
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Dwarf Girls
Don’t Dance

 


Terry
Newman

 


 


 


 


Monkey
Business


MONKEY
BUSINESS

An imprint of
Grey House in the Woods

 


Copyright ©
Terry Newman, 2020

 


Terry Newman
asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this
work

 


A catalogue
record for this book is available from the British Library

 


ebook ISBN:
978-1-909295-20-9

Paperback ISBN:
978-1-909295-19-3

 


This novel is
entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents
portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities
is entirely coincidental.

 


1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
9 0

 


All rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without the prior permission of the publishers.


CONTENTS

BOOK ONE

Chapter 1. The Happy
Hobgoblin

Chapter 2. The Rage

Chapter 3. Clean-Up Work

Chapter 4. Kingley

Chapter 5. The Wizard’s
Clinic

Chapter 6. The
Seneschal

Chapter 7. Kellisgrund

Chapter 8. Diamond

Chapter 9. The Hat-Check
Girl

Chapter 10. Grundrund

Chapter 11. The Night
Shift

 


BOOK TWO

Chapter 12. Skragsrealm

Chapter 13. The Nine
Idlers

Chapter 14. The
Foreshadowing

Chapter 15. The Eagles

Chapter 16.
Skavernslager

Chapter 17. The Day of the Long
Sun

Chapter 18. Dunkiln
Delvedeep

 


BOOK THREE

Chapter 19. Torfull
Halfaxen

Chapter 20. The Vigil

Chapter 21. The Bequest

Chapter 22. Diamond
Again

Chapter 23. Retirement

Chapter 24. Huldre

Chapter 25. The Snow
Queen

Chapter 26. Captain
Royalwench

Chapter 27. Answers

Chapter 28. Red

Chapter 29. The Boscomere
Feast

Chapter 30. Kellismarsh

Chapter 31. Goodbyes

 


The Author


 BOOK ONE


 1

The Happy
Hobgoblin

 


I was in a
nightspot in a part of town where the name over the door changes
more often than an elf queen changes her lacies. This week the club
was the Happy Hobgoblin. Last week it was probably the
Tipsy Troll; next week, who knows? I guess it all depends on
how much The Citadel Guide to Everyday Alliteration can help
out.

At the moment
it was the Happy Hobgoblin, and you knew it was the Happy
Hobgoblin because there was a colourful sketch of his ugly
smiling chops drawn large on the wall by the entrance. Look, he’s
happy, you will be too!

The name
spinning is all to make you believe that it’s a wonderful new place
you’ve never been to before, which is going to provide you with
everything your little heart could ever desire in life. All the
excitement, all the romance, all the sex – everything most folk
secretly believe that they deserve, even though there’s little
evidence to suggest why this might be true.

In fact, The
Happy Hobgoblin is the same old duck-and-dive you visited the
last time you had one too many with the boys, or girls, at the end
of a busy working week. But now there’s a new name, new lights and
a fresh lick of paint on the walls that will wear off quicker than
the hostess’s smile when your purse is empty. And you’ll go home
vowing never to visit the Happy Hobgoblin again and you
won’t… because by then it’s the Prancing Pixie or the
Drunken Dragon – it’s only the air of enforced jollity and
the stink of quiet desperation that never changes.

I’d already
lost count of the number of Happy Hobgoblins I’d visited
that evening. They had lost any pretence of individuality and all
blurred into one continuous episode of too much drinking, too much
pipe-leaf and too few clothes. Considering that there was a good
half-thumb covering of snow outside on the Citadel cobblestones –
which is what passes for blizzard conditions in this mostly
sub-tropical part of the world – I just hoped all these young
ladies had bought a good warm vest to go home in. A half thumb of
snow in the Citadel is enough to cause the news scrolls to froth
into fits of excitement, and the more fashion-conscious, and less
compassionate, to go skin a member of an endangered species. Back
home in New Iron Town, it wouldn’t have been enough to put off
young courting couples from pursuing the sort of courting
activities that really require open air.

I hadn’t
bothered to check in my coat and hat, as I didn’t intend to stay
long. Not even the advertised charms of ‘Diamond the Dancing
Dwarfess’ were going to prevent a hasty departure if I didn’t dig
up some treasure this time – my ‘treasure’ being a low life by the
name of Gabby Guttersnap. His goodwife was very keen on his safe
return to the bosom of the family because she had found out that he
had been busy being hugged to the bosom of a completely different
family. This had not endeared him to his legally married spouse,
but she was willing to take him back if he truly valued his wife.
My client, however, happened to be the forgiving Mrs Guttersnap’s
older brother who was rather less forgiving, but equally keen for
Gabby to return to Mrs Guttersnap – if he valued his life.

As a master
detective, I don’t normally get involved in marriage guidance, but
times were tough that winter and I liked to think this was less
about infidelity and more about homicide prevention.

I bought my
drink – these clubs are funny like that – and I looked the crowd
over with no success. It was the same crowd I’d seen in all the
other nightspots – men mostly – loud men and their loud women in
loud clothes. As I looked around, I saw that these men were
actually a cut above most of the customers I’d inspected at the
other night haunts I had frequented that evening. Maybe it was a
better grade of flesh-market, but it was still a flesh-market
nonetheless.

I wondered why
this form of evening entertainment seemed to have so little appeal
to the other Citadel folk. Elves would rather gouge their eyes out
with dragons’ teeth, gnomes wouldn’t get past the door-check, and
most of us dwarves would never pay the drink prices – mine were
going on expenses. You’d find a few of the more housebroken and
presentable goblins knocking around alongside the men and women,
but by and large, they’d either be running the place or supplying
muscle. Men and women do seem to like to get together in very
confined spaces where they can’t work out whom they are shouting at
– or why.

I finished the
drink because it was in my hand and pushed through the gyrating
folk on the crowded dance floor towards where the ‘Way Out’ light
flickered. Not an easy job, even though I’m tall for a dwarf –
easily the height of many small men – with a shoulder width that
negates the need for padding.

Just as I hit
mid-floor, the band, a three-piece that sounded in need of a
fourth, struck up an intro fanfare. Hemmed in at all sides, it
seemed that I was going to see “Diamond the Dancing Dwarfess” after
all.

Oh goody.

I didn’t
anticipate that this was going to be the highlight of my evening.
How wrong I was, and how different life would have been if the
trumpet player had gone for a comfort break and given me the extra
two minutes I needed to get to the door. But his bladder was under
control, and his lips were nicely moistened, so he did his big
welcome for ‘Diamond the Dancing Dwarfess’ and my heart sank.

You see, the
Citadel’s constant need for novelty has always provided an
opportunity for shorter women to pass themselves off as, admittedly
rarely seen, Dwarfesses. They can thereby earn themselves some
corn, carrying out what is euphemistically known as ‘amorous
dancing’. This provides much amusement for us dwarves of the male
persuasion, who know one thing for certain: Dwarf girls don’t
dance.

The lights went
down, the three-piece managed to agree on the same tune if not the
same tempo, and the curtains on the small stage opened. On came
‘Diamond’ and down dropped my jaw. Diamond wasn’t cheap cut glass;
she was the real thing after all. She was a dwarfess, and she could
dance, really dance – in the fashion proscribed by the Citadel
Guild of Amorous Dancers and Associated Divesters.

So, firstly,
let’s clear a few things up.

For those of
you who have yet to make the acquaintance of one of my sisters,
there are a few things I should point out. Number one, as the male
dwarf is to masculinity, so the dwarf woman is to femininity. We
have muscles that would shame an ape, and shoulders you could
balance anvils on. They have curves and a bust that would make a
hobgoblin blush. Dwarf women have everything it takes to make the
habitual trouser wearer’s wildest fantasies come true, and it’s all
present in the compact version. Best things come in small packages,
was not a phrase coined just to describe us male dwarves.

Secondly: dwarf
women don’t have beards. In fact, dwarf women have remarkably
little body hair, because it all grows where it should do ‒ on the
top of their heads. To say a dwarf woman’s hair is her crowning
glory is an understatement along the lines of ‘trolls get hungry’,
‘goblins have personal hygiene problems’, and ‘elves require
humility lessons’. More care and attention is lavished by a dwarf
girl on her hair than anything else in her life, often up to and
including whoever shares her bed. From the simplest beehive to the
most complex of knots and plaits, a dwarf woman will, without any
shadow of a doubt, try them all at some stage of their lives. Her
hair is in a state of constant flux, akin to something that
normally requires a dozen scholarly equations to summarise. They
say there are now more hairdressers in New Iron Town than axe
makers, although I think a few may double up on occupations by some
of the cuts I’ve seen in recent years.

Here’s another
thing most Citadel folk aren’t clear about – although many rumours
do abound – whatever those crazy chemicals are that the female of
the species produce to attract the male, dwarf girls hold the
patents. And they don’t just affect dwarf men either. Oh no! Hence
the appeal of the dwarfess dancer for anybody wanting to attract
paying customers to their night-time entertainment
establishment.

In all that
particular evening, Diamond took off: one pair of evening gloves
(elbow length), a neck choker (velvet), a belt (silver chain), and
a single silk garter. And there wasn’t a single one of those
aforementioned habitual trouser wearers present in the Happy
Hobgoblin that evening that wasn’t ready to fight dragons with
a fruit knife and howl naked at the moon; simply for a snap of that
garter.

Diamond earned
herself five enthusiastic rounds of applause from everybody
present, even the ladies, and I had to admit I was similarly…
intrigued. Nothing more, of course.

A small runt
was guarding the door leading to the dressing room corridor. If he
was the Happy Hobgoblin, he’d had a bad day, and I was
expecting some backchat, but he melted when he saw me. There was a
crystal ‘diamond’ sparkling on the dressing room door, which was
kind of cute, and raised the Happy Hobgoblin up in my
estimations. Mind you, there was not a lot of room left to go in
the downward direction. I knocked and waited.

Finally, I
received a ‘Yeah, what?’ shouted in a tone of voice that translates
better as ‘I’ve got a shooter in my hand, so what are you going to
do about it?’

I entered, very
carefully. She didn’t have a shooter in her hand, she had a pewter
ash cup, and even though I was prepared, it only missed me by the
width of an insurance salesman’s smile.

‘Get out!’
Diamond added, ‘I told those petrified worm turds that I’d rather
get shafted by the Horde of Hasged than listen to their advice. Let
alone take it!’

Diamond’s
accent was pure Rust Hills and none the worse for that. The lady
herself was now attending to her make-up in the dressing room
mirror.

‘Good evening,
Mistress Diamond,’ I said, taking off my hat because my mother made
sure her sons knew exactly the right protocol for talking to
amorous dancers in their dressing rooms. ‘Very pleased to make your
acquaintance.’

I picked the
ashcup up off the floor and smoothed out the dent in its side that,
thankfully, had not been made by my noggin. I continued my
introduction speech.

‘And may I
offer you congratulations on a riveting performance, if that isn’t
too forward? Or should I conclude that that particular mark has
already been over-stepped?’

She turned back
towards me. She considered, blinked a couple of times, flapped
eyelashes that on anybody but a dwarfess would probably have been
almost comically false and pursed lips that you wanted to nibble
like ripe cherries. Pulling her robe tighter across a front-back
with curves that could have kick-started a cardiac casualty, she
looked me up and down before concluding: ‘So the greybeard brigade
didn’t send you?’

I shook my
head.

‘I was purely
here on business when I caught your rather awesome act. I thought
I’d just pay my respects.’ I handed her a card. She did me a big
favour and took it from my hand.

‘Nicely
Strongoak, Master Detective and Shield-for-Hire,’ she read
carefully, betraying just the slightest squint which somehow only
added to her cute quotient. ‘What business brings a Master
Detective out to a dive like the Gay Grunt on a snowy
night?’

‘Matters
pertaining to a wayward heart.’

‘In my
experience,’ she observed, ‘it is not the heart that goes wayward –
that just follows on behind, on account of it being connected to
the wayward bit.’

Diamond poured
us both a drink. You can tell a lot about women of any race by the
way they pour a drink and Diamond had done it before. She poured
generously and didn’t spill a drop. She also poured from a bottle
of ‘Black Star’. Dwarves are renowned for liking their spirits
strong and sticky. They don’t come much stronger or stickier than
‘Black Star’. In some dwarf circles, the glassful she gave me was
enough to warrant a marriage proposal. I took the proffered drink
and toasted her, before adding, ‘Women have been known to go
rambling off-road too.’

‘Yeah sure,’
she shrugged, ‘and worms have been known to fly, but most times
when I look out the window, it’s birds that I see fluttering
by.’

She knocked
back her drink in one, not fazed in the slightest.

‘You’re a long
way from the Rust Hills, Diamond,’ I mentioned casually,
approaching my drink with more ceremony.

The drink was
good, like a fresh linen shirt with gold buttons. I knocked it
back, and she offered refills.

‘Sounds like
you’re a long way from New Iron Town, Master Detective.’

‘Hey, don’t we
both know our dwarf diaspora?’

‘That’s a fancy
word for a cluehound.’

‘I buy them by
the dozen, just for occasions like this,’ I explained.

‘So what took
you from those old slag heaps of home – bleach lover, are we?’

A ‘bleach’ is a
derogatory term for an elf, which is only slightly more insulting
than ‘doorstop’ is for a dwarf. Given some of my more recent
romantic adventures, the name just might have some justification –
not that she was to know that and not that I was saying.

‘Why? Been
dancing around the forest maypole yourself?’

This won me a
grin and another top-up. We were both on good form that evening,
shame someone had to go and spoil the party just as we were getting
into our groove.

The door opened
behind me and, to my surprise, a male voice I recognised, but
couldn’t immediately place, asked: ‘Everything okay here,
sweetness?’

He wasn’t
talking to me.

I turned and
saw the familiar curly blond mop of hair and the handsome face of
Roland Seneschalson, heir to the last inheritable position of any
consequence in the Citadel. Roland ‘Roli’ Seneschalson – well-loved
playboy, womaniser and notorious gambler who had papered the
Citadel with his promissory notes. Roli Seneschalson – bad-tempered
drunk, danger-seeker and dwarf.

By that, I
don’t mean he was of the race that is known in the common tongue of
Widergard by this designation (what we call ourselves is our
business, thanks), but that he was affected by the medical
condition men call dwarfism. Good looking guy and as rich and
powerful as a dragon with a trust fund.

‘Master
Strongoak is just paying a social call, Roland,’ Diamond said, with
regard sufficient enough to inform me that whatever position Roland
Seneschalson might hold in the Citadel, his position with regard to
Diamond the Dancing Dwarfess was much more interesting and
enviable.

‘That’s right –
just a social call. Now back to business.’ I finished my drink, put
my hat back on and tipped it at the lady.

‘What business
would that be, Master Strongoak?’ said the son of the man who was
probably one of the ten most influential folk in the Citadel. You
can’t buy that sort of connection, or if you can, not in any
currency I have ever had in my pocket. So I smiled my best ‘hire
me, I’m honest’ smile as I handed across another card. This smile
is the same as all my other smiles, but I raise the corners of my
mouth.

‘Detective,
eh?’ He pocketed the card carefully. I had the feeling that despite
his reputation, or maybe because of it, Roland Seneschalson was a
careful man. ‘Never know when you might need a good detective.’

‘So I like to
tell people.’

‘And are you a
good detective, Master Strongoak? It’s just that I find so many
people, of every race, so often fail to live up to their
reputations. Now I, myself, I have taken every opportunity to
ensure that I live up to, or down to, my reputation. Usually down,
as it’s so much closer.’

A
self-deprecating height joke ‒ there wasn’t really much I could add
to that. So I tipped my hat at Diamond again, because I’m good at
it, and I was all out of snappy exit lines.

‘Off so soon,
Master Strongoak? We must do it all again some time!’ He waved at
me in a manner that was not going to ever make him friends, but I
had a feeling he never, ever, went looking for them.

Diamond looked
at my card again as I left. I knew that she would never call me,
not unless…

I made my way
out along the dressing room corridor, squeezing past the suited up
goblin grunt who now occupied so much space that air particles were
queuing ahead of me to get through.

‘You were lucky
this time, doorstop,’ said the grunt, who I took to be the
Seneschalson’s minder.

‘I was born
lucky – it’s why they call me Lucky Loopy Longlegs.’ This only
confused him, so I let it ride. It was a work evening.

I checked my
mental list for the next nightspot and made my way to the
Blissed-out Boggart. It wasn’t far, but for some reason, the
walk felt like a thousand miles. A thousand miles in the wrong
direction. I thought I would probably never see either of them
again. Unexpectedly, I saw Roland Seneschalson the very next
week.
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The Rage

 


There’s a body
shop I visit round the corner from the converted armoury that I
like to call home. No membership required because if you have to
ask you can’t come in. It’s not got anything fancy: weights, bags,
a couple of sparring rings and a room where a dwarf can keep in
shape by swinging his axe in peace – without taking off the heads
of any innocent bystanders. The bloodstains on the floor are all
self-inflicted, or so the story goes.

I was towelling
down in the changing room when I became conscious of a certain
absence of sunlight. I mean it’s not exactly a well-lit room at the
best of times, being in the basement, but even the frosted glass at
street foot level was being obscured. The goblin-shaped reason was
standing in front of the aforementioned frosted window, to one side
of the entrance, and to the other side of him was Roli
Seneschalson. It’s unusual to have social visits in the changing
room. I let him speak first, so I could calculate just how social
this visit was.

‘Diamond’s my
girl, Master Strongoak.’

Oh, straight to
business then – not very social at all.

‘That makes you
a lucky man then, Seneschalson.’

‘I think
so.’

‘As long as
Diamond is of the same opinion, naturally.’

‘We’re going to
get married – the full three volumes – no jumping of
broomsticks.’

Well, that was
news from the old bird and no mistake. The Seneschal’s son marrying
out, and not to some elf either, but to an actual spade-wielding,
ore-digging dwarf. Not that Diamond did much of either I’m sure,
but the breeding was there. I could probably sell this titbit to
the gossip scrolls and not have to work for the rest of the year.
The fact that then I’d probably never, ever actually get to work
again, certainly not in the Citadel, was a given.

‘You must tell
me where you are placing your wedding slate,’ I commented, tying my
hair in the family knots. ‘You don’t want to get too many chicken
bricks.’

‘It’s the
Seneschals’ tradition to hand out presents at such occasions, not
to receive them.’

Roli sat on the
bench next to me; the goblin just got on with glowering.

‘The dwarf side
of the family are going to love that!’ I observed.

I packed my bag
carefully, especially the hand axe. Roli now shifted along closer,
and his goblin shadow shifted almost imperceptibly forward too.

‘That’s good,
my sleuthing companion, because I’m now going to give you something
for nothing – some good advice.’

I put on my
jacket and hefted my bag onto my shoulder.

‘You would be
surprised just how much of that you can accumulate in the Citadel,
Seneschalson. There’s always some body willing to offer another
body good advice. Why, if it only had a resale value, I could have
opened a market stall.’

‘You don’t talk
to Roli Seneschalson like that!’ said the grunt, who I recognised
from the Happy Hobgoblin.

‘I can take
care of this, Cluff,’ the Seneschalson said angrily, slapping down
the goblin. He stood and came close enough for me to smell his
skin-freshener, which is too close in my book.

‘My advice is
solid gold, Master Strongoak because it’ll keep you healthy, if not
wealthy. Keep away from Diamond. We don’t need no ex-Cit dwarf
poking their hairy nose into our business.’

I let out a
disappointed sigh.

‘Now that’s not
going to endear you to the bride’s family at all, Seneschalson.
Anyway, I think Diamond is probably old enough to choose her own
friends, don’t you?’

I made for the
door, but the goblin mountain got there before me and, wonder of
wonders, strung two sentences together: ‘I don’t think you heard
Master Seneschalson. He was being nice, but I don’t do nice,’ he
said, reaching down with one huge paw of a hand.

‘It’s not
Master Seneschalson, you big lunk!’ I said, swatting his hand away.
‘Seneschalson is his title. It’s like saying, Master Master.’

The big goblin
grunt chewed this over for a moment, decided he didn’t like the
taste and this time made his hand into a fist that could have
driven in pit props.

Roli
Seneschalson shouted a hasty, ‘No, Cluff!’

However, still
pumped up from my workout, I was now well out of Cluff’s reach. And
I don’t do nice either, not when I don’t have to. I didn’t have to
now. I’d just been minding my own business and working up a thirst,
and now all that good work had been wasted. Honestly!

I’m no scholar,
and I’ve never looked at a dead body for pleasure or knowledge,
except to establish how it came to that estate. One thing I have
noticed, whether you are dwarf, elf, goblin, man or wizard, we all
share very similar knees. Teeth, ears, hair and lips are up for
grabs, but knees are pretty much straight off the shelf. Size can
vary, naturally, but in terms of hinges located mid-way down the
leg, good for kicking, walking and running, a knee is pretty much
of a given construction. And knees do not like going sideways. I
moved Cluff’s left knee sideways.

I could have
kicked harder. I have kicked harder, but I wasn’t harbouring any
grudge – it was one professional to another. I let the goblin
writhe and turned to Roli Seneschalson.

‘I hope you run
a good employment health plan for your staff, Seneschalson, because
he’s not going anywhere at a run for half a year or so.’ I took a
step towards the smaller man. ‘I also don’t know what’s pothered
your pony, but I’ll say this, for the last time – there was nothing
more sinister about my visit to Diamond’s dressing room that
evening than one dwarf getting the urge to dig the dirt and share a
drink with another, got it?’

Roli
Seneschalson met my gaze; I’ll give him that. He looked me in the
eye and said: ‘I wish now that I had spent slightly more time with
the dwarves with beards.’

‘It’s always an
education, or so they tell me, as long as you understand them. Do
you understand me?’

Roli nodded
like he meant it and I left, treading carefully over the writhing
Cluff and hoping I never saw the Seneschalson’s smiling face again.
I didn’t. He did send me a bottle of something very sticky and very
expensive the next week, along with a hand-written and signed
apology note. I thought about pouring the drink down the drain, but
as I said, it was a tough winter that year.

The note, I
folded carefully and filed for future reference. That’s what
detectives do.

The winter
passed, eventually, and we all shed our overcoats, and most got on
with the serious job of looking fabulous and getting an all-over
tan. Like that matters. I eventually found Gabby Guttersap, and
with only a small amount of financial persuasion, he returned to
his wife and family. Within a month she had battered him to death
with a marble rolling pin after discovering him in the marriage bed
with her own sister.

A return to his
own family indeed, just not the right branch of it.

You may see
this as a somewhat hackneyed response to spousal infidelity; she
dealt with her sister much more imaginatively, which is why she was
currently facing an appointment with Master Cleaver – the nickname
for the approved local method of terminating a miscreant’s
life.

You do your
best and look what happens.

Spring brought
me more satisfactory employment in the guise of a fraud
investigation that involved the import of fake dragon whangers. The
supposed aphrodisiac properties of dragon whangers is said, by
some, to be the main reason for the dragon’s decline – well, that
and the development of the automatic machine shooter, which made
heroics with swords rather redundant.

This story
could be true, which is a shame of epic proportions, because, for a
start, there really is no logical reason to suppose that the
ingestion of a bit of over-aged chewy muscle is going to do
anything other than give you heartburn. More relevant is the fact
that the male dragon does not have a whanger.

Yes, dragons
are whangerless – how about that?

Dragon
reproduction is an act that involves an even greater amount of
intimacy, not to mention some discomfort. This has been suggested
as being the reason why both male and female dragons are
notoriously bad-tempered and the real reason that there are so few
of them. It also supplies the answer to the riddle: How do mummy
dragons and daddy dragons make baby dragons? Answer: carefully.

This hasn’t
dented in any way the popular belief amongst dunderheads that
something as large and powerful as a ‘traditional’ dragon, must
simply have an equally impressive one-eyed ploughman. Boy, are they
barking round the wrong family tree. The fact is that your dried,
powdered or fillet of dragon whanger, is more likely to be mutton
and blasting powder.

This particular
assignment of ‘whangers’, when I finally found them, had been
fashioned to resemble what somebody’s fevered imagination most
imagined a dragon whanger to resemble. No way could male dragons
have even got off the ground carrying that mighty a whanger around
with them!

Lots of people
weren’t happy about the dragon whanger fraud – with the exception
of the gnome pocket-mastermind behind the whole venture, who I
finally apprehended in bed with a trio of young lovelies from
Canning Town. As I observed at the time, he was not in need of his
own medicine.

I mostly forgot
about Diamond and Roli Seneschalson, except to occasionally check
out the social scrolls when I was visiting my tailor’s. I never saw
any marriage notice, and by summer, my mind was elsewhere. And then
one sunny morning in my office at the Two Fingers, with the
birds singing and the sun beaming down, I got the call I knew I was
never going to get, not unless…

‘Nicely
Strongoak, Master Detective and Shield-for-Hire. If you’ve got the
gold, you don’t go on hold.’

I’d been
working on that. Not bad, I thought.

I happened to
be sitting in my favourite thinking position: both feet on the desk
and the chair tipped back as far as possible without contravening
one of those pernickety laws of nature they go on about nowadays. I
heard one small noise, somewhere between a gasp and a sob and I was
already halfway out of the door.

‘Where are you,
Diamond?’

The reply
barely bothered the horn earpiece. It seemed to come from somewhere
else, someplace where birds no longer sang, and the sun was just a
big burny ball of combustion put in the sky because whoever is in
charge of that sort of thing never got round to building a decent
fireplace.

‘Small coffee
lodge, north of the Wizard’s Gate – the name of Gallgot’s. Know
it?’ she whispered.

‘I’ll find it –
just don’t move.’

I got there in
record time, even though I had to make a major detour while the
Citadel Guard cleaned up after rival 4th and 5th Level goblin
gangs. They had apparently decided to have a knife party to resolve
who exactly was most capable of senseless violence. As the
infirmary wagons got busy carrying away the prone combatants, I
guessed the answer was a draw. Date for return fixture to be
decided, subject to anybody being still capable of locomotion.

Diamond was a
faint ghost, a face just visible through the lodge window. She
looked like she had been sitting there since the founding of the
Citadel in the Olden Ages and maybe they had built everything else
around her. Whatever she was wearing had been thrown on with no
thought for fashion or practicality; not that she gave a pixie’s
fart. Even her hair was all mussed up, which was enough to place
very bad thoughts where they shouldn’t be at a time like this. She
nursed a cup of something milky that had developed a skin so thick
that you could have banged out a paradiddle on it. Next to her were
the remains of what must have once been a mighty big pile of
pan-fried cakes. On her engagement finger was a ring blessed with a
large shiny rock that was as magic as fine gem-craft can make.

As I walked in,
the proprietor was paying her way too much attention. I sat down at
the table, opposite her.

‘Laugh,’ I
said.

She looked at
me blankly, as if I had just invented language and she wasn’t sure
if it would catch on.

‘Laugh,’ I
tried again. ‘Laugh like we had a bust-up and you’ve now forgiven
me on account of me being such a swell sort and there is now
nothing in the world to be worried about – especially for coffee
lounge owners.’

She took her
cue this time and let out a laugh that convinced the proprietor
that everything was swell too. I signalled for two coffees, and he
got to business with the proper apparatus.

‘Nicely, I have
to tell you…’ she began.

‘You have to
tell me nothing. Not until you sign this.’ I took out the contract
that I had grabbed on my way out of the office. I placed it in
front of her. ‘This means that you are my client and as such, I
have certain obligations to you that make it impossible for me to
divulge sensitive information to certain third parties – such as
the Citadel Guard – that could be interpreted as being detrimental
to your continued legal status as a free citizen.’ I paused and
pushed the paper and a quill in her direction. ‘It’s not essential,
but it might prove helpful – yes?’

She nodded and
signed and pushed the contract back towards me.

‘Roli’s dead,’
she added. The news I really was hoping not to hear.

‘Where?’

‘The rooms he
bought for me, about two streets up from here.’

‘You told
anybody?’

She shook her
head.

‘Good girl,
keep it that way for the moment. Got the key?’

She actually
took out a couple of keys that must partner some real fancy pieces
of lock-work and slid them across the table to me. I looked at her
hands, nice nail work; metallic blue and engraved with tiny
dragons. ‘Don’t you want to know what happened, Nicely?’

‘I will do, but
it doesn’t have to be now. Now, I want us to drink our coffee, and
laugh again. I’m guessing the Seneschalson isn’t going
anywhere.’

She shook her
head slowly.

‘No, his sort
of dead don’t go anywhere.’

‘Time for
another laugh, Diamond.’

She managed it,
just – in time for the arrival of the coffee. I fed the owner some
corn, and we both gave him our best smiles. She didn’t have many
left in her. I could see that.

I sipped at the
coffee. It was better than it had any right to be.

‘Was it the
Rage?’ I asked her finally. She nodded again, slower this time. ‘Do
you remember anything?’

This time a
shake followed by: ‘Not a thing.’

‘How do you
normally manage? When you’re dancing?’

‘Practice and
control.’

She looked at
her coffee and then looked at me, really intent, as if desperate
for my answer.

‘How do you
manage? I mean, when you’re on a case or something, there must be
times when you get… angry, worked up… doesn’t the Rage take
you?”

‘Practice and
control, Diamond. Like you said, practice and control.’

‘Yes… guess
that’s all it takes.’

I stared out of
the window.

‘I can’t
remember the last time the Rage took me, and I’ve been through some
interesting times. Bury it deep enough and it may not be at hand,
not even when you need it.’

‘But sometimes
I guess deep isn’t deep enough,’ she said bitterly.

I nodded –
sometimes deep doesn’t do it at all.

We both knew
this.

The Dwarf Rage,
the subject of more talk and gossip than almost any other aspect of
dwarf life – apart from the speculation surrounding certain aspects
of male dwarf anatomy. The Rage – the anger that turns an
over-muscled axe-wielder into an unstoppable dispenser of death; an
indomitable destroyer rampaging through armies without any thought
for personal safety. Of course, it’s added considerably to dwarf
reputation and mystique, but we seldom talk about it – especially
to other races. The Rage, which we dwarves also call ‘the
Curse’.

The general
public does not know that dwarf women have their own particular
version of the Rage – not even as the most whispered of secrets.
And that is because the Rage takes dwarf women at the most intimate
of moments. Such secrecy has only added to dwarf women’s somewhat
notorious reputation and mystique.

‘It hasn’t been
a problem between us, the Rage. He’s a good man, Roli – was a good
man. A kind and generous lover too.’ She looked at me accusingly,
but I had nothing to add. ‘I’m sorry that he got a bit
overprotective. I was cross when he told me he’d paid you a
visit.’

‘Don’t feel
sorry for me, Diamond,’ I said, with a shrug. ‘Feel sorry for that
big protection detail he trails around with him.’

She looked
blank for a moment before continuing: ‘Oh, Cluff! He’s not Roli’s
employee – that’s all down to Roli’s father, the Seneschal. He
doesn’t place much trust in Roli – always worried about… his
safety. Roli doesn’t even really like Cluff – didn’t like him.’ Her
voice broke a bit, and she sucked up some coffee.

‘So, last
night?’ I said, finally.

‘Last night was
different. Maybe I let my guard down a bit, I don’t know. Roli was
supposed to be attending some function, on behalf of his
father.’

‘Recall the
details?’

She shook her
head. ‘Sorry, something for the White and Wise, way up the Hill. He
cut out early and came home. Then… well, it must have come out of
nowhere. One minute I was pouring drinks for the both of us and the
next – it was morning, I was exhausted, and Roli was lying there…
all beaten up and bloody, with his neck… broken.’

Dwarf courtship
can be kind of physical. I guess nature did its best to safeguard
the future of the dwarf race by ensuring the most desirable of
dwarf women only went with the toughest dwarf men – even if the
women had to do some whittling down of the population. Not that
this is generally a problem – male dwarves are not built like men
with dwarfism.

‘I didn’t know
what to do, Nicely. I had to get out of there, get something to
eat, before I could even think – post-Rage comedown, you know?’

I nodded. The
low blood sugar you get after the Rage turns you into some kind of
starving demon. To be honest, food doesn’t always get… cooked;
which explains another part of the dwarf reputation.

‘Then I
remembered you… phoned… from the street horn opposite. I kept your
card,’ she added, unnecessarily.

I looked across
at the horn shelter – nice and secluded. Hopefully, she had not
been seen.

‘That was a
good move, Diamond.’

Fear and
apprehension came upon her in a rush.

‘What am I
going to do, Nicely? I should turn myself in. I know that, but I
don’t know what to say. What man or woman is going to understand?
Only a dwarf would.’

‘You should do
nothing,’ I said emphatically. ‘Not until I go check your
apartment.’

She started to
protest, but I reassured her. ‘You don’t have to go back with me.
I’ve left my car around the corner. You get to sit and wait in
there. Now, let’s finish our coffees and get out of here.’

We drank up and
left, smiling, my arm around Diamond – just two happy lovers now
made up again. As if.
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Clean-Up
Work

 


My Dragonette
‘57 was looking particularly desirable in the mid-morning sunshine.
The racing green paintwork gleamed, and the air-trimming just cried
out to cut some breeze.

‘We can have
ourselves a mighty fine day today,’ my Dragonette shouted. ‘Let’s
head for the coast with the rag-top down, or maybe visit the hills
of Tall Trees and go annoy a few elves. Yes, plenty of fun things
to do, with a cute girl at your side, laughing as she lets her
crowning glory loose in the slipstream.’

Or, you could
go and clear up her dead boyfriend’s body, and wonder how this was
going to go down with the boyfriend’s incredibly well-connected
father, while she sobbed her dark brown eyes out all over your
wagon’s soft leather interior.

I left her in
said wagon with a reminder not to move and went to find the lovers’
cosy nest. It was in a block that had been so tastefully converted
it hurt. I guessed it had once been something mundane like a small
industrial unit – perhaps a tannery, if the sign on the wall
bearing the legend ‘The Old Tannery’ was anything to go by. It’s
powers of observation that make a master detective, you know.

There was no
lingering odour of hide or lime in the empty entrance lobby, only
the much more reassuring and discreet smell of wealth. Six sets of
rooms and something more extensive built in the eaves. I guessed
Roli would have bought the top floor and guessed correctly. The
door lock was indeed a piece of work, and more importantly, showed
no signs of being forced or opened with anything other than the key
I now held in my hand. I took a breath and entered. Behind that was
another door and that too had a very fancy lock. Two door entrances
– everybody has them this year, didn’t you know?

The rooms were
nice, very nice: knocked through, light, but with many ‘original
features’. They didn’t have too much of anything in them, but what
was there was perfectly proportioned and placed just right. I
walked through to the bedroom, which supplied more of the same. It
was all immaculate: clean, tidy and completely devoid of anything
as vulgar as a dead body – even that of the son of the Seneschal of
the Citadel. Handkerchief in hand, I opened a few trunks and
closets – nothing – not a single stitch of clothing or a personal,
or even impersonal, belonging. I checked the kitchen, no food in
the icebox, no tins on the shelves. The drinks cabinet was also
empty, the glasses all clean and sparkling and placed upside down,
except for two tumblers which stood on their rounded bottoms.

The bathroom
was in a similar state to the main room and kitchen – not so much
as an errant toothpick ‒ a thoroughly professional job. But just
how ‘professional’ was another matter entirely.

I took off my
jacket, carefully placing it where it shouldn’t shed any of the
little fibres so beloved of the Guard section that deals with that
sort of thing; the ‘nit pickers’ as they are lovingly called.

Next: a
‘U-bend’ is a smart piece of plumbing – and the detective’s friend.
I placed my handkerchief underneath it and grasped the locking
ring. Of course, plumbers have tools to move such obstinate
fittings, but they don’t have dwarf fingers and thumbs. Well, apart
from dwarf plumbers that is. The locking ring gave eventually, as
did its companion ring. I didn’t spill a drop as I carried the
pipework through to the kitchen and spread the contents in a tray I
found there. Dark, long, thick, dwarf hair and finer blond locks –
but only the blond locks were still infused with Seneschalson
blood. Professional, but not professional enough.

I scraped the
solids up carefully into my kerchief and washed the rest down the
kitchen sink, leaving the water running long enough to make sure
that I – for one - left no evidence. I then put the soiled kerchief
into a rubber glove I habitually carry to cope with the less
pleasant aspects of my profession, dried the tray, and replaced it
exactly where I’d found it. I tightened the ‘U-bend’ back into
place in the bathroom, carefully running copious amounts of water
through – it’s the attention to detail that makes the
difference.

I looked around
again, getting onto my knees to check under the bed and other
furniture, while mentally calculating the timeline of today’s
activities. Diamond said she woke up late after her Rage. Say an
hour, two at the most, before she had called me. Half an hour for
me to find the bar, half an hour chat, half an hour to get here. It
was now Mid-watch, as a local horn blast helpfully reminded me. I
felt a shiver run down my spine in big hob-nailed boots – I must
have missed them by minutes. They could even have seen me. I got up
quickly and put my jacket on.

The entrance
hall was still empty and still redolent of accumulated riches. I
slipped out quieter than the whistle of a lipless ghoul. By the
time I got back to my wagon, Diamond was gone.

The Happy
Hobgoblin hadn’t changed much in the months since I’d last been
there. Except it was now called The Dancing Dragon and again
– in case you were in any doubt – there was a sketch by the
entrance: look it’s a dragon and he’s dancing and you will too!

The afternoon
sunshine did the rest of the establishment no favours as it made
its unaccustomed way in through the door held open by my foot. I
shouted a ‘hello’ and was answered by ‘The Curmudgeonly Cleaner’:
look, I’ve got a terrible job. I hate it, and you’ll hate me
too!

‘Nobody here!’
The cleaner pushed a mop around the floor as if he was still
waiting to be given the instruction booklet.

I stepped in,
and the sunlight departed gratefully as the door closed, sure now
it wasn’t missing out on anything that took place here after it had
clocked off for the day. My eyes very quickly got used to the gloom
– dwarves are good at that sort of thing. On closer inspection of
the cleaner, I wished I hadn’t made a closer inspection.

As folk go, I
am pretty forbearing and take the different races as they come,
except elves of course, but they deserve it for having had life far
too easy for far too long. As dwarves go, I am remarkably
broad-minded, because, truth be told, we are not the most tolerant
of folk. We are suspicious of anybody who doesn’t fulfil a set of
requirements that are best defined as dwarvish, dwarf-like and
dwarf. Plus dwarves have made ‘grudge harbouring’ into an art form
and not only believe that no slight should go unpunished, but also
that it should not go unrecorded. This is why each dwarf family has
a ‘Retribution Book’ that charts all successful reprisals carried
out against transgressors. This is a much-prized possession and is
handed down from father to son, and mother to daughter (everything
in duplicate), with great love. Long winter nights (and they did
get very long in the tunnels of New Iron Town) were always
enlivened by readings of bloody family chastisements. We really did
make our own entertainment in those days.

So my
open-mindedness is something of a wonder to my kith and kin, but
even I have trouble with Will o’ the Wisps. I know that they are
just a type of gnome who live, or mostly lived, in the swampy
ground of the Great River floodplains. I also know that there is no
truth in the scurrilous rumour that they used to lure travellers to
their deaths with the small lanterns that give them their common
name of ‘Jack Lanterns’. It’s just that when they left – or rather
were forced out of – their homelands, as the river was
progressively improved for navigation, I wish they could have left
the stink of the swamps behind.

Hence, Will o’
the Wisps don’t have much of a reputation for cleanliness. To
employ one as a cleaner reeked of pure perversity.

‘Afternoon,
Jack,’ I said, in friendly tones. ‘I’m new in town, looking for my
sister, Diamond. Heard she worked here.’

‘Then you heard
wrong,’ the Jack replied, moving puddles of foul-looking water
around the dance floor.

‘Is that a
fact? ‘Cos I got it on good authority.’

‘Never been
impressed by no authorities – not since they kicked us out of our
homes.’ He rested on his mop and looking at me for the first time,
spat in a puddle. ‘You don’t look much like her.’

I grabbed a
chair and turned it around to rest my arms on the wooden back. ‘A
lot of folk say that, but our Ma, she reckons you could hardly tell
us apart as children – apart from my beard, of course.’

‘And what
happened to that?’

‘Soon learnt
that here, Citadel women prefer something else to tickle them.’
This won me a wheezing, half-choked laugh and earned the floor
another ball of spittle, which the Jack slowly worked into the
woodwork. ‘Diamond use to work here. Don’t no more.’

‘That’s a shame
– it’s kind of urgent.’ I tapped my pocket in the time-honoured
manner that spoke of financial compensation.

‘Master
Kingley, he don’t like people coming round asking questions.’

I flicked a
gold crown in his direction, and it was plucked out of the air with
a speed that rather embarrassed the pace of his mopping. ‘Now, I’d
say Master Kingley doesn’t need to be bothered, does he?’

The Jack gave
me a slow shake of his head.

‘Heard she was
shacked up with her boyfriend, proper top-of-the-tree type.’

‘Oh yes, that
would be this Roli Seneschalson. She mentioned him.’

The Jack
nodded.

‘Yes, don’t
know where, mind, but you can guess it won’t be in the Little
Hundred. Didn’t please Master Kingley that news, her leaving – good
draw was Diamond. Her dancing was something else. No offence,’ he
added quickly.

‘None taken.
Any other dancers she might have mixed with? Members of the band
maybe?’

The Jack shook
his head.

‘She kept
herself to herself; not snotty like, more self-contained. Yes, that
was her, self-contained. Shall I let her know you’re looking for
her?’ he added, his eyes firmly fixed on my purse.

I nodded.
‘There’d be some more corn in it for you as well. She’ll know where
to find me.’ I left the Jack at his labours and happily departed
The Dancing Dragon. The steam choked Citadel air had never
tasted better.

I had obtained
the information I was really after without even asking. So ‘Master’
Kingley owned the Dancing Dragon, did he? ‘Master’ Kingley
also owned any number of the gambling dens, many of which Roli
Seneschalson was rumoured to frequent – and where, it was also
rumoured, he was fond of leaving his promissory notes.

You heard a lot
of strange stories about Master Reepold Kingley around the Citadel;
I had no idea if they were true. There was talk of Dark Crime Lords
and sinister underworld orchestrations. I wondered how he was
taking the loss of his star attraction. Maybe I had better go ask
him.

Before I paid
Master Kingley a visit, it would be useful to have an update from
my ‘society high life and low life’ consultant, otherwise known as
my tailor and hat maker, Gaspar Halftoken. I made my way speedily
to the rooms where he did his cloth-cutting magic.

Gaspar, bless
his curly gnome head and impeccably pointed boots, could see that I
was worried and in no mood for our normal banter, so he drew me a
map of Master Kingley with the minimum of fuss. Many people,
apparently, found Kingley ‘enchanting’ and terrific company. Other
people just found Kingley waiting for them when they came home at
night and desperately hoped to be rid of him while they still had
their limbs intact. I don’t think I have ever found anybody, who
wasn’t of the female persuasion, ‘enchanting.’ If I did, I’d visit
an infirmary, as I would surely be going down with something
serious.

Master Kingley
did like to spread his largess around and ‘show people a good
time’, as it was commonly called. It seemed he was doing some of
that spreading this very afternoon. At least that’s what I was told
by Gaspar. However, the purpose of this generosity was somewhat in
doubt, at least according to the same source.

‘He likes to
think he’s the elf lord’s ring,’ Gaspar said, ‘but the word is that
he’s a bit of a goblin’s outhole. Not that anybody would say that
to his face, of course. Not if they wanted to keep hold of their
own face.’

‘So, could he
really be some sort of Dark Crime Lord, Gaspar?’

‘You’re talking
to the wrong gnome, Nicely!’ Gaspar waved his tape measure around
energetically. ‘You want one of your friends at the Citadel Guard.
All I can tell you is that the rumour is that he buys his clothes
off the peg!’

‘Axes and
blood, Gaspar! How low could the fiend stoop?’

‘You may laugh,
Nicely Strongoak! But that may not be because he doesn’t want to
spread the corn around; it could be that he just doesn’t want
anybody getting too close.’

‘Now Gaspar,
that sounds just a little creepy.’

‘Indeed. Let us
just say that you won’t spot many of the White and Wise at his
events; so be careful.’

Gaspar thrust a
new hatbox under my arm at the last moment to ‘keep my pecker up’.
Nothing like a new summer hat to do wonders for a dwarf’s pecker –
that and a party to go to – even if it is a Dark Crime Lord’s.

It transpired
that although the Kingliness of ‘Master’ Kingley might be very much
in doubt, there was little doubt that he had pretensions to living
like one. Or at least to how they had once lived. This meant that
he needed a proper palatial pile of stones to rattle around in. He
also needed to be near his many Citadel investments. This limited
exactly how far away he could live from The Hill, as we locals
affectionately call this ancient Citadel stronghold, built on a
little lost mountain overlooking the Bay Area and the Big Sea
beyond.

Tall Trees, the
elven enclave way to the south, was out of the question, and the
men and women of the ultra-exclusive Cliff Tops area did not
welcome Kingley’s ‘sort’ either. This was mostly because the
current inhabitants’ ancestors had made their fortunes from
extortion and corruption generations ago, when such things went by
different names, like conquest and subjugation. This qualified them
as ‘old gold’. It’s a well-known fact that such men and women tend
to look down on people who continue to do what their forefathers
had once been so good at.

The answer, as
worked out by Kingley and ‘his sort’, was to buy up a hilly area
next to Cliff Tops, flatten any existing habitation – and hills –
and build their own palaces. They renamed the area Cliff Top
Village. The aspect wasn’t quite as good as Cliff Tops, but they
had the advantage of looking down on all the ‘Old Gold’, which must
have pleased the villains and the similarly associated
‘businessmen’ that lived in ‘The Village’.

Considering
that this was the home of the cream of the Citadel’s underworld,
the security in Cliff Top Village was laughable. Or perhaps it
would be better described as being ‘designed with the criminal in
mind’, which considering it was all arranged by criminals, isn’t so
surprising. So every pocket palace was fitted out with all the
latest alarms and tripwires, and there were grunts and runts
strutting like their lives depended on it. What they hadn’t done,
was to consider the mindset of somebody who did not have nefarious
intentions. Well, nothing worse than gatecrashing a party.

I found it
remarkably easy to pretty much march straight up to the front door.
Of course, I didn’t exactly march. I drove through the pair of big
black wrought iron gates with the rag top down, a crate of
beazer-teaser in the passenger seat, and most importantly, the
Silvestral sisters sitting snugly on the back shelf, dressed – or
mostly undressed – for the outdoor dining season. The guards had
more interesting things to look at than my credentials.

The Silvestral
sisters are kind of noticeable – both over six foot, one
blonde-haired, one red, with the kind of figures that would make an
actuary burn his balance sheets and take up playing the lotto. The
Silvestral sisters are also both enchantresses, and they are good
at their job – their job being Vice. Vice – the prevention of it
that is – on behalf of the Cits. Specifically the Citadel Guard
Vice Section; the Filth Fellowship as they are affectionately
known. That’s where I first met them, and they took a shine to me,
for obvious reasons. They help out if ever I need stunning women
with the ability to stun from thirty-foot using a variety of
non-lethal weapons. They are good with the lethal kind as well.

Now a lot of
rubbish gets spoken about your average enchantress; she’s not like
a sorceress for a start. She doesn’t cast spells, and she can’t
lure you into doing things directly contrary to your will. You
can’t use an enchantress as mitigating evidence in a legal trial –
it
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