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A DWARF WITH NO NAME

A short story taster from:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF








Unable to forgive himself for the massacre of thousands of his own kind under the influence of a cursed black axe, the Nameless Dwarf swears to do one last thing, even if it kills him: With Nils Fargin, the son of a Jeridium guild lord as his guide, Nameless pursues the surviving dwarves from the ravine city Arx Gravis, hoping to convince them that they are safe to return home now the black axe has been destroyed. 


The trail leads to the town of Malfen—a nest of cutthroats and the gateway to Cerreth, the Land of Nightmare, which would be suicide for the dwarves to enter. 


Nameless and Nils join forces with a shapeshifting assassin and a sorcerer under the sway of a dubious magical grimoire for the hazardous journey into Cerreth. 


It soon becomes apparent their new companions have agendas of their own. With threats from within and horror on every side, Nameless knows that time is running out for his people. The only surprise is that they have lasted so long.
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CHAPTER ONE







NILS


Nils Fargin ducked into the tavern’s porch and pushed his rain-drenched hair out of his face. He shivered and hugged himself. How could clear sky turn into a sagging sheet of blackness in just the blink of an eye?


The cracked wooden sign groaned in protest as the wind buffeted it back and forth. Its crude painting of a flaming skull leered down at him and set his guts to churning. Looked like a glimpse of the afterlife, the sort of thing that should have made a guildsman think seriously about the straight and narrow. Fat chance of that, Nils reckoned.


His teeth chattered as he squinted up at the lettering. Where the Abyss had the cold come from? Only minutes ago it’d been sweltering. If he’d known it was gonna be like this, he’d have packed his sheepskin jerkin and knitted hat. He could almost hear Mom’s nagging voice all the way from Jeridium: “What did I tell you, Nils Fargin? You’re just like your father: you never listen, the pair of you.”


His eyes watered with the effort of reading. He could make out “The” and was half sure the last word was “Skull.” Didn’t take no genius to work out the one in the middle was “Grinning,” then. His chest swelled with pride. See, he hadn’t let no one down. He’d done his job, good and proper.


Nils glanced at his companion, who waited beneath a barren yew. The dwarf’s face was swamped by a mass of sodden hair and beard. He, too, was hugging himself for warmth, but other than that he stood stock-still. So still, in fact, he appeared as rooted as the tree. His somber clothes, all blacks and browns, merged with the charcoal skies. Sticking up above the dwarf’s shoulder was the cloth-wrapped head of an axe. He carried a bulging pack on his back. Whatever was inside had scraped and clanged as they walked.


Shifty bastards, dwarves, Nils thought, not for the first time. Canny, his dad called them, and tough as mountains. Least they had been till they’d upped and left Medryn-Tha, abandoning their ravine city of Arx Gravis following the overthrow of their bloodthirsty tyrant. Far as Nils knew, his nameless client could be the last of his kind, because if the rumors were true—if the survivors of Arx Gravis had set off across the Farfall Mountains into Cerreth—there was slim to no chance of seeing them again. Not that Nils gave two monkeys. He was just saying.


The thrumming of the rain on the tin porch gave way to the fierce pelting of hail and sleet. The racket was deafening, but the dwarf didn’t seem to notice. He was a stony statue set beneath the tree to glare at the tavern door, a warning to the scumbags and toe-rags within. Either that, or he was cursed, barred for all eternity, and wanting nothing more than to enter into the warm, smoky interior so he could get drunk on ale.


Least that’s what Nils thought taverns were like. Seemed that way in the stories—the sort of place a weary traveler could hang his hat, put his feet up, tamp down a pipe, and neck some grog. Might even be a serving of hot broth and a buxom wench to ease away his travel sores.


Nils didn’t know nothing about none of that. What he did know was that he was bone cold and just wanted to get the job over and done with, warm himself by the fire, and then get as far away from the borders as he could. Didn’t matter how messed up it was, his folks’ home back in Jeridium suddenly seemed like one of the mansions in paradise the loony Wayists were always preaching about.


He lifted one leg at a time to brush off the dried mud he’d picked up on the trail. It’d been five days of hard going across some of the wildest land in Medryn-Tha. No one came to the Steppes unless they was desperate. Either that, or they had dealings with the proprietor of the only tavern for miles around. The dwarf, Nils figured, was the former, whereas Nils himself, being a professional, was most definitely the latter. He might never have been in a tavern before, might never have snogged no woman, and he might have only had his first shave a week ago, but at that moment, Nils Fargin was someone important.


Since Shadrak the Unseen had fled Jeridium following the assassination of the newly elected mayor, Nils’s dad had been top dog in the underworld. Anyone who wanted a job doing came to Buck Fargin and his Night Hawks. Theirs was a guild to be feared, and Nils was rightly proud of that. Mind you, back home, Nils was a little fish in a big pond. Out here among the brigand settlements, it was a different story. Big fish, little pond, he nodded to himself. No, more than that: he was a bloody shark.


And so, with a final look at the dwarf and a last-minute straightening of his collar, Nils puffed out his chest, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed open the door of the Grinning Skull.


The pelting on the tin roof gave way to the hum of voices, the clatter of spoons in bowls, the jingle of change, and peals of barking laughter. The place was heaving, thick with smoke. Hops were strong in the air, blending with sweat and the scent of ripe apples—or maybe it was cider.


Nils took a step into the throng and found his face pressed against something soft and warm. Sweet musk inflamed his nostrils, sending a delicate thrill along his spine.


“Steady there,” a husky voice said.


He drew his head out of a mountain of cleavage, barely able to take his eyes off the milky flesh pushed up above a black leather bodice.


The woman was looking at him with her head cocked and one eyebrow slightly raised.


Nils pretended to peer over her shoulder, as if he were searching for someone in the crowd, but he still managed to notice her cat-like eyes and the scar running down one tanned, high-boned cheek. Her hair was glossy and black, tumbling loosely over her shoulders.


He squeezed past, mumbling an apology; glanced at her arse as he went, noting its lift and the way it stretched her leather britches. He didn’t miss the length of steel strapped to her hip, neither, nor the bone hilt of a dagger sheathed on the other side.


Nils didn’t have a clue what to do next, but he was a quick learner, so his mom always said. He’d work it out. Back in Jeridium he’d picked a few pockets as the drunks spilled out of the bars, and they’d been good pickings. Those were city-folk, though, all dolled up and dandified. Nothing like this crowd. These were hard folk—bandits, thieves, and assassins. These were his kind of people.


He took another big breath and fingered the pommel of his sword as he peered through the milling bodies. He knew Jankson Brau was a mage of some sort, but it seemed unlikely he’d be decked out in a pointy hat and silk robes. Best place to ask was at the bar, he supposed, and so he squirmed through the drinkers and leaned over the counter, first crossing his arms one way and then the other.


He caught the barmaid’s eye and opened his mouth to order. He weren’t sure what to ask for, but everyone else seemed to be clutching flagons overflowing with froth.


“Ale—”


The word was swept away in the hubbub, and the barmaid turned to a swarthy no-neck with a head like a leathery egg. Nils was about to protest but thought better of it when the bloke shot him a smile like a gaping wound. His forehead was a deeply furrowed ledge, and his close-set, hard eyes were cold and glittering. His great bulk was at least as much muscle as fat. Nils winked his approval that the man was welcome to be served first.


Someone roughly pushed past him to get to the bar, and Nils found himself straining on tiptoe in an attempt to attract the barmaid’s attention.


“Buy you a drink?”


It was the black-clad woman again, her mouth pressed close to his ear. Nils hadn’t seen her approach. He’d heard nothing, either, above the din. He was starting to feel exposed and vulnerable, but nevertheless, he couldn’t resist breathing in her scent.


“Nah, I’m all right, love.” Nils raised his purse and jingled it at the bar.


Silence fell around him in a small circle that swiftly spread like ripples across the surface of a lake. The only sound that remained was the striking of flint on steel as a grimy young girl tried to light the fire.


“Put it away.” The woman took hold of his hand between hers and pressed it down.


She gave Nils a motherly smile, but he couldn’t help noticing how her lips glistened, how the tip of her tongue peeked through and wetted them. He dropped his gaze to her swollen breasts and then lowered it again until he was staring at her boots. He felt his cheeks burning and knew he’d gone red as a strawberry.


“Mina.” She broke the silence without raising her voice. “Ale for my young friend here.”


“Right you are, Ilesa,” the barmaid said with a shake of her head.


The moment she pulled on the pump and the amber liquid splashed into the tankard, the hubbub resumed, and Nils no longer felt the entire tavern was looking daggers at him.


“All that money you’re carrying,” Ilesa said, passing him the ale. “You looking to hire someone?”


“Hardly,” Nils took a sip and did his best not to wince at the bitter taste. “I’m up from Jeridium on a job.”


He watched her closely to gauge the reaction.


Her pupils widened slightly, but she remained stony-faced. “What kind of job?”


Nils tapped the side of his nose with his finger. “Oh, you know the sort of thing. Guild business.”


“Really?” Ilesa said. “Well, I guess you must be someone. Not like this rabble, eh?”


Nils glanced around the room, pretending to drink the ale.


“Yeah. Could say that.” He leaned in close so that he could whisper. “Not everyone, though, eh? You don’t exactly look like local riffraff. Reckon you must be someone, too. Where you from, Brink? Ludnar?”


“Portis.” A shadow passed behind her eyes, and for an instant her focus turned inwards. She looked away across the room. “Listen, I’ve got things to do,” she said. “Enjoy your drink, and don’t go waving that money about anymore.”


“Sure,” Nils said, raising his tankard. “Oh,” he called to her back. “Do you know where I can find Jankson Brau?”


A corridor immediately opened up between the drinkers, leading to a long table beside the fire.


Three men sat one side of the table, all wearing studded leather and armed to the teeth. Opposite them sat a robed and turbaned man, who Nils took to be a merchant. You could tell by the swell of his belly under his velvet robes, and the jewels dripping like sweat from gold chains beneath the rolls of his chin. He was flanked by a hunched-over scribe and a lean man in eye-glasses, whose hands clutched a bulging pouch as if it were a chicken’s neck. Between the two groups, at the head of the table, sat a man in robes the color of blood. He was wearing a crooked, pointy hat.


“I think he’s making it easy for you
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