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Chapter 1 – The Inn
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HEAR THIS, YOU ROUGH-BEARDED BASTARDS AND GLORY-MAD FOOLS!

Our time is now. Oheimugard awaits.

Wanted: a company of brave souls, willing to march into darkness.

To plunder the ruins of Grauvgard.

To avenge the blood spilled by Night-Rams, Wights, Trolls, and Witches.

Reward:

Gold in your hands. Weapons on your back. Fame in the forges.

You keep what you find.

I pay for anything of value to me.

And what I truly desire—I pay for like a king. That I swear, hand on my heavy coin purse.

But know this:

Oheimugard shows no mercy.

It swallows cowards whole—no salt.

The Night-Rams are horned rats. They bite, they tear, they kill.

NOTE: Only for Dwarves with irnon backs.

Ballitossar Goldfoot

—Keeper of Wealth, and your future employer.



Brinka scratched his bald scalp, squinting at the weather-beaten notice in his hand. He sucked on his pipe like a fish gasping for air. Smoke hung between him and the table like a thin veil.

—Bah! Ballitossar Goldfoot. That pup—I wouldn’t trust him first in line. Mark my words.

He leaned in, eyes narrowing to thin knife-edges, bringing the parchment so close his broad nose nearly touched it.

—Irnon backs? The pompous arse can’t even spell. And that’s the guy we shall risk our lives for?

Across the round table sat Braecka Stone-Reign. Hard. Set. The kind of gaze that made lesser men fold.

Beside him—Skarna. Kinslayer, when whispers walked ahead of him.

—Maybe, Braecka said. —But he’s rich. Generous too, if the rumors hold.

He paused and took a long pull from the amber ale.

Behind Brinka, rain hammered against the small round window. It rattled the glass, snapping against the warmth of the inn. Autumn had turned. Each day colder, meaner. Winter was coming.

You had to be a fool—or worse—to walk into Oheimugard with winter closing in.

Three such fools already sat at the table.

—I don’t care, Skarna said flatly. —Rich or not. I just want to kill.

A master of smooth conversation.

—Ha! You’ll get your wish, Lord Sourface. That is—if we’re not gutted and skinned like damned crane flies first.

Brinka chuckled, full of death-scorn, drawing deep on his rough pipe until the ember flared like a tiny sun against the dark mass of his beard.

The bell above the door chimed.

Two figures stepped into the otherwise empty inn. They looked around like men unsure they’d come to the right place.

One was tall as a birch. Distant. Slow in the eyes. A dark red hood sat on his head, giving him the look of some wandering forest sprite.

Beside him stood a younger Dwarf. More cautious. His gaze moved across the hall, searching.

—There they are, Braecka said.

He rose and walked toward them. Skarna turned, studied the pair for a brief moment, then looked away again.

Brinka remained seated like a judge. Arms crossed. Pipe clenched between his teeth. Watching. Measuring.

—Welcome. Draka and Beogrinda, was it?

The two turned, as if they hadn’t noticed him until he spoke. The tall one reached out and took Braecka’s hand.

—Draka. No more, no less. Good to meet again.

A crooked smile spread across his long face, revealing a single upper front tooth.

—The same, Braecka said, then shifted his gaze.

—Young Dwarf... Beogrinda. Welcome.

He extended his hand. The fair-haired youth took it. Somewhere between twenty and thirty. More like a portrait than a hardened man. His eyes—uncertain. Young.

—Beogrinda Brantsteel, from Brimsten. Thank you for the welcome, Master Braecka.

—No need for ‘Master.’ Leave that.

The words were firm, but not unkind.

Beogrinda nodded, slightly awkward.

—Over there—Skarna and Brinka.

Braecka led the way back toward the table, then stopped mid-step as if remembering something. With a brief apology, he turned to the bar and ordered two tankards of boar-brew—the same ale he drank.

Beogrinda and Draka remained where they stood. Whether from respect or hesitation, hard to say.

Behind the counter, the short, thick, sour-faced barkeep cast a sideways glance at the newcomers.

—What are those two supposed to be? Never seen them in here before.

—Don’t worry about it, Orrhammar. New travelling companions. Nothing more.

The barkeep understood and said no more. He finished polishing the clay mugs and poured the frothing drink without even a glance at the table with the brutish bandits.

—Here you go, Stone-Reign. Same price as always.

They sat down with Skarna and Brinka. Not a single word of welcome was offered to the newcomers.

Brinka stared at Draka’s hood—said nothing, though he clearly wanted to.

Skarna barely spared them a glance as they gathered around the round table, a touch too small for five Dwarves.

Braecka looked at his old companions, stern at first—then tired, as the silence dragged on.

—Are you twelve? Greet your comrades, damn you.

He was openly irritated.

—Mother always warned me about talking to strangers, Brinka muttered, half-sarcastic, extending the stump of his hammer-hand toward Beogrinda.

The young Dwarf recoiled slightly. There was no hand. Only something like a cracked heel of flesh.

—What? Do I scare you, lad? Oh, that wasn’t my intention at all.

Braecka rolled his eyes. Not this again.

Something hardened in Beogrinda. He reached out and clasped the stump as firmly as he could—something close enough to a handshake. He understood. The old Dwarf was testing him.

He met Brinka’s gaze.

—There we are. You’ve got bite in your grip, boy. Welcome. Name?

—Beogrinda Brantsteel, from Brimsten. And you?

—That’s Brinka, Skarna cut in, extending his own hand. He tested the grip. It held.

—Skarna. Same place as him.

A tired glance toward Braecka.

—I like your hood. Timeless design.

Brinka pointed at Draka with the stem of his pipe.

—Brinka, as you may have heard, he added, this time offering his proper hand.

—Draka. No more, no less.

That crooked smile again—the single front tooth on display. Brinka noted, privately, that the man was about as ugly as himself.

Draka and Skarna clasped hands shortly after.

—Well then. That’s done. Smoother than I expected.

Braecka’s hard expression cracked into a faint smile.

Stone-Reign, as he was called, carried something imposing—hard, unyielding—but tempered with a quiet understanding of others. His hair was cropped short, pale blond, almost weather-bleached. Practical. Disciplined. Not a trace of vanity.

—Drink.

He pushed the tankards of boar-brew toward the newcomers.

In the center of the table stood a lone lantern. Tar burned within, making it look like a small lighthouse set upon a round sea of wood. Its warmth cast a soft haze over the table.

Smoke from poor tallow candles at other tables drifted slowly up toward the rafters. The scent of malt, tar, and cold air mixed with the sweet, earthy smoke from Brinka’s pipe.

—Good. That sits right in the mouth, Stone-Reign, Draka said, almost reverently, wiping his thin goatee with his sleeve.

Beogrinda said nothing. He drank in silence, casting poorly hidden glances of admiration toward Braecka, who leaned back in his chair, speaking easily with the others.

Braecka’s beard was light, braided into three strands, held by five iron rings—more for function than pride. A proper Dwarf had a full, heavy beard. That was simply how it was.

Beogrinda’s own was shorter. Trimmed. Almost modern, if one could call it that. The same light tone, but brighter somehow. As if he took time with it.

—You there, boy... women must fall around you like leaves?

Brinka cut through his thoughts.

—Oh, yes. I’d say so.

The answer set something off immediately. Too quick. Too thin.

Brinka said nothing. Drew on his pipe and leaned back, watching him with quiet judgment.

Beogrinda dropped his gaze to his drink.

—What steel do you carry?

Skarna looked like a carved stone when he spoke.

—The edge I bear is a sword. My father’s. And the shield... strong enough. Made by these hands.

Draka lifted both hands with a half-proud grin.

All eyes turned to Beogrinda.

—In my grip rests a two-handed axe. Fine coal-steel. A bite that finds purchase in Troll flesh.

A brief silence settled over the table.

Something in his voice rang just slightly hollow.

—You swung it? Brinka asked, skeptical.

Beogrinda met him with a sharp look. Pride, wounded.

—More than you think. Come where I’m staying—I’ll show you how I swing steel.

Brinka smirked and drew slowly on his pipe.

—I see. The weapons rest, but the tongue is wide awake.

The tension lingered between them.

Brinka studied him.

Would this pup become dead weight on the road?

Beogrinda, for his part, was visibly irritated.

—You question my judgment, Brinka?

Braecka’s voice was low. Hard as fallen stone.

Brinka met his gaze. Drew in smoke. Let it out.

—Fine. You don’t pick idiots, Stone-Reign.

—Good.

Braecka said it as an end—not an opening.

Draka leaned forward, resting an arm on the table, grinning.

—The boy can swing. Don’t worry about that.

He scratched his narrow beard.

—Worry about the one standing in front of his axe.

That strange Dwarf smiled again, his lone tooth catching the light. Odd—but settled in his own strangeness.

A moment later, he fished a small leather pouch from his pocket.

Light in weight. Barely used.

The others watched with interest.

A childish anticipation crossed his face as he poured the contents into his ale. A dark, dried powder sifted down into the foam—as if seasoning the drink.

—What’s that? Brinka asked, curiosity creeping in.

—Ground snowcap. Pointcap. Black trumpet. Fly agaric... and a touch of oyster plume.

Silence.

Draka didn’t seem concerned. He stirred the mixture with his finger—then drank the entire tankard in one long pull.

—Ha! You’re not about to dance up the chimney or start shitting fire after that, are you?

Draka grinned.

—No. The mushrooms sharpen the mind. Think of it as a whetstone for the soul. Nothing more.



At the same time, outside the window, a horse and wagon rolled past at an unhurried pace along the cobbled road. The driver pulled the reins, bringing the gaunt animal to a halt.

Rain fell over them—cold, relentless—as they stood there like two frozen statues.

The long figure on the driver’s seat turned slowly and stared in through the window, as if searching for someone inside.

Braecka felt the gaze. Met it, briefly.

—Ah. There he is. Hvass.

The others turned and looked through the round window.

—He’s the one taking us to the edge of Oheimugard.

Someone muttered,

—A Rasbordvier?

—Maybe. Or Kvazar. Hard to say. Son of some eastern tribe, at least.

—Heh. Old Hvass. Full-blood Kvazar—that is, a horse-fucker.

Brinka’s voice carried across the table.

A few chuckles broke out. He kept going.

—That drunk’s worse than me with the drink. Breath like a troll with rotten teeth. But horses...

He grinned crookedly.

—Those he understands.

He chuckled to himself, one eye half-shut, the other wide—like a mad pirate heading into a storm.

A few more laughs, then silence settled again. All eyes drifted back to Stone-Reign.

—Well... Braecka said. —He knows his way across the North. And if you can sort his lies from the little truth buried in them, he’s a good man... even if he was born human.

A faint grin cut through his otherwise hard expression.

He was about to continue—then stopped. As if the words slipped from his grasp.

For a moment he searched for the thread.

Then found it.

—We ride with Hvass at first light. After breakfast. Be ready. Packed.

His large hands struck the table. A low murmur spread as he rose.

Time to move.

He paid for the table himself, gave a short thanks, and headed for the door. One by one, the others followed him out into the cold autumn rain.

The air hit like a wet cloth thrown straight onto a body still warm from the hearth.

The wagon—and Hvass—were gone.

The Dwarves parted ways, moving through the sleepy border town toward their lodgings.

Brinka, apparently, slept in a stable—alongside a horse and three small pigs.

He claimed they were the best company he’d had in a long while.



Braecka stared out into the night.

His hard gaze cut through the small window of his room.

He turned the matter over in his mind—what this venture might become.

If it could even be called that.

It felt less like an adventure, more like a desperate road to wealth for even more desperate men.

Fort Grauvgard... yes, he had heard enough of it.

The journey there would be lined with conflict. Wounds. Blood.

And likely one or more of them would not make it back.

Good thing they were all well-armed. Good thing they knew how to use steel.

He cast a quick glance toward his weapon—just to be sure.

There it stood, resting against the chimney spine that ran through the small attic room he had rented.

His hammer. Balkbräck.

The steel head was dark. Scarred.

Simple. No runes. No ornament. No wasted pride.

A poor man’s weapon. Brutal. Unforgiving as shame itself.

When it rested at Braecka’s side, the two were nearly equal in height. Along the wooden shaft ran a worn cord—rough rope intertwined with dark, hardened leather.

For thirty years, Stone-Reign and Balkbräck had been bound together.

Year by year, sweat, fat, and the blood of enemies had built a darkness into the grip—something that gave the weapon character.

Almost a soul.

By Dwarf custom, it was vanity—and bad luck—to clean the haft of a weapon. The head, the edge, the point—those could be tended.

But the grip was meant to carry its years.

Braecka held to that.

He sat on the edge of the bed, thinking.

Then the weight came.

Thoughts quieted. Fatigue spread through him like a heavy blanket.

He did not resist it.

He lay back. Let his head sink into the pillow.

His eyelids fell like drawn curtains.

Sleep came quickly—for once.

The night passed without dreams.

No omens. No disturbances.

Good.



Morning broke.

The rain and clouds had slipped away in the small hours, leaving the sky scrubbed clean.

The sun broke through—casting light over the place where our heroes found themselves.

A godforsaken corner called Glimir-Oheimu.

—Last village before Oheimugard.

A couple of inns. Some sheds and barns.

Shabby folk. Country idiots in droves.

All of it built in wood. Not a trace of stone.

A thick stench of manure and dung lay over the place like a blanket no one had bothered to lift.

Through that stink—and with growing discomfort that quickly turned into a string of curses, seasoned with a pounding headache—a lone Dwarf came trudging through the village.

He carried a large, sausage-shaped pack made of coarse, dark cloth.

Braecka couldn’t help but smirk when he saw Brinka approaching.

The old fisherman staggered forward as if the weight of the world hung over him.

—Sleep well?

Brinka held the answer for a few heavy steps. He dragged a hand down his face, as if trying to wake something inside himself, then straightened as he met Braecka’s gaze.

—Hell, if I know... pigs snore.

Short. Flat.

Likely more hungover than he cared to admit. That he’d kept drinking in the stable—or pigsty, or wherever he’d spent the night—was no wild guess.

They exchanged a few words. Nothing of weight. Just talk.

Skarna and Beogrinda came walking up the same road Brinka had taken. The main street—if one could call it that. At least it was stone, not a churned mud track.

Better for tired feet. And wagons like the one Hvass drove.

Speaking of Hvass—

His wagon could be seen behind Draka and Beogrinda. The closer he got, the more he sighed—loud, irritated.

He muttered to himself.

The Dwarves were in his way. Couldn’t they hear him? No. They walked on, unconcerned.

Idiots. No—village fools.

Hvass shouted at them in broken Dwarf-tongue— —move, —out of the way, —off with you—followed by a string of obscenities in his own language.

The gaunt horse snorted as Draka and the young Beogrinda stepped aside.

The youth shot the driver a long look as the wagon rolled past without care.

Hvass didn’t return it. Sat there with his nose in the air, black round cap tilted loosely on his head.

He reeked of spirits.

—And that miserable, unwashed barrel of drink is what we’re riding with for two days? Valaya’s wrath take him.

—Ah, he’s just sour because his pillow sat too high, Draka replied with a grin.

The wagon came to a stop outside the inn.

Braecka and Brinka stepped forward and clasped hands with the coarse Kvazar.

From a muddy side road, Skarna approached—grim, heavy with morning fatigue. A large leather pack hung across his back, nearly his own size. His shoulders bore the mark of years of wear.

His scalp was bare, damp with mist. His beard white, thick, braided, unmoving against his chest.

He cast a glance toward the wagon:

Hvass and Brinka laughing at something.

Braecka bent over a dark sheet of parchment—a map, perhaps.

Skarna snorted.

Pigs, goats, cattle—they stank. That didn’t bother him.

What did was the thought of days trapped inside a wagon with others.

For fuck’s sake.

The only one he could stand was Braecka Stone-Reign.

He respected him.

The great map-reader—the thought alone pulled a faint grin from him.

With heavy, mud-caked steps, Skarna climbed onto the road and made for the wagon.

—Well now! There you are, my sweet new companions!

Brinka spread his arms in a theatrical greeting toward Draka and Skarna—dripping with sarcasm.

—Yeah. Morning to you too, the young one replied, tired.

Draka said nothing. Just smiled back—like a birch newly woken, taking in the world again.

—Skarna.

Brinka shifted tone as he nodded toward him—though somehow still managed to lace it with mockery.

—Hm. Brinka.

Short. To the point.

Stone-Reign looked up from the parchment. Studied his men.

—Morning. I trust you’ve eaten well. The road ahead will be long. And cold.

Someone coughed in the damp morning air.

Braecka continued:

—We’ll be rubbing against each other in that wagon.

His gaze hardened—settling especially on Brinka.

—I don’t want to hear any bickering. No comments about this or that. How someone smells. Whether he can swing his steel or not. What he’s wearing.

Murmurs. Nods.

Braecka let his gaze pass over them all—then fixed it again on Brinka.

—Understood?

Silence.

Brinka knew who it was aimed at.

—I’ll keep quiet. Behave. All that, he muttered, eyes dropping to the ground.

The others agreed in silence.

Time to be professionals.

Bickering was banned.

At least on paper.

A boot scraped against stone.

—Right, right... let food quiet the mouth and drink the mind, Brinka muttered, turning to adjust something at his belt.

Braecka studied him.

The shortest of them. Broad. Solid. Dark eyes. Dark beard. Dark hair.

And strange-looking.

Strangest of all was his head—bare on top, smooth as a sunlit stone, while the sides grew wild and thick. Untended. Unbothered.

Like a garden whose keeper had gone on permanent leave.

Brinka felt the stare. Looked up.

What are you staring at?

His face said it plainly.

Braecka muttered something like an apology and rolled up the map in his hands.



The Dwarves began loading their gear into the back of the wagon.

It already looked cramped once the packs were in.

For fuck’s sake.

That starved, miserable excuse for a horse up front—was it supposed to pull all this?

More than one of them hesitated at the thought.

The wagon itself was massive. Shaped like an old brewing cask, drowned in black paint. It reeked of tar and sweat.

Beogrinda cast a doubtful glance at the wagon, the horse—then finally at Hvass.

He stood a short distance away with Brinka, arguing about something.

Hvass felt the questioning look and met it.

Not with anger. Not offense.

With thought.

Brinka looked almost shocked as Hvass claimed the journey would take several days.

—What? It can’t take that long.

No answer.

Hvass stared at the wagon as if he hadn’t heard a word.

Brinka raised his voice.

—Hello? Gone mute on me?

Still nothing.

After a moment, Hvass turned on his heel and walked off.

—Bloody Kvazar broom of a drunk, Brinka muttered, watching as Hvass approached Beogrinda.

The long driver reached out and placed a hand on the youth’s shoulder.

—You not worry, my friend!

Hvass spoke with the confidence of a drunk man. His Dwarf-tongue came out heavy. Broken.

—I have best wagon—and second-best horse—in all the North!

He grinned wide and knocked on the barrel so it echoed. Then pointed at Beogrinda’s chest, as if pulling him into the matter.

—This barrel—you built! Dwarves! Yes. Old beer cask.

He stroked the wood with pride.

—Very good quality. Words are... different—hic—but no worry. No, no, no...

—Right... yeah. That’s—good. Great, Beogrinda replied, faintly irritated, yet oddly intrigued.

The smell of spirits hung thick between them.

Hvass saw the doubt in the young man’s blue eyes.

—Look here then, blonde boy—hic—boy!

He grabbed one of the wagon wheels—seizing a spoke thick as an oar—and yanked at it, as if to prove its strength.

His teeth bared. A vein pulsed across his forehead as he strained. Some half-formed grunt slipped out between breaths before he straightened again.

Looking prouder than proud.

—No one breaks this wheel! No one!

Silence fell.

Uncomfortable. Heavy.

No one said a word.

—Bah! Idiots... idjiuts...

Hvass spat into the snow, then pulled a bottle of spirits from his coat. Took a long drink.

Then turned his eyes to Brinka.

His gap-toothed grin stretched across his face like a bent crossbow limb. Long nose. Beneath it hung a black moustache, split into two thin strands that drooped where a chin barely was.

—You want, Brinka? Travel drink—or what the hell you call it?

A yes came back.

––––––––
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Time passed, and the company squeezed themselves into the wagon.

Curious villagers had begun to gather around it. A few children bombarded Braecka with questions. He answered as best he could.

Orrhammar—the stout barkeep from the inn—had stepped out from his morning duties and taken position outside. He chuckled to himself as the wagon finally lurched into motion.

Inside sat his former guests—packed like herrings in a barrel on wheels.

Through the small window in the side of the wagon, he caught Brinka’s eye.

The Dwarf looked angry.

They held each other’s gaze for a moment.

Hvass barked some command at the miserable horse as the whip snapped through the air.

The animal jerked forward. The wagon picked up speed.

And then it was gone—rolling out of the godforsaken corner that was Glimir-Oheimu.

And so, their journey began.

Toward Oheimugard. Toward Fort Grauvgard.
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Chapter 2 – The Road
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Half a day had passed since they left the small border village. It was after the midday meal, yet none of the company had eaten.

Brinka, Braecka and Hvass sat together on the narrow bench that served as the wagon’s driver’s seat, packed so tightly they rubbed against one another. No one spoke.

The road beneath them was frozen mud. In places, the wheels stuck fast in deep, hardened ruts carved over and over again, never given the chance to settle into a smoother track.

Curses flew whenever they had to climb down and shove the wheels free. Aside from that, however, it was almost pleasant—at least according to Draka, who sat inside the barrel, watching the world through the small side window.

The landscape shifted with every passing hour. It grew colder—darker, for lack of a better word.

By the second day, the chill of autumn had turned to winter cold. Snow lay ahead, spread like a pale blanket in the distance.

They were now out on open ground. Tundra-like, with the road improving somewhat, winding ahead like a lone serpent through the barren wasteland. Far off, the peaks of the World Mountains rose—this majestic range that enclosed the Dwarf homelands like a natural wall against the rest of the world.

The wind bit hard at their cheeks across the open terrain. This time, Draka and Beogrinda sat on the bench, with Hvass wedged between them—the Kvazar who had earlier made such a good impression. No one spoke.

Inside the barrel, Brinka, Skarna and Braecka talked of Oheimugard. Of the enemy—the Azrahomers, or Night-Rams as they were also called. Of Fort Grauvgard. Of the reward.

And of how they would fight.

—With stone, hammer and axe! Brinka had proudly declared, only half sober.

The conversation drifted to the wealthy upstart Ballitossar Goldfoot, and whether he could be trusted.

He could.

—I’ve heard his vaults of gold, coin and gemstones are worth more than the combined city treasuries of all four kingdoms!

Brinka rubbed his hands greedily. Skarna looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. His great white beard, heavy and unkempt, made him resemble a polar bear that had forgotten to shave, as he leaned forward in the wagon and stared at Brinka.

—Good. Then he can afford to pay for what we bring back.

Stone-Reign sat with his hammer, Balkbräck, resting at his feet—the steel head down, the shaft leaning against his shoulder. Through the gaps between the dark planks, he could see frozen clumps of grass, small stones, and snow passing beneath them.

A voice came from above. Hvass.

—Ahh, my friends! I see the fort now. What is it called?

No one quite followed what he meant—except Braecka.

—Oheimugrinda, he said.

—Yes—yes... Ohgrinda!

The snowfall thickened steadily. Hvass squinted to keep the wagon on the road—a road that was no longer visible beneath the snow, yet still passable, at least for a few hours under the current conditions.

—These damned mountains. Beautiful, yes?

He pointed at something everyone had already seen countless times.

—Yes, they’re fine—the peaks and all, the snow, someone muttered back without much thought.

But for one who had never seen them, the sight was breathtaking—beautiful and commanding, as if gods of stone had locked arms, grown into mountains, and now stood guard against all evil beyond their backs.

—So damn beautiful, Hvass muttered to himself, clearly moved by the grandeur of it.

—Yes, there’s something special about them. I don’t think I’ll ever tire of Grimtop.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





