him, the bastards!”  He glared at a white-bearded dwarf sitting at a 

nearby table.  The white-bearded dwarf returned the look and added a rude 

gesture. 

With a nod to my fellow squires, I jumped from the table and followed the 

black-bearded dwarf out of the hall and into the center of the rustic camp. 

Dwarven King Kelanor declared this neutral place as the perfect site for the 

peace talks, but now that we were here, without town guards, a sheriff, or a 

magistrate, the wisdom of that decision was questionable. 

“This way!” the dwarf encouraged us. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Myrok Coalbeard of the Blackaxes,” he replied over his shoulder.  He 

slowed down, and then stopped to face us.  Ahead, a crowd of dwarves gathered 

around a small cabin, their voices rising in the brisk morning air. 
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“Listen, I know yer all new here,” Myrok said, “but ye need to keep an eye 

on anyone who ain’t got no black beard.  They’re all against us, and they all 

hated Orit.” 

I sighed.  This wasn’t going to be easy.   

I had noticed on my last trip to Dwarvenholm that many dwarves dyed 

their beards; I had only recently learned it was to denote their individual 

families—families with grudges going back generations.  Of course Myrok would 

tell me to not trust anyone else. 

The pause allowed the crowd to grow, which blocked our way.  I stared 

over their heads—they were all dwarves, after all—and tried to see into the 

building. 

“Let us through!” Dar cried over the angry voices and a loud howling.  No 

one paid any attention. 

Ren shook his head and pushed forward.  With muscles to match any 

strong dwarf, and a foot or so reach beyond that, he managed to part a path like 

an ox plowing through a snow bank.  

“Everybody out of the area!” Ren yelled as he approached the small cabin.  

“And who are you to order us about?” bellowed one extremely inebriated 

red-bearded dwarf.   

“I am a squire of the Duke, and can have any one of you arrested,” Ren 

replied calmly.   

The dwarf angrily opened his mouth but then his eyes fell to Ren’s biceps.  

He made a slight clucking sound and backed away. 
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Ren pushed forward toward the building, and we followed.  Two large 

black-bearded dwarves stood in the doorway, holding back dwarves with beards 

of white, brown, or red trying to enter.   

“Ye won’t pin this on us!” yelled one red-beard. 

“Ye probably killed him yerself!” shouted another. 

The door guards noticed us and their eyebrows raised.  We certainly didn’t 

fit in—a large dark-skinned warrior in thick leather armor, a biata woman whose 

feathery eyebrows flared in the breeze, and me—a skinny young lad with hair 

falling in his eyes.  Our ducal tabards and red belts indicated our status as 

squires—knights in training—and they parted to let us by.  The door slammed 

shut behind us, which muted the yelling outside a bit. 

A dozen fat candles lit the room, but could not cover the stench of death.  

A somber deer head hung over an unlit fire, and shutters were open to let in the 

morning air.  Crude furniture fit the “hunting cabin” décor.  A large gray dog 

howled in a corner. 

Two black-bearded dwarves stood by the large bed where the victim lay in 

a pool of blood.  Orit’s head was twisted to one side, displaying the huge gash 

that ended his life.   

“We found him like this,” said a female voice.   

I blinked.  With those beards, I often had trouble telling the women from 

the men.  She apparently didn’t notice. 

Dar bowed her head slightly.  “I am Squire Darlissa Corak.  This is Squire 

Rendal Smith and Squire Terin Ostler.  We are squires of the Duke, and have 
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been sent here to aid in the negotiations over—” 

“We know,” said the male dwarf, “but this is more important!” 

“Of course,” Dar said. “And you are?” 

“I am Cretes, and this is Gardly,” he said.   

Gardly held up a knife.  “We found this.”   

Ren took it from her and held it for us to see.  The blade was covered in 

blood, some of which had already dried.  But it was the handle that attracted our 

attention—ivory carving of such intricate design that it could only be dwarven 

made. 

“Was this his knife?” I asked. 

Gardly shook her head.  “Never seen it afore today.” 

“Don’t tell anyone about it,” I said. “It may help us find the murderer.” 

The two dwarves nodded their agreement. 

Dar knew healing magic to a degree I could not yet match.  Although it 

was plainly obvious that Orit was dead—the fact that his head was almost 

completely removed from his neck was a pretty sure sign—she leaned over and 

looked closely at the wound, and then Orit’s eyes.  

I turned away from the gruesome sight and allowed her to continue her 

inspection.  “Who found him?” 

“We did,” Cretes said. “I came t’ wake him this morn—will ye shut up?” 

The dog curled its tail between its legs, flattened its ears, and sat down as 

if trying to make itself as small and unnoticeable as possible.  The howling, 

however, stopped. 
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Cretes cursed.  “Never liked that mutt.  Anyway, we came t’ wake him but 

the door was locked.  He didn’t answer, but the dog was howlin’ somethin’ fierce, 

and so I kinda broke the door down.” 

Dar looked up.  “Wait, the door was locked?” 

Cretes nodded. 

Ren pointed to the door. “It’s just a cheap wooden bolt.  There’s no lock, 

really.  This isn’t a stone castle, after all.  And look.  The windows open quite 

easily.”   

Dar sighed.  “Well, obviously he didn’t kill himself.  No one could make a 

wound that deep, and it looks like there may have even been more than one cut.” 

“Did you take anything from the room?” I asked. 

“Nay,” Gardly said. “We got here, saw this, and called for help.  ‘Twasn’t 

long afore you got here.” 

“Then let’s search the room and see if we can learn anything.” 

Dar went to a wooden cabinet in the corner.  Ren got on his knees to look 

under the bed.   

I took a few steps toward the fireplace but stopped when the dog looked 

up at me with sad eyes.  “It will be all right,” I said, giving his ears a scratch.  I 

spoke over my shoulder.  “I assume this was his dog?” 

“Followed him everywhere,” Gardly said.  

“Aw, poor thing.  What’s this?”   

I grabbed a burlap bag that the mutt had been covering.  Wet blood 

covered the bag.  Opening it revealed a small empty bottle and what appeared to 
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be soot.  

“Why would anyone put soot in a bag?” I mumbled. 

“What’s that?” Dar asked. 

I stood and walked over to her.  “Found this.  Soot in a bag.” 

Dar reached for it, but Gardly snapped it out of my hand.  “Lemme see 

that!”  She dipped a finger into the soot and then drew it to her bulbous nose to 

take a sniff.  She shared a meaningful glance with Cretes. 

“Well?” Dar asked. 

“Ironsoot,” Gardly answered.  “Used to dye beards black.” 

“Except Orit’s beard ain’t dyed,” Cretes said. “’Twas one of his prides.  He 

was a true black-bearded dwarf.” 

“How long does that dye hold?” I asked.  

“Few months.” Cretes shrugged.  “If ye do it right.” 

Dar held out her hand for the bag.  “How many of your people here dye 

their beards?” 

Cretes’ eyes darted from Gardly then back.  “Well, we don’t rightly know.  

Ye see, not everyone from our family has a naturally black beard, but ye start 

dyin’ hair and such when they’re little.” 

“No one likes to admit they ain’t really got a black beard,” Gardly said. 

“’T’aint nothin’ bad about it—I mean, it’s not like ye can help it—but ye don’t want 

to go advertisin’ it or somethin’.” 

“So could this have been Orit’s dye?” Dar asked. 

“Not bloody likely,” Cretes said. “His line goes all the way back to the 
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founders of the Blackaxes, who all had black beards.” 

Dar reached into the bag, rummaged around in the soot, and pulled out a 

small corked vial.  She raised a feathery eyebrow at the dwarves who frowned 

and shrugged their shoulders.  Without taking her eye from the vial, she handed 

me the bag.  Once her hand was free, she opened the vial, sniffed it, and made a 

face.   

“What is it?” I asked. 

Dar shrugged and placed the cork back on the vial.  She held out her 

hand, and I returned the bag.  Dar dropped the vial back into the bag and a puff 

of black soot dust rose from the opening.  

Ren walked up, carrying a small silver chain.  “Is this important?”   

Gardly gasped. “Where’s the stone? Did ye see a stone?” 

Ren shook his head.  “The bezel’s empty.” 

“Aye, that’s Orit’s.”   Gardly took the chain and stared at it for a second. 

“Seems the murderer was also a thief.  There’s a right fine sapphire that’s 

missin’.  Some say ‘twas magical, too.”   

Dar rubbed her hands together. “Well, that’s interesting.  But we still 

haven’t found anything that tells us how the murderer got into the room.” 

I walked over to the window closest to the bed.  Since this was a summer 

hunting cabin, there was no glass, only solid shutters.  Drops of blood ran from 

the bed to the window, smeared as if someone had tried to wipe them.  A bloody 

hand print was on the sill.  “Guess this is where he got out.” 

Rendal came over, opened the shutters completely, and looked out.  
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There was a short drop to the ground, but the area just beneath was covered 

with prickly bushes that no one could jump over.  “So we just need to look for 

someone covered in scratches.” 

“Any small healing potion would get rid of those,” Dar said, walking over.  

She placed a hand on my shoulder and I backed away so she could look out.  

She spent a few seconds squinting and said, “No one has landed on those 

bushes.  You’d see branches pushed aside.” 

I glanced down and agreed with her assessment.  “So what, they flew 

away?” 

Dar lifted her hand and grimaced at the blood she had touched from the 

sill.  “No such thing as a flying spell.” 

“Maybe someone discovered one,” Gardly said. 

Dar wiped her hands on a cloth.  “And this person decided that instead of 

announcing the discovery and making a million gold pieces teaching this new 

spell, they would instead travel to Dwarvenholm and use it primarily to traverse a 

sticky bush that would give them scratches cured by an easy healing spell?” 

I glanced at the dwarf who pouted angrily at Dar.  “Or maybe it was a biata 

that turned into a gryphon,” Gardly said. 

Dar laughed and waved her hand dismissively.  “Gryphons have more 

important things to do than get involved in dwarven politics.” 

“I think we have enough clues,” I interjected before the dwarves decided to 

add more murders to the room. “Let’s go.  We have much to talk about, and the 

black-beard dwarves—” 
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“Blackaxe!” said Gardly and Cretes. 

“—of the Blackaxe clan need to take care of their dead.”  I headed for the 

door.   

Dar held up a finger to the dwarves.  “Now remember what I said about 

not speaking a word about what we found in here.”  She turned, bag in hand, and 

marched out of the building past me.   

Ren and I followed, sharing a glance. 
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