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Chapter 1
All Things Have a Beginning
 
In the darkest corner of the Mud Witch tavern, a red patch of light glowed amber before fading to crimson.  This was followed by a puff of grey smoke that wafted casually across the table and the two chairs that were barely visible in the sullen darkness. The smoke had been dispatched from a mouth of variable size containing an irregular collection of teeth and a wet and pinkish tongue. It should be noted that to those of a more discerning eye, the pinkness had a distinct tendency towards purple on account of the claret.
The mouth then spat into the blackness that was the slate floor beneath the table and a poorly illuminated hand placed a pipe carefully down upon the sticky surface alongside a battered leather tankard. There were visible teeth marks running around the rim in a sequence of indentations of differing shape and depth. 
The hand and the mouth as well as the tongue and the spit belonged to Seagrum, a dwarf of significant stature (for a dwarf). He was also the proud owner of a fearsome reputation both as a mercenary and more recently as a bounty hunter. He was also a household name amongst many of the sentient creatures that inhabited this world.
The pipe was also his, although it had begun that particular day in the possession of somebody else.  This however is the story of the dwarf and not of the pipe and so it receives only a brief mention. For completeness, it is recorded that its former owner’s life-blood had ceased to flow some hours before and his corpse now lay abandoned in an alleyway somewhere not far from the Mud Witch tavern. He deserves little further thought. 
The pipe on the other hand did offer a modicum of pale luminescence – for it could not really be called light – to a character sitting opposite the dwarf and who at this very moment seemed unwilling to move, speak or indeed to breathe.
“You ‘ave it then?” growled the dwarf, his eyes suddenly visible in a faint sudden dragon-light that seemed to pervade the corner.
The other seemed to swallow something unpalatable and ended its attempt at higher language with a grunt or some other indistinguishable offering.
“Mn...”
“Do I take that as assent?” hissed Seagrum with disdain that was almost palpable.
“Whuh?” came the reply.
“How much you askin’ for it, mate?”
“Fufty...” muttered the other in what was at least a shift towards higher language.
“Beaks!” muttered the dwarf to himself. 
It wasn’t entirely clear whether this expression of surprise was a result of the price or, as the dwarf might have put it himself, the fact that the piece of half-human detritus sitting opposite him could actually claim the skill set of language.
Either way, he decided to speak to the only person present at the table who seemed capable of understanding him or indeed of making sensible sounds: himself. After all, if the other could manage to follow that was at least a diversion but in the matter of the transaction in hand it wasn’t strictly necessary.
“Let’s start again,” he said, “you listen and ...” 
He paused to offer a nod to the darkness as he chose his word.
“… grunt.... I’ll talk.” 
He waited for sufficient time to allow the word to soak into the damp sense of misery that was pervading the space opposite before he began again. He decided it would be easier if he used a list, so that it would be simpler to explain and he ignored the obvious failure of the character opposite him to respond.
“You have the ...merchandise?"
He had paused as if he was unwilling to speak the name of the item out loud. 
He waited a further moment before continuing.
“You have a delivery note for me somewhere about that shabby half-corpse that you drag around. It says that it...” 
He had used the pronoun to replace the distasteful item.
He paused again. This time he was considering the location of the merchandise. 
“... is stored in a warehouse barely a stone’s throw from here, down by the waterside. The building, for want of a better word, that is leaning towards the water and is held up by the decaying roof timbers in much the same way that a marionette is held up by string...”
There was an obvious quiet. That is, the silence opposite continued but at the same time it seemed somehow to be more uncomfortable, more malleable.
“What? You don’t know what a marionette is?”
It hardly mattered and this was going to be too short a transaction to bother with further explanations. As it was, Seagrum knew that this conversation was no more than a self-indulgence.
“You may nod or otherwise confirm that you have heard all of this now. It would help to speed things along a bit,” said Seagrum with moderately exaggerated contempt. 
“After all, I’m not looking for understanding,” he added.
“Mn...” the other nodded although the movement in the darkness was as unnoticeable as the sound was unclear.
“Mn," repeated the dwarf. 
“There’s a little more, isn’t there?” 
He paused once more.
“No don’t speak, let me guess.”
He picked up the pipe from the table, his pipe, and took a few rapid puffs to get the leaf smouldering again. Once more the vermillion luminescence appeared in the bowl, this time giving a gentle red glow to the tip of a large nose that sat, slightly off-centre above the dwarf’s mouth.  Perhaps off-centre was a little wide of the mark as the saying goes. It would be more accurate to say that it was skewed significantly out of normal by a severe break that had occurred late one night a few years ago in a brawl in this some other tavern in some other town. 
There was a slightly heady smell in the air that for a brief moment reminded the dwarf of another place, a nicer place altogether. A place where the sun shone on open meadows and in the warmth...
“The warehouse is secured with a large and heavy looking padlock that is sadly broken. The chain is rusty looking but sturdy. The kind of chain that looks like it hasn’t been used in years. Inside this highly pregnable fortress there are two hooded shapes lurking in the shadows. Both carry long knives and one has a cudgel, the other a hooked stick of some sort.”
He paused to draw again on his pipe.
“How does that sound so far? No don’t answer, let me tell you a bit more.”
He continued.
“Both men look sort of shifty. One is short and fat, the other also short and not so fat. Both are poor runts from bad litters. Their clothes have seen better days and better owners, more likely.  They, on the other hand, don’t know what a better day is. Nor will they ever. Not now.”
The hooded man opposite him had not said anything: had not made a sound in fact. To anyone who might have been sitting nearby, there was nothing coming from him but a faintly damp smell, rather like that of a wet dog that has lived on the streets for too long.
“Outside in the alleyway leading to the warehouse - you know, the place where the lamp has been broken and it gets really difficult to see – there is a large shape. I imagine that the stench coming off it would fell an ox but no matter. It holds in one paw a large wooden club – about the span of your arms I would estimate. It’s oak or yew. It’s always difficult to tell in the darkness until it comes into contact with something. I always find that oak seems to resonate better – that is, if the item that it strikes permits it to do so. Obviously organic material doesn’t usually offer that luxury unless it’s a hyperborean elk – not that you’d get one into that alleyway – so I imagine that we are never going to know what type of wooden club your tame troll is actually holding.”
Seagrum took another puff at his pipe and once more placed it back on the table.
“Beaks! I know that I’m doing all the talking so just you feel free to chip in a bit.”
He paused and sighed.
“God’s ear, I’d actually welcome some change from the monotony. You know, it is possible to get sick of the sound of your own voice.”
“Mn...” said the nameless one.
“Well, perhaps not in your case, my loquacious friend,” Seagrum continued with a half-laugh more to himself than anyone else present.
“Sadly, more is the point, your troll is never going to know what type of wood he was holding either,” said the dwarf with a tone of relative finality.
“What d’ya mean?” vocalised the shape, lurching out of its hitherto inarticulate trance, a vague green light almost visible in his one remaining eye.
“Well, see! That wasn’t so difficult was it?” 
Seagrum paused for a moment before continuing with a smile that failed to rise to his eyes.
“Of course, it’s all in the detail really, isn’t it?” 
There was an even longer pause during which time the dwarf’s heart beat with that rhythmically slow thump of, well, a dwarf’s heart. The half-human’s thumped to a beat that betrayed the growing anxiety that he felt.
“I suppose that I neglected to mention the three feet of poor quality steel that is lying at an obtuse angle through the entrails of your troll.”
“Whuh?” retorted the former troll’s temporary employer.
“I always find penetration so difficult with these lads," Seagrum continued.
He made a strange sweeping gesture with the flat of his hand.
“I guess it’s the hide that gives the greatest problem. After all, once you’re in, you’re in, as it were. Still,” he mused, more to himself than anyone else present, “once the job’s done ...”
He was quiet once more.
“Of course, there’s always the risk that the wretched creature won’t work out it’s dead until after it has pounded its assailant and half of its immediate environment into dust, rocks, squishy bits and what not. Fortunately, this particular troll was a bit smarter than most and so he worked it out pretty fast. He barely had the time to roar a challenge.”
He stopped talking suddenly and seemed to stiffen slightly before leaning forward and reaching under the table as if to rub his knee.
“You’re listening, aren’t you?” he asked with a slightly sinister tone. “I’d hate to waste this time explaining if you weren’t actually interested.”
He retrieved his pipe from the table.
“Mn...” was about as much as he could expect for an answer and that, in all fairness, was what he got.
“Ok,” the dwarf continued, puffing a large quantity of smoke into the face of his monosyllabic companion. 
“So, your tame troll is now out of the picture as it were and into it for the last opportunity steps another figure.  This one has curves though and I have to say that for a witch she is a pretty good looker, despite her complete lack of fashion sense and absence of any facial hair."
He paused for a moment, picturing once more the good looking woman with her dark wavy hair.
"Long voluptuous curls of rich black hair with not too much movement amongst it. I like black hair when it’s thick and coarse. Shame about the beard though, I like a woman with a bit of facial hair, but she had skin that was as smooth as a baby’s backside. Still you can’t have everything, can you?”
He paused again and looked for a while in silence at the creature opposite. When he spoke again, his tone had hardened.
“Why do I get the impression that you’re not listening?” he asked, a slightly more significant hint of menace in his tone.
“Mn…” came the reply, sounding perhaps a little more strained than was normal.
Seagrum continued to stare into the dirtier patch of darkness that was the shape opposite and for an uncomfortably long period of time no sounds were heard from either of them. 
All around in the hearts of darkness and the doubtful recesses of the tavern, other noises could be heard.  There were of course some casual or light-hearted conversations running along in the background and, occasionally, some laughter or perhaps a vocal disagreement. Then there were the urgent business-like whisperings of other deals and dealers. 
There were the other noises too. The pretty much unmistakable sounds of couples rutting: a gasp here; a guttural grunt or two there; some rhythmic pounding of knees on wood and the urgent slapping of flesh on flesh. Gasps, moans, farts, sighs, rapid urgent grunting and also occasionally silence, or at least, relative silence. A rich cacophony of in fact. 
The sounds gave the lie to the sense of quiet respectability that seemed to settle on the tavern’s gentle and perhaps too unassuming exterior, opening up a whole new canvass of unsavoury plagues that were the consequence of the ancillary business that was transacted under license within.
“Mn...” said the dwarf with the appearance of a temporary reversal of roles. 
“Was your woman, was she?”
The other person was silent now, a frisson of almost palpable anxiety hanging above him like a succubus.
“Mn...” said the dwarf once more. 
“You did realise that dwarfs are pretty impervious to magic, wizardry and all that kind of stuff, didn’t you?”
More silence and palpating misery seemed to flow from opposite; the cold fog of growing angst slipping silently from his thoughts into the cool air and condensing just above the table surface.
“Obviously, not… “Seagrum muttered. 
“Anyway, I don’t know what she said but it sounded kind of dirty. I could feel the hairs on the back of my hands lifting.” 
He sniggered almost childishly, “and that wasn’t all that was rising, I can tell you. Beaks, she sounded hot!”
A moment of unhurried recollection flowed slowly into his thoughts, dispersing itself amongst all the other stuff that was in there and making him feel somehow a little lighter, a little less angry.
“You see, I’ve got this thing that I carry around with me. Got it from another...” he paused as if to pluck just the right word from his mental lexicon but then with a short grunt settled with the best he could offer.
“...client.” 
He was watching the other creature closely now. It may not seem it, but for Seagrum this was a pivotal moment in the transaction. It could go either way, depending on the other’s ability to respond and, as Seagrum had to admit, he hadn't done too well so far.
“It’s some kind of talisman," he continued.
"Not to save me from the magic, you know. It’s more to get my own back. You see I don’t like people whispering stuff at me with a view to giving me grief, even if it sounds as sexy as hell and gives me a boner that needs a week to settle back down again. It makes me feel that I have been taken advantage of.”
He permitted himself a short chuckle in the absence of any sounds whatsoever from across the table.
“That made her gasp, and no mistaking. Her eyes and mouth popped open like someone had banged her in the darkness, if you get my drift. Gone, it was. Just like that. One minute whispering words or wizardry at me, the next minute just another creature in the dark street. That is one good talisman, I can tell you. Magic goes in and it doesn’t come back out. She won’t be doing any witchery for a week or so.”
Seagrum permitted himself a slight sigh as he relaxed, and his hand came away from the handle of a wickedly curved knife that was lying carefully across his knees. The moment had passed and he leaned across the table and gave the shape that was sitting opposite a shove. The head lolled back, dribbling a little black liquid at the corners of its mouth. In contrast the face was white: bleached bone white. The eyes were wide open, staring into sights that no one could guess at. The pupils huge, dilated and deep.
“Ah, there you have it, my friend.” 
He curled his hand behind the back of the half-human’s neck and pulled it towards him. The corpse lunged forward hitting the table hard and knocking over the tankard, greasy black hair mingling with the sticky muck that glazed the surface. 
“You need to be a bit more careful about what you drink. You never know who’s been messing with it.”
Seagrum looked appraisingly at the delivery note that he now held in one hand.
“So, I guess you’ll just have to take that learning point with you into the next life, if you have one, you sad bastard. In the meantime, I’ll just have to arrange for collection of the merchandise from your warehouse before some other piece of vermin attempts to make off with it.”
He stood up, pushing the table away from him rather than moving the chair. It was as though the thing was distasteful to him, even though the whole mess was technically his own handiwork. He noticed, as he stood, a slightly unsavoury stink rising up from the vicinity of the dead trader. 
“Ah yes, I forgot,” he said possibly to himself, possibly to the corpse and possibly to no one in particular, “the poison does have that effect on the subject.”
He stomped, rather than walked the distance from his alcove to the bar. This was the physiological influence of his slightly short legs on his rather large and actually quite muscular, body. His capped boots cracked crisply on the flags, announcing his approach to the inn keeper even before he managed to emerge from the darkness. 
He also had to disentangle himself from two pairs of semi-naked legs en route. His eyes followed one pair down to the breeches that were gathered unceremoniously around the booted feet and then upwards towards a meaty male hand massaging the soft flesh of pale, but sadly rather dirty, white thigh – with or without the subcutaneous mites.
“I’ll be in my room,” he said to the dark shape behind the bar as he flipped a small gold coin towards him. 
“There’s a bit of a mess in the corner over there but that should cover the cost of removal and a bit of sawdust or straw to cover the floor – and a bit left over for the inconvenience.”
The arthropod behind the bar caught the coin, even though it was looking in the other direction. Whether it was the compound eyes or the second pair of arms that had anything to do with it was anybody’s guess but it was a good catch. The coin went to mouthparts; was bitten and then flipped into a purse around its neck. The string was drawn tight before it chirruped acknowledgement.
“Ow ah,” said the dwarf almost as an afterthought, “there’ll be a woman along in a while; dark hair good curves – looks a bit like a witch if you know what I mean!”
He permitted himself a short laugh, almost a grunt.
“Send her up, I’m kind of expecting ...”
 
Chapter 2
The Density of Dwarfs
 
One of the distinctive features of Florencetown was the variety that was so apparent in its inhabitants.  As a trading port situated on the west bank of a narrow strait between two inland seas, the town was subject to a constant traffic of creatures in and out of the place. This gave it a certain colour that was perhaps less obvious in other parts of the City States. 
There were the mostly human travellers from a number of distant dreamlands and also scatterlings and strays from the churl realms of the south and east. Barbarians often wandered in from the northern lands and hung around a while looking to trade before moving off again quickly, uncomfortable with the style of living in these parts. 
There were Trolls: they always seemed to be hanging about and taking up unnecessary space, usually at the corners of buildings where the architecture was a little in need of their additional bulk. This combined with their slow movement provided a service where boundary disputes had prevented the use of buttresses or props to shore up sagging foundations or otherwise impractical design. 
Of course, they were generally only seen out and about at night as a result of that most fundamental design fault in these stone men. Such was a local term for the creatures although technically they were no more men than bonobos are human. Besides, the locals had dreamed up far more colourful names for them, male or female. 
The concept of a female troll may seem a little strange but no one is going to accept that the appropriate means of reproduction for a humanoid creature of between seven and nine feet tall with a hide tougher than leather is that of binary fission. Big, ugly, stinking and turn to stone in daylight: those are trolls.
That wasn't to say that there weren't the occasional corner posts of buildings that were trollish in shape, the result of an excess of orange juice having been offered by overtly generous home owners who knew a good deal when they saw one. 
Orange juice was ludicrously expensive but it was cheaper than hiring an architect and it had an unfathomable effect on trolls. About a quart of the stuff seemed to remove the little processing power that they were capable of and left them gazing rapturously up at the sky in the direction of the sunrise. Stone men, you see.  
There were a number of vampires in the town but generally they kept themselves in a small enclave near the main town gates. It was a wealthy area with large houses whose upper stories over arched the alleys below to provide a sense of permanent gloom and, it has to be said, space to hang out in the vampiric sense of the phrase. Apart from those that they preyed upon, no one went there unless they were invited and that select (non-vampire) few usually comprised of tailors and blood merchants. In order of frequency, it was the tailors who had the edge. Vampires, being more or less cold blooded, consumed very little food in any form although popular opinion, not to mention the Hue and Cry, made much of those irregular occasions. 
Florencetown also had its fair share of werebeasts, mostly wolf and bear form, but these were generally frowned upon by all. This was partly out of a sense of hygiene (which would be all too apparent to anyone sitting within a short gasp from one of them) and partly from the fact that, unlike vampires, they did not keep themselves to themselves. 
It has to be said that they didn't dress with the steam-punk style of vampires nor have the stolid integrity of trolls. All in all, they were considered as no more than a bunch of homeless vagabonds with doubtful integrity and unambiguous intent. Shifting shape and shifty mind, was the popular phrase that seemed to accompany any discussion about them.
There were ogres too, taking up the slack left by day when trolls were not about. Although they were carnivores just like trolls, they were seen as predators with attitude. Whilst a large troll was capable of putting away two humans, clothes hair boots and all, in a single sitting they ate fairly   infrequently. On top of this they only hunted at night and it was recognised that the only persons out and about at that time were likely to be of questionable intent. This meant that the general human  population (in other words, the prey) tended to view them as a kind of self-regulating police force. 
Ogres, on the other hand, hunted by day and so no one felt safe. It just wasn’t done for people to wander into known ogre haunts unless those unfortunates were from out of town. Nor did anyone hang about on the ogre sports days (every Saturday) when even the secret police (or marechati) gave up trying to enforce the tenuous laws governed by the Social Contract. On these days the ogre hordes rampaged the streets with reckless abandon, even for ogres. This was indeed a world where humans were both predator and prey.
So much for those creatures built on a humanoid template. There were of course others, some unusual and some not so.   Various Saurians could be found in the artisan quarters, mostly traders in skins from the far south and there were a few Sibilants as well, usually peddlers of spells and simple magic. Some however were serious wizards in their own right.  
There were also the arthropods and there were a lot of those. In fact, if you included all the ones that ran about on the floor and between the cracks in the floors and when opportunity arose, those that ran about under the floors or in the air (and not to mention those that hung about on the flesh and fur of the other inhabitants), then the arthropods outnumbered everything else. Of course, that was not what most of the humans called them.
The more popular name used by most for those arthropods that were big enough to be considered part of the population and so fall under the remit of the Social Contract (about three feet tall and no pun intended) however, were ‘Roaches’, regardless of their class, order, family or genus. 
These creatures didn't keep themselves to themselves either. Even though it was pretty difficult to strike up a conversation with something that had six legs and a tendency to rub its two back legs together with the same frequency that a human might pick its nose, the 'roaches' always made an effort. Admittedly the larger ones were not as persistent as some of their smaller, arial relatives (mosquitoes for example) but they did try hard.
And there were also the dwarfs. Dwarfs were an older species than humans as so did not see themselves as being fashioned on a humanoid template. As far as they were concerned, it was the humans that were fashioned on a dwarfish form only stretched out a bit and, obviously, less hirsute. It is of course a matter of differing points of view. The same could be said of the Saurians whose ancestors had dominated a world in which the ancestors of humans were running around on all fours in the leaf mould.
Dwarfs were uncommon in the City States. In fact, it was always either a kind of famine or feast with them. Sometimes there were one or two of them around and at other times there was a whole regiment or, as they would say, a Dozen. This should be taken as literal rather than figurative for dwarves in the main tended to be military. Either they were enlisted in a regiment of mercenaries or they operated in very small bands or as individuals.
Dwarves were incredible soldiers. They were built, it seemed, from the stuff of nightmares. Their skin was tough, like old leather, and with a matrix of fibres that resisted the sharpest of blades. Their frame was solid and muscular and their bones hard and unyielding. Swords, spears, arrows and knives seemed to have no effect on them and even the great axes and mattocks that they favoured in a fight were of relatively little use unless it was in a prolonged combat. 
It was said that you could kill a dwarf with a blunt blade pressed slowly home in the thorax but that required the dwarf to keep still and that assumed the absence of chain mail. Both factors were unlikely.
They were, as has already been remarked, impervious to magic and most poison had such a variable effect on them that as a weapon of choice it became a bit of a lottery. Fire wasn't much use either and this had given rise to their great reputation as dragon slayers. Although it has to be said that there had been no report of anything approaching dragon-like, let alone breathing fire, in the City States for more than a hundred ages of men. 
They were bad swimmers however and being denser than humans, did not have natural buoyancy. These factors when added to the fact that they needed a rich intake of air to keep themselves functional, meant that the best way to kill a dwarf was to drown it. That was why they rarely travelled over water and when they did they travelled with trusted and certified ship-masters and in the company of their own kind. Of course, they were almost impossible to lift for most ordinary humans and they rarely slept, so even here it would be easier to take out a whole boat than try to kill a dwarf on it.
In fact, the principle of sinking the ship and not the dwarf had given rise to a number on notable cases where ship, crew and cargo had been sacrificed to remove certain unpopular dwarfs. The most famous of these was probably the case of the Rabalyn Haul, a wealthy merchantman that had been scuppered on the instruction of the Guild of Mercers in order to be rid of a powerful, if enigmatic, dwarf known as Thelmut Garrachs. 
Of course, no one ever found the body even though the ship went down within sight of land. A fortune in gold and silver coin allegedly went to the seabed as well as the full complement of a hundred and fifty-three men, two trolls and eight 'Roaches large enough to be signed on as crew rather than free load as vermin.  
 
All this of course meant very little right now to the former witch who was coming to terms with the idea of the density of dwarves in a room upstairs in the Mud Witch tavern. She lay there on a rather dirty bed even by Florencetown standards watching the cracked and flaking plaster move back and forth rhythmically as Seagrum moved on top of her with the urgency and enthusiasm of someone who has been long in the desert and with the care and attention to his partner of a born bastard. 
She was beginning to feel a little out of breath. The continuous pounding and bouncing, not to mention the urgent kneading of her breasts managed to push much of the wind from her lungs and prevent the use of her diaphragm to take a breath when she could grasp the opportunity. 
She could see from the look in his dog-like eyes and could feel from his increasingly frantic movement that he was getting to a critical point. It was a relief when, with a feral growl followed by a sharp intake of breath be pulled away from her and sprayed semen over her belly and the sheets for a third and, she hoped, last time. 
The whole experience had been a lot more uncomfortable than she had expected it to be. She was going to need more than a bath by the time she managed to get away from him and was dreading the walk back to her lodgings with all manner of dogs, two-legged, four-legged and hybrid, sniffing around her. 
You can say one thing for dwarves, though. When they sleep, they sleep like the dead: nothing can wake them. Seagrum, clasping his pride and joy manfully with both hands, took one final look at the near naked woman on the bed below him before his eyes rolled up in his head and he dropped like a stone. In an exercise of synchronized flaccidity, he bounced heavily on the mattress and flopped like a dead fish onto the very solid wooden floor. He hit his head hard and was still.
After a moment of heavy breathing (for no other reason than to re-oxygenate her screaming metabolism, you can be certain) followed by several minutes of silence, the former witch began to get up. It wasn't an easy task. For one thing her leggings, which were still somehow attached to her feet, had inexplicably been trapped beneath one of the bed legs. She also found that she was wedged into the straw mattress which seemed to have compressed around her into a former witch shaped cast, presumably as a result of the constant poundings of the now prostrate dwarf. 
She could feel scratchy sensations on her naked skin in places that she didn't want to be feeling them. Presumably it was the straw and nothing else. The phrase 'Arthropods are everywhere!' popped up unpleasantly into her head from nowhere. She hoped it wasn't true and flipped her dress back down over her body from where it had been tightly bunched around her throat like a garrotte. Even her dress was wet.
"God's teeth!" she hissed to no one in particular.
Below her, out of sight on the floor, the dwarf replied with silence punctuated occasionally by snores.
After a few moments of struggle that palled into insignificance when compared to the exertions that had ended moments before, the former witch managed to get herself into a sitting position. She then swung her legs over and onto the floor beside the dwarf. From this vantage point she was able to look around the room and over to where the true object of her desires lay. 
First however she recovered her missing garments and her boots after freeing both herself and her leggings from the grip of the bed leg. Then, standing a little uncertainly and ignoring the unpleasantly wet feeling between her thighs she stepped over the legs of the dwarf. On a whim she aimed a booted foot between Seagrum's widely spread legs and felt, with a certain satisfaction, contact with the softer under parts of the dwarf's anatomy. It was a further tribute to the nature of sleeping dwarves that he didn't even grunt.
Now that she knew he was out for the count, she could get down to the real reason for her visit it to the dwarf's rooms. That reason was the amulet with which Seagrum had raped her of her magic earlier that day. It was lying on a small table near the door. 
It was made of some dark metal, perhaps tarnished silver but more likely it was off-world iron and it had a rich, blood red stone sitting in the middle of it. It was curled on its side like a foetus next to a large knife and it was obvious, from the positioning of both items, that these were important possessions that were placed aside as soon as the dwarf entered the room and taken up just at the last minute before he left. There was also a bunch of keys.
“At least he’s not one of those that are always searching for their keys,” she muttered to herself. Oddly, she thought, she liked him for that.
As she made her way cautiously towards the door, she could see the surface of the stone shimmering in the poor light of the room. The amount of light coming off it was too bright to be accounted for by the stumpy candles and when she picked it up she could see strange things that seemed to move about under the surface.  It was also very heavy for its size. Perhaps the metal was lead?
From the folds of her dress, she produced a dark bag made of some heavily stained material. She noticed with a twitch of annoyance that it was also damp from the dwarf’s rutting. Picking up the amulet in the manner of someone who expected to be struck dead by it at any moment, she placed it carefully into the bag and drew the string. A strange noise that had been in her head, although she hadn’t really registered it until that moment, suddenly stopped and a wave of anxiety that she had also failed to notice until the same moment, broke harmlessly in the corners of her peripheral vision where she was once more aware of Seagrum’s prostrate form.
It is at moments like this that people do something really stupid. It must be human nature in some way: some strange kind of self-destructive inevitability that we all possess. Unbidden and from she knew not where, a thought popped into her head. In fact, it felt so removed from her actual being that it might very well have been a small demon sitting on her shoulder and whispering the words into her ear.
“He’s out cold and he’s not wearing armour.”
It was a strange voice: unusual, refined and very seductive. And it didn’t have to add the extra bit though.
“You’re carrying a blunt knife.”
… Because she had already remembered that bit all by herself.
She looked furtively into the mirror on the wall nearby and although it seemed unusually sombre, she half expected to see some homunculus actually sitting on her shoulder. What she saw however was a youngish woman with a mass of wavy black hair and deep dark eyes looking back out at her.  Despite her obvious beauty, she looked like a woman who had been rogered ragged for about three hours, which in point of fact she had. She was also wearing a very wicked smile.
It was actually a butter knife. Why she carried a butter knife about with her may perhaps seem a little curious but there were very few luxuries in the former witch’s life. After the taste of that first cup of tea in the morning, the art of spreading butter on bread was one of those precious few. The dull and cheap metal blade was a little less than three and a half inches in length and ended in a cream coloured bone handle that was smooth and unadorned. It had a small metal bead at the end that looked vaguely like a nipple.
After all, she had a fair number of grievances against this creature. The rape of her magic was a good start and three hours or more of tedious grinding sex under the weight and crushing oppression of the dwarf followed up as a good supporting argument. The fact that there had been no thought for her pleasure whatsoever was good enough reason for castration at the very least and the last straw of course was all that semen. 
She knelt down and placed the butter knife at a forty-degree angle to his back, about two thirds of the way from the top of his buttocks to his shoulders, slightly to the left of his spine. She held the flesh in place with her left hand pressing down on him, noticing as if for the first time how strangely like leather, the skin felt.
She leaned forward and whispered into his ear.
“Try this for penetration, you little bastard...” 
Then she pressed the knife home with her right hand.
The skin seemed to resist at first but then, just like the knife through butter, it started to slip into his flesh. He didn’t move. He didn’t even grunt. She paused for a moment with the knife perhaps half an inch in and blood starting to run out the sides of the wound. Perhaps he had hit his head when he fell and that had killed him? Perhaps she was immolating a corpse?
It was a mistake: that thought. It brought her back to the act itself. She was no murderess. She was a wi...a former witch...and it wasn’t in her nature to kill like this. Besides, there was no reward: her latest employer was now out of the market, so to speak. What use would there be other than to raise a price on her head for any dwarfish bounty hunter to cash in on at the first opportunity. She removed the knife and dabbed the wound with the damp skirt of her dress.
That was when the voice returned and whispered in her ear.
It really was a persuasive voice and in the absence of a mirror she raised her hand to her ear and stroked it gently as someone might a pet monkey or a parrot or perhaps a tame incubus.
And the suggestion fitted all the demands of vengeance and justice, perhaps with the exception of the semen but then she thought of her own answer for that. 
She giggled and of all the events of that evening from the moment that she had walked up to his room to the moment she would walk out, it was perhaps the most out of place thing. That childish sound was the contract. It was a secret pact that she had made with the voice. One that only the two of them (well, and the dwarf but he was never going to tell anyone about it) had made and would keep forever between them.
Ignoring a strange flapping noise and a curious clicking that suddenly hit her ears for a few moments, she shifted her position further down Seagrum’s inert body. With all the skill of a surgeon, she went to work.  It probably took years of practice and experience to undertake the procedure without causing injury. It could also just have been good luck. Soon however, the butter knife had slipped into his body, the handle with its nipple protruding at a slight angle and the blade itself completely invisible.
Standing up to admire her work, the former witch remembered the final bit of her task and hoisted up her skirts to squat over the inappropriately decorated form of the dwarf. By the time that her bladder was empty, her vengeance was complete and the former witch could leave the room, taking one last look as well as taking the amulet stowed away in her bag, before she closed the door quietly behind her.
On the floor, in the pale and uncertain light of four guttering candles, one of the greatest dwarfish mercenaries of the many ages of men lay prostrate and naked with a butter knife perched at a jaunty angle in his backside and lying in a pool of someone else’s urine.
When he woke up, he wasn’t going to be happy.
 
Chapter 3
An Interview with a Vampire
 
It was only as she slipped unobtrusively out of the back door of the Mud Witch tavern that the former witch, whose real name was Persephone, began to feel any sense of remorse over her treatment of the dwarf. It shouldn’t have taken many people to remind her that he had not only stolen all magic from her but he had subjected her to several hours of unsatisfying sex. It was a pity that she couldn’t claim rape, as that might have helped her to justify her actions. However, she could not. 
In all honesty, she had gone to his room with the intention of doing the necessary and then stealing the amulet so that she could find a way to retrieve her magic from it. She wasn’t to know (because she had never tried it before) how heavy the little men were for their size, nor was she to know how enthusiastically they went about the task. 
However, it was no surprise at all to discover how selfish and how unaware of her needs and expectations he was. She had thought to use the word ‘uncaring’ but dismissed it on the basis that it implied some kind of emotional breadth to the creature. Experience had told her that anything carrying around a Y-chromosome was likely to be found wanting in that department.
Then she pictured the dwarf and her butter knife. It was a good knife, that one. She had carried it around for all of six weeks since she had liberated it from the breakfast table in the officers’ mess of the Town Watch. Even if she went back now and retrieved it, she was never going to use it again for the purpose for which it was intended. Besides, the dwarf might be stirring: she had no idea how long they slept for once they started. 
No, it was a good picture and it was one, in all her tribulations and the unpleasantness that seemed to circle over her like a flock of hungry vultures, made her smile. In fact, as the thought extended itself, it made her giggle once more. This simple action brought her back oddly to the contract that she had made with that voice in the dwarf's room.
A noise of some sort close at hand brought her sharply out of these private reveries. She could see that she had wandered quite a way from the Mud Witch tavern and was now somewhere near the main town gates. It was not the direction that she had intended to take because her lodgings were down by the waterfront: a tiny and usually damp basement room in a rather pretty little square. She had chosen it because in her view “location was everything and it said something about you.” 
She could have had something relatively palatial had she selected a less savoury base in the artisan quarter. Of course, had she chosen the Hive, she could actually have had a palace: there was one that was empty and rotting there. However, no one chose to live in the Hive: nothing with less than six legs that is.
To her left she could see an alleyway that was broad at the base and overarched by tall and ornate buildings that were immaculately kept. It ran along a parallel with the wall, which in this part of the town was particularly high. The buildings on both sides were in an exceptionally grand style. In fact, had Persephone known the term, she would have called them Gothic for that was what they were. It was of course, the entrance to the Vampire Quarter. That bit she did know: everyone knew. It was a place of dread and mystery.
Her pulse rate quickened as she became more aware of her circumstances. It was gone midnight, never a good time, and there was no one about: no one that she could see that is. 
With a growing sense of unease, she tried to imagine how loud a human heart would sound to those creatures who might be listening out for it. She pictured the sound of a kettle drum and hundreds of bat-like creatures dropping down to the road from the thick darkness above her. The thought did nothing to calm her and so she tried to think of something else but Seagrum’s picture had gone and all that was left in its place was a voice.
“My dear…” the voice whispered into her ear.
It sounded awfully familiar. It sounded frightfully close.
It was a tribute to her heightened sense of awareness and imagination that she felt someone's breath touch the side of her neck. She gave an involuntary shiver that, had this been another time and place, might have been taken for one of pleasure. But it wasn’t another time or place and it was interrupted midway by a gasp when the voice spoke again into her other ear this time and she felt – yes damned well felt – a movement behind her.
“Well now. We are out late tonight aren’t we?”
“Please…”  this was the only word that was lodged in her brain at the moment, particularly now that the only other one that had been even close, “run” had decided to slip away a few moments before.
“Oh no, Please isn’t here right now, I’m afraid. I’m…”
He ran off a long series of unintelligible noises that are the full names of vampires. They are long names to be sure, including the basic label and the family name as well as where they are from, their territorial range and the services that they can offer and what the costs or consequences of those services might be. When he had finished he added, as an afterthought and probably in some attempt to reassure her, a shorter name to call him by. It should be noted in advance that, other than their real names, vampires weren’t very adept at selecting names for the common parlance.
“You can call me ‘Thank You’. I like to think that I can please everybody.”
This was obviously intended as a quip at the expense of his erstwhile colleague who was at this time absent but Persephone was having trouble processing right now and didn’t make any form of connection. In fact, she was having trouble keeping herself upright and was truly glad that she had emptied her bladder over the dwarf a while ago because it was going to prevent any further discomfort or embarrassment. Unfortunately, she was able to dwell on the one word “everybody” and in particular on the second part of the word as well as the way that he said it. It made her shudder.
“Oh, are you cold, my dear?” said the vampire as he stepped out of the pool of darkness that seemed to hang about beyond the periphery of her vision.
“Perhaps I can offer you my cape?”
Now there was one thing that you never accepted from vampires and that was an item of clothing. Everyone knew this. If there was one thing that a vampire cared about, it was the clothes that they wore. They were impeccable dressers with their own distinctive style. To take an item of clothing off them could only be interpreted as a prelude to intimacy or something much worse. However, Persephone had forgotten this in her moment of absolute terror and was just about to take the proffered cape when the vampire sniffed ever so slightly. 
He stepped back a pace, an involuntary retch distorting his pale but otherwise distinguished features.
“I think that we can forgo the pleasantries,” he said,
“You know that you stink…” 
His voice was just a little less pleasant despite his attempt to sweeten it.
“of…”
He hummed to himself as he searched his olfactory data banks for a reasonable match.
“dwarf?”
He seemed incredulous. He also took another step backwards and followed this up with a few deep breaths before speaking again.
“Of course, you know that there are only two types of people who come to our little enclave, don’t you. They would be those who are prey and those are invited.”
He paused for an effect that was only too obvious from the former witch's paling complexion and greying lips.
“And which of these would you be, my dear?”
She noticed that he was sounding friendly once more: a little more seductive.
“Invited?” she managed to ask, struggling with any form of coherent thought. 
She knew what prey meant in all senses of the word. In fact, she was working hard at one of the homophones right now, even though she wasn’t a great believer in the old gods. She didn’t know what he meant by “invited” however.
“Exactly!” he said and smiled at her, looking her up and down as he did so. 
It was a smile that made her look down quickly to check that she wasn’t naked or, on the assumption that she was actually dressed still, that nothing was popping out of where it shouldn’t. Everything seemed to be in order. Involuntarily, she clutched the fabric of her skirts and drew them tighter about her realising, as she did so, that she still held the amulet in her stained and patched bag.
“Ah yes,” said the vampire as if pleased with the way the rather one-sided conversation was going, “and now we come to the point of our little… dalliance.”
He hesitated on the last word and spoke it in such a way that made her tingle a little with what she could have mistaken for pleasure. Had she thought about it more clearly she would have recognised it for what it was: fear.
However, things weren't going quite the way that the vampire would have liked. For a start, he couldn’t get in close enough to use the voice to its maximum effect. The woman just stank too much of dwarf.
It wasn’t just that he didn’t particularly like the smell of dwarf. Politeness alone made him leave the term at that because he really didn’t want to enumerate all the smells that he could detect coming off her, even allowing for those caused by her own fear. Of course, it had been different when he had intruded on her earlier that evening in the dwarf's lodgings. Bats were so less fussy about smells like that. The other factor in Persephone’s favour was the effect that the dwarfish presence (in any form) had on the vampire’s magic. Dwarfs were absolutely impervious to magic.
Perhaps it was the fact that he hadn’t done anything unnatural to her yet that enabled Persephone to re-ignite her thinking and start to recover an awareness of her situation. It could also have been that she detected a little hint of something in his voice despite all its suavity and attempted sophistication. She couldn’t quite tell whether it was anxiety or excitement but either way, it didn’t tell her that he was about to drain her of a couple of pints of blood and recruit her to the legions of the undead. At least that was what she hoped.
“What do you want with me?” she asked.
It was more business-like than plaintive, thinking as she spoke that she might as well go straight to the point. After all, there was a time when she would have immobilised him with a word: vampires responded better to magic than dwarves. 
This thought forced her to put aside a moment of annoyance at her own stupidity with the dwarf. Of course, she had known that dwarves were impervious to magic and she had said so at the time. Her former employer, however, was quite determined for her to make an attempt. Perhaps, with hindsight, it had simply been desperation. It hadn’t made any kind of sense to her but he had offered her good money up front. Just as well really, considering that she hadn’t seen him since he commissioned her and paid her the three gold marcques.
Sometimes things run on in the head when they shouldn’t and now was one of those times. In the split second that she had been taken up with thoughts on magic and dwarfs, the vampire had moved in closer to her and had slipped his arm into hers, gripping her wrist tightly. He was now guiding her further into the overarching alleyway talking to her about how he was able to help her in her current difficulty. 
As he spoke in that seductive voice that seemed to breathe into her ears and onto her neck like the whisperings of a lover, odd words slipped into her consciousness like ‘charlatans’ and ‘sharks’ and ‘shylocks’. These terms meant nothing to her either in or out of the current context and were so much at odds with the sensations that she was feeling (and that were not actually that unpleasant) that something started to rebel in her mind in spite of all the instructions being laid down by her hormones.  Now you don’t need the vice-like grip of a vampire to warn you that it is a bad idea to wander into dark alleyways late at night but it certainly helps to focus the mind.
Persephone was galvanised into action: tearing her arm away with some difficulty and a lot of pain (vampires tend to have very long, sharp but mercifully clean, nails) she stepped back, swinging the bag that held the amulet up and over her head like a dwarfish mattock.
“Now what on 'Erf d’ya think yer playin’ at, Charlie!” she yelled with all the style and enunciation of a stevedore’s daughter.
She hated that when it happened. It took years of training to remove the dialect from her ordinary speech so that she could at least be a refined witch but when she lost her rag, so to speak, that voice was still there lurking in a corner and ready to jump out and catch her off guard. It was like having an embarrassing progenitor who you couldn’t take to a decent social gathering in case they let you down by blowing their nose loudly or spitting in the punch.
However, she didn’t need to be embarrassed because no one had heard her. Certainly not the vampire. He was out cold on the hard cobbles of the alley. The blow from the amulet had caught him smack on the temple and he had dropped like a stone.
Looking down with intended disdain, she was relieved to find that despite the good looks of the creature at her feet, all the sexual charge that she had been starting to feel as he had spoken to her had now dissipated. 
The problem that she now faced was that he lay there with a small trickle of blood running from a cut in his cheeks that was presumably caused by his fangs. The blood that dripped from his cold and immaculately white skin into the darkness of the comparatively cold stone below, was starting appeal to her maternal instincts (instincts, it has to be said, that she didn’t think she possessed).
The former witch, terror of the artist’s quarter and recent immolator of the legendary dwarf, Seagrum, knelt down and lifted the vampire’s head so that she could rest it in her lap. Then she dabbed at his bleeding mouth with the hem of her dress – it was best that he never knew about that – and gently stroked his fine, pencil-plucked eyebrows.
“There, there,” she said and for the second time in a few moments was horrified, embarrassed, angered… a positive thesaurus of words ran and scampered away in the edges and corners of her mind like mischievous…
“dwarfs?”
The voice came from nowhere. It must have been her own thoughts. She left it at that: best not to ask sometimes.
After a while the vampire opened his eyes.
“Yes, I was going to mention that,” he said, pointing rather feebly at the hidden amulet.
The vampire raised his hand to his temple where a large lump was forming. As he probed and prodded it he winced slightly. He also looked as though he was about to be sick but then, Persephone thought, that might have something to do with the state of her dress rather than the shock of the blow.
“What?” she said cautiously.
“The…thing that you are carrying about with you.”
“I…”
“The merchandise that you acquired from the dwarf,” he sighed wearily. 
“Why did everyone call stuff merchandise?” Persephone wondered but she kept that to herself.
“I don’t know what you mean…It’s not for sale,” she replied defensively.
“I don’t want to buy it,” murmured the vampire with an odd inflexion on the personal pronoun.
“What?” 
This was about all that the former witch could manage at this point in the conversation, things seemed to be getting away from her once more. Somehow this whole vampire meeting thing was getting too confusing, too complicated, too…
“…convenient?”
The voice came out of nowhere again: it had to be her conscience.
“It’s more like a loan,” continued the vampire as though he hadn’t stopped and he certainly hadn’t heard the other voice.
“It’s not for loan,” she countered.
“I’d have said that it’s not for the lending,” said the vampire in a slightly superior tone, “but hear me out first, girl.”
Persephone wasn’t certain that she liked being referred to as a girl, although there was a girlish part of her that was pleased and was standing there grinning and curling her fingers around a lock of her long black hair. However, it was an improvement in things as far as she could tell because he no longer had that vampiric effect on her. Perhaps it was because he wasn’t trying or perhaps it was because he was lying with his head in her lap and that level of intimacy didn’t really broker flirtation or seduction.
The vampire spent a few moments explaining that he wanted the loan of the amulet (he still didn’t call it that, referring to it persistently as ‘merchandise’) for a purpose that he wasn’t going to explain to her because he didn’t think that she would ever understand it. That didn’t endear her to his needs and she told him so. 
In response he put both pale white hands to his temples and screwed up his eyes tight as though he was about to throw a tantrum. But he didn’t, and when he opened them again, he looked a little calmer. He explained, at some length to her, the exact reason why he wanted the loan of the merchandise and she nodded as he spoke and said things like, “I see” and “Ok”. Of course, she didn’t understand a word of it. When at last he stopped (she didn’t actually know if he had finished the explanation at that point) she had one question.
“How do I know I can trust you?”
The vampire gave a short laugh. It was more like a bark.
“At last,” he said, “you can’t, that’s just the point! No more than I can trust you.”
That puzzled her for sure, so she sat quiet and waited for him to speak again. 
He didn’t say anything else to start with. First, he raised himself up carefully from between her legs and turned around so that he was kneeling facing her. His clothes were dirty from the pavement that he had been lying on and blood still dripped occasionally onto his starched white shirt with its wing collars yet he still looked infinitely cleaner that the former witch would have looked on her best days.
“That’s why I need your death pledge,” he said quietly.
Some people are born victims even when they have everything stacked in their favour. The former witch had already demonstrated this proclivity in her dealings with her former employer and also, despite the apparent outcome, with the dwarf so really there should be no surprises here.  That was how the vampire managed to walk away from the transaction with the amulet on loan (not to mention all the witch’s magic contained therein). 
It also explains how Persephone ended up in a dark basement in one of the grand Gothic houses in the vampire enclave. Opposite her was a large tub of hot liquid the surface of which was barely illuminated by a small black candle burning dimly in one corner of the room. 
She was naked, her clothes having been removed by one of the vampire’s maidservants when they entered the house. She held a towel in her hand, which he kept across the front of her, incongruously maintaining a little modesty in that dark and ostensibly empty place. Then, in the corner of the room in the darkness beyond the steaming surface of the water, Persephone could just about make out something or someone moving.
 
Chapter 4
It’s All Going To Plan
 
Just a few moments after he woke up, Seagrum became aware of the butter knife. He removed it cautiously, half expecting there to be some further injury and was pleasantly surprised when this did not materialise. He sat up, throwing the knife, as he did so, out of the open window reckless of any consequences. 
He was just mulling over the events of the previous evening and offering a small prayer to the dwarf deity for his continued existence when he also became aware of a slight discomfort in his back. With the aid of a small mirror and the knife that he kept by the door, he was able to see a smallish wound just to one side of his spine about the position where his heart would be if he were human. 
He smiled to himself. So, she had a bit of bite about her after all: blunt knife, bare skin and unconscious. She had forgone an opportunity that many would have given an eye or a limb for. He stretched and felt the rough wound tear open once more but, again with knife and mirror, he could see that there wasn’t much blood seeping out. It would barely show on his already badly stained shirt. 
Seagrum had also noticed that the amulet had gone but then he had been expecting that. Indeed, the pleasures of the previous evening had been no more than a distraction in a larger game and, on the assumption that the former witch had taken the amulet, it was all going according to plan. 
Of course, it could be that someone else had made off with it but he thought that highly unlikely. For a start, if someone else had arrived on the scene, he would not be considering these matters as he would already be dead. The opportunity would have been too valuable for most folk to miss out on.
He spent the moments as he got himself dressed considering why the former witch hadn’t finished him off. Of course, she would not have been successful in any case because she had mistaken his physiology for that of a human. His heart was not where she had expected it to be. However, she probably hadn’t realised that when she had actually pressed the knife slowly into his back. 
So why had she stopped? The matter wasn’t particularly important in the scheme of things that were currently in play but it did vex him slightly to have a flaw in his planning. He had expected to wake up with a punctured lung.
There was always a danger when plans deviated from their course. Once the movement had started, you never quite knew where it would end. As the renowned dwarfish mercenary and political theorist Niccoli Mortadelli had once said, “There is nothing more unsure nor less certain of success, than to change the order of things.” 
As he brushed his beard, Seagrum took a further few moments to consider this. For example, take the knife wound to the back. Had he been human, then septicaemia would have been on the cards and that could have taken him out within a week or so. Had he been human: which or course he was not. 
As it was, there could be some unknown sub-plot now running away without his knowledge, ready to double back and bite him on the buttocks – literally, if not figuratively, at some crucial point in the future. It vexed him but, he concluded as he knelt to tie up his boots, there was nothing that he could do about it. 
The last part of his preparation for the world was his boots. Tying boots took his total concentration: it was not something to be taken lightly and so further thoughts about his employer, the plan, the witch, the amulet or the vampires for that matter, took up no further time or space.
A good while later, with the excellent breakfast that only the Mud Witch tavern could offer sitting comfortably in his stomach, Seagrum stepped out into the bright sunshine of a late autumnal morning. Late, that is, in the context of autumn for it was only about three hours after sunrise and although the stevedores and fishermen were packing up for the day and heading towards their own evening meal (breakfast at the Mud Witch tavern for some of them) the more ordinary folk were starting to be up and about. This made the going a little tougher usually simply by the simple fact that a lot of people moving down narrow alleyways made for a fair bit of pushing and shoving. 
However, despite his lesser physical stature on account of him being a dwarf he was able to ease his way through the masses without too much friction. Even when compared to some of the human women who were shoving their way mercilessly through the polyglot mixture of species and cultures using their baskets, bosoms and in some cases very robust forearms to sweep opposition aside he was ostensibly at a disadvantage. 
What Seagrum relied upon to ease his passage was a little lubrication. In this case it mostly came in the form of his reputation: at least that and the stout iron mattock that he was holding in his right hand and swinging with the same casual indifference as one might swing a walking cane or a stick. 
The nearest he came to a confrontation was on the one occasion that he turned into a small dark alleyway that was so overhung by mean little houses that almost all light was absent. Here he had walked straight into the groin of a moderately large troll who was leaning, heavily propped against one of the buildings with a large leather tumbler of orange juice in one hand.
“Oya wasa…” 
This was all that the troll could manage before Seagrum’s mattock came up into contact with its nether regions. It felt like hitting a mountain but in this case the mountain stank (as anyone who has been on eye level with a troll’s genitals would confirm). After a pause that was long enough to indicate that this troll was a bit slower on the uptake than most, it gave out a roar that shattered the cracked glass in three of the buildings nearby. 
By the time that the creature had managed enough processing time to take a sharp intake of air and drop its orange juice (a complicated set of manoeuvres by any standard for a troll) Seagrum had already stomped passed, smacking the mattock down on the creatures left foot as he did so.  It wasn’t until he had almost reached the end of the miserable little alleyway that he heard the trolls howl of anguish for its injured foot. 
“No, not a very bright one, that one,” muttered Seagrum, recalling the last time that he had killed one as stupid. 
The thoughts around this, which seemed to have taken a good deal longer than he would have expected, managed to carry him all the way to new part of the town where the alleyways widened out and where there were far fewer people. This was to be expected of course, for this was where the premises of the Hue and Cry could be found. Indeed, Seagrum came to a halt in front of a tall (by any standard) door of immaculate paintwork with a cast iron boss and studwork that appeared to be made from sky metal. With an effortless swing of his mattock, he struck one of the studs hard so that sparks flew. He then sat down on the steps with his back to the door and started to clean the head of the war hammer with a chamois leather that he carried around for this purpose. Above him, unseen, a limp flag hung lifelessly from a dark flagpole like a dirty and very dead Red Kite.
After some considerable time, Seagrum heard movement beyond the door behind him. It wasn’t that his hearing was particularly good (because in point of fact it wasn’t) it was just that there was an inordinate amount of noise. In the main it sounded like large and heavy bolts being drawn but there was also another sound that was more suggestive of teeth being drawn or perhaps claws being scraped or scratched across an appropriately dull surface. There were a couple of extra noises that were probably the view port being opened and then shut with a certain quiet noisiness that was meant to imply nonchalance.  The dwarf ignored all these and continued with task of cleaning his mattock: he was waiting for an altogether different set of noises.
When, at last, he heard the tumblers rolling in the combination lock beyond the door, he stood up and slung the mattock over his shoulders. Moving with an incongruous speed and agility he leaped lightly up the steps and threw his weight against the door at just the same moment that the lock clicked open from the other side. Although it was some four inches of thick, mountain oak and despite the sky iron stud work, the door moved under his assault as though it were a thing of, well, little weight. There was an involuntary snarl within and as he crossed the threshold, Seagrum smelt, rather than saw, a figure move back into the shadows. 
“Werewolf…” he growled under his breath.
Swapping hands with the mattock, he drew a long knife and pointed it at the cowering man in filthy tattered brown robes who was now partially trapped behind the door and pressed firmly against the wall. Seagrum could see the unnatural reflection of his retinas and held his breath against the stench of dried blood, urine and musk.
“I’m expected,” he barked at the warden, whilst trying to hold his breath against the smell. He stepped quickly across the marbled floor of the atrium towards the stairs.
By the time that he had reached the top of the first flight of stairs, he had more or less managed to rid himself of the smell of the werewolf. It seemed to get worse every time he visited the Hue and Cry, he decided. On the last occasions he had found the front door inexplicably open and had stepped in to find the creature in its wolf form still feeding on the bones of something or someone less fortunate. On that occasion, the stench had gone before he was more than halfway up the stairs. There were only two flights to the Magister’s office. He would have to keep his visits down to two more if he wanted to be sure that he could get to that office without throwing up.
“Vermin,” he hissed to himself wondering, as he said it, exactly who he really thought the vermin were.
The offices of the Hue and Cry were exceptionally spacious and light when compared to almost all other buildings in the town. Indeed, they were so spacious and so light that on the face of it, they seemed to be larger on the inside than they were on the outside. Seagrum assumed that this was only an illusion as he had never taken the time to measure or consider the matter further. Then again, physics wasn’t a strong point in his understanding and so maybe it was bigger. The only buildings that were even close to the style and grandeur of the Hue and Cry offices, other than the Mayoral Palace of course, were the gothic mini palaces in the vampire enclave and therein lies the whole point of Seagrum’s current project.
Although technically, the Hue and Cry were accountable for the behaviour of the vampires in their dealings with the sentient non-vampire population, the vampires were equally accountable to the Hue and Cry for all of their business dealings as well. Whilst the Hue and Cry primarily received the funding for its lavish lifestyle, as well as the performance of its duties, from levies made on the local population (whose interest it was to retain this form of protection) the vampires funded their own enterprises from the exploitation of their victims (who were of course also the local population). 
Where the Hue and Cry could occasionally bring home a ship or two early by the imposition of fines on the vampires for certain misdemeanours and thereby stuff the coffers further, the vampires were able to generate similar (and often complementary) windfalls by the manipulation of their target population and the shameless massaging of their victim’s greed and desires. 
This was a potentially endless spiral of mutual jealousy and profit that frequently brought other players into the game. These included lawyers and various forms of accountants; private investigators; spies, prostitutes and even dwarfs. Once more it should be pointed out that the dwarfs sit at the end of this list for no other reason, once more, than that this tale is about a particular dwarf and that the current employment of that dwarf was very pertinent to the forgoing explanation.
The other inference that should be taken from the order of that list is that it is an enumeration of all those skills sets that had already been used in the complex dance of mutual distrust that existed between the two opposing forces.
There was however one significant difference between the two parties. The Hue and Cry, being a quasi-governing body, had a social responsibility. It was a kind of watchdog for the public conscience, such as it was. It was for this reason that you would find a motley collection of persons with different skills sets and differing characteristics, all operating within the same building. Seagrum had already commented on the werewolf door keeper but he was unaware at the present time that a number of spider-like arthropods were also employed in the depths of the building in near total darkness, where they managed a paper and vellum record system that was second to none. 
The vampires had return on investment and this tended to colour their red and white view of the world. Whilst they signed up to all the obvious matters of social conscience: the pact of non-violence, the league of leechdoms and arthropod enfranchisement to name but three everything was subordinated to the one measure and that was the satisfaction of those who invested in them: in other words, other vampires. Their world was, by its very nature, incestuous at worst and nepotistic at best. That is where someone with Seagrum’s skills came in.
Seagrum was a problem solver. He had some pretty high-profile projects attributable to him and it was these that had first attracted his prospective employers to him. He had been instrumental in resolving the northern lights debacle in which several vampire families had been annihilated over night by what were originally believed to be demonic forces. 
After a nine-month investigation during which time certain prominent vampire community leaders from the nearby town of Zeitling had come to unusual, if not bizarre ends, Seagrum had established that the original premise was faulty. It was no more than a night of long knives (or in this particular case, stakes). The motive: internecine vampiric rivalry. The perpetrators: the vampire factions of Zeitling. The outcome was a cleansing of that town's vampire enclave and an increase in real estate holdings for the Hue and Cry of Zeitling. 
Further afield he also exposed an illicit vampire cartel in Lebowa. The outcome of that case was, oddly enough, also a cleansing of two of the five vampiric enclaves in the city and once more, an increase in real estate for the Hue and Cry.
In short, Seagrum had a name as a sorter of problems with vampires. He didn't make any grand claims such as vampire slayer because he had no assassinations that were directly and unequivocally attributed to him nor was it likely that any of the numerous disappearances could be pinned on him.
The current Magister of the Florencetown Hue and Cry had not overlooked the probable outcome of a dwarfish investigation, either. The prospect of a cleansing of the town's vampire enclave and the acquisition of the real estate for the Hue and Cry was an incentive to hire regardless of the paucity of information against his protagonists. And, it had to be said, this despite the utter intransigence of dwarfs in general and this dwarf in particular.
These were some of the thoughts that passed through the Magister's mind as he listened to the sound of Seagrum's metal shod boots echoing on the brightly polished marble of the upper landing. Other images, including those of his family and in particular his sons, his wife and a funny little prostitute from the courtesan quarter who had a particular skill with lace. The Magister permitted himself a brief smile that died as soon as the dwarf's uncouth form stepped into view at his open doorway.
“Come,” commanded the Magister with an impatient wave of his hand. 
It was of course his attempt to declare superiority before the discussion began.  The Magister also noticed, with a certain amount of discomfiture, that the mercenary was carrying a long knife that looked terribly sharp.
His attempt at command instigated from the dwarf a look that could have meant anything but probably hinted at injury.
“Disturbing you, am I?” smiled the dwarf in what could have been simply a turn of phrase or statement of acute observation. 
“Not at all,” lied the Magister. “In fact I...”
“You still employ those....”
For once Seagrum allowed himself a loss of words to describe the werewolves and resorted to simply waving his knife hand in the air vaguely in the direction of the creature at the foot of the stairs.
“Ah well, you see, the Social Contract...”
The Magister opened his arms wide in front of him almost as though he held the document before him. It was a gesture of abdication at best and at worst it was denial. Either way, it didn't impress the dwarf whose hatred of werewolves by far outstripped his dislike of vampires.
“Sounds like mumbo jumbo and damned excuses to me. We all know they are vermin: a program of extermination would be more in keeping.”
Seagrum hesitated for a moment. He had been about to spit. It was a convenient way to add a little emphasis to his argument but the floor looked very clean and shiny. He spat anyway. The Magister looked away and rang a small bell that was conveniently placed near his left hand on the desk.
“Do take a seat.” he said with feigned weariness.
“No thanks, I'll stand,” countered the dwarf.
“As you wish.”
The annoyance that was expressed in the Magister’s words was wasted on the dwarf. For someone who spent most of his life annoying or intimidating other folk such phrases and such tones and such looks for that matter, were of little consequence. Added to which, dwarfs weren’t particularly strong on the emotional stuff so all that touchy, feely language and nuance was an arcane art to them.
“Well, the hare is off and running,” Seagrum began with no hint of preamble, “and after a quick inspection of a property down by the waterside later today, I should be in a position to finalise things.”
To the werewolf now standing in the doorway and awaiting an invitation to enter the room, the dwarf's words meant nothing but then some werewolves didn't handle language very well.
“Good,” said the Magister sounding confident but then adding, in a tone that was a little less so, “and how do you rate the chances of a successful outcome?”
He made a small gesture with his left hand, now that the bell was placed back on the table, and the werewolf slunk into the room making his way sinuously around the furniture. He kept both eyes on the dwarf, a slightly feral look shining out from them. 
He was so intent that it was a wonder he managed to avoid the two rather ornate gilt chairs and the matching table, complete with a highly decorated vase that was so gaudy that it was either extremely valuable or otherwise worthless. To a dwarfish observer it would have been the latter, regardless of its true value: dwarfs did not have a lot of time for things made of mud, regardless of how detailed the work was.
“Chance?” muttered the dwarf, also keeping his eyes firmly on the werewolf. In his hand the long knife seemed to twitch with a life of its own.
“I don’t do chance. Dwarfs don’t do chance: we calculate.” 
It is worth noting a small point about dwarfs and the way that they think. For a start they are very literal. In so far as the nuances of language, irony and subtlety for example, these are a lost cause. That is not to say that things that dwarfs say might not be ironic. They often are, but it simply a by-product of their characters and not of their communication skills. They also see things in a very clear manner, often devoid of complication or uncertainty, even when the instances of uncertainty are high. To Seagrum, a project had a definite beginning and a successful end: that much was certain. In between there were a whole series of planned events that would in all probability unfold in a manner that would not be expected or anticipated. It was the purpose of the dwarf to respond to these and achieve the successful outcome.  In simple terms, if it wasn’t successful, it could not be the end.
The Magister had not considered this point and, indeed, may not have been aware of the facts but it was obvious that he was not satisfied with Seagrum’s response and was about to comment on this. He was however interrupted by a movement. The werewolf was slowly bending over to the floor, moving to his knees with an awkward liquidity that was hindered only by the nature of the joints in his hind legs. Producing a dirty cloth from the even dirtier robes that hung off him like bits of flayed skin, he began to wipe the marble floor at the point that Seagrum’s spit had landed. 
Seagrum also continued to watch with a mixture of mild interest tempered with a large quantity of disgust. He completely ignored the Magister and left the partially answered question out there floating in the air between them like something in stasis. 
For his part, the Magister’s face was beginning to show signs of something approaching apoplexy: its colour shifting from the pasty whiteness through to shades of pink, bordering on purple (if you have the colour vision of a dwarf, that is).
By now the werewolf had stopped wiping the floor with the rag and placed it back in his pocket. Then slowly, very slowly, the werewolf took another packet from another compartment about his person. There was a hint of anxiety about his movement and something in the air put the dwarf on major alert but after a moment when the air seemed to crackle and hiss with potential violence, it passed. The werewolf opened a packet and, with two clumsy blunt fingers, pulled out a small leather that was scented with something that in most civilised cultures would have passed for pleasant.  The werewolf however held the leather as though it possessed a contagion as he dabbed ineffectively at the marble.
“Get out,” hissed the Magister through teeth that held in an explosion.
“Urgh,” queried the werewolf, looking perplexed.
The explosion went off in the Magister’s head.
The werewolf shot out the door like a weasel from a dog leaving a slightly musky smell that reminded Seagrum of the character he met with in the Mud Witch tavern the day before.
“Funny,” he thought to himself and then dismissed it, “nah, he weren’t one of those.”
It left a little doubt in his mind though and dwarfs don’t like doubt.
Chapter 5
Not a Good Outcome
 
Although it had been brief, the Magister had found the meeting with the dwarfish mercenary to be wholly unsatisfactory. It was informative but not reassuring. It was disrespectful. The dwarf had not shown the Magister the right level of deference, in his opinion. 
It was probably just as well that the Magister had not asked the dwarf's opinion on this last point for he would have discovered that in Seagrum’s words, the words that he muttered to himself as he left the meeting.
“’Effing toss pot: what on earth am I doing business with the likes of these for? Dog lovers…” 
There were other words that he used as well that were a little more colourful but they are omitted here.
“Shape shifting vermin, I’d be better off working for the other side and I would if I didn’t dislike them almost as much.”
The other reason that the Magister found the meeting unsatisfactory was that he disliked the dwarf: actually, in point of fact, he really hated that “horrible little man” even though he knew that he wasn’t actually human and so the term was technically incorrect.
He sat for a moment, his breathing gradually returning to its regular gentle pace, looking forward at nothing in particular even though he could see small transparent movements across his field of vision occasionally as stuff – whatever it was – floated across the surface of his eyeballs. Slowly, ever so slowly, the noises that he hadn’t even noticed in his head were beginning to die down once more and he could begin to hear the underlying whistle of tinnitus that accompanied his existence these days.
Once his breathing was back in order and he felt that his skin had returned to its normal colour, he could at last tune back in to the world over which he presided. He rang the little bell on his desk and waited.
He heard the long loping strides of the warden bounding up the marble stairs and the patter of feet briefly followed by a pause. Then the warden stepped into the room, adjusting his flaccid garments with the look of someone who had just run up the stairs on all fours and had stopped for a second to straighten himself up and get up onto his hind legs.
“I do wish he wouldn’t do that,” the Magister thought to himself.
He wished that he could say something about it but these were difficult times: political times indeed. It just wasn’t possible to speak to such employees in a manner that appeared to demean their “genetic predisposition” as it was termed. The best outcome would be a hearing and a tribunal which would take time and be a temporary diversion and the worst outcome would result in one’s throat being torn out one night on a full moon and that, of course, was a permanent diversion.
“Arrange for Jonas to come to me as soon as possible,” he asked, using a voice of command rather than a request. It had more effect and generated a better sense of urgency with the warden, he found.
“Now if I had a stick to throw...” he mused secretively before berating himself for inappropriate thinking. It was after all a stone’s throw from thought to word and deed, he considered.
“Urgh,” queried the warden, looking perplexed and cocking his head to one side.
“Send up Jonas!” the Magister added, feeling all those angry thoughts from his meeting with Seagrum starting to surface once more.
“Jonarsh?” the warden said.
His long tongue hindered the clarity of the speech in the warden’s question.
“Yes, yes!” 
The Magister tried to suppress, without much success, the irritation in his voice.
“Jonarsh?” the warden repeated, his head seeming to twist even further to one side as if that was possible.
“Yes, yes. Go on! Fetch!”
That worked: the warden was off out the door like – oh well - a dog after a rat. In short order, the Magister was alone with his thoughts once more.
“That worked. It wasn’t politically correct, but it worked,” said the voice of his normally compliant conscience.
The Magister ignored it and rang another bell, a little golden bell with an arrangement of three balls all held in together in a complicated little mechanical structure. It gave off a delicate ring of three different notes, rising neatly one after the other.
Somewhere along the corridor a door snicked open and a pair of heeled shoes could be heard walking slowly and with intent along the marble walkway. The magister could feel his pulse rising a little and felt a slight colour rise to his cheeks once more: this time in anticipation of pleasure, rather than of annoyance. He felt another stirring too as he started to let his imagination run off in the fields to play. His conscience had turned around obligingly and was looking out of the window when the woman stepped into the room. 
She was dressed in a long gown of polished brown leather that buttoned downwards to her thighs, or as the Magister saw it, was open all the way up to her... he coughed, his conscience might be looking the other way but it had not yet left the room. She had long blond hair that was tied in two long ponytails down to the middle of her back.  Of course, it would be more accurate to say that the Magister’s imagination saw this for the creature entering the room was a succubus and who knows what she or he or it actually looked like. The Magister didn’t care, that much was certain. He also noticed her matching leather whip. 
“I’ve had a bad morning, my dear,” said the Magister with feigned weariness, “do you think we could trade an indulgence or two?”
The woman smiled and breathed in deeply as though taking in a perfume. Perhaps it was the scent of prey. Above the Amazonian breasts that rose and fell as she breathed causing the restraining leather covering them to creak impatiently, the succubus licked its tongue across a pair of very full Cupid’s Bow lips. The Magister noticed her perfect white teeth and a gloss on the moist labium inferius, offering him the promise of...
Somewhere out of the mind of the Magister, a door closed with a soft click and long legs in three-inch stilettos started to walk professionally towards him.
“I’m feeling awfully tense, my dear...” intoned the Magister.
“Oh really?” a voice replied that was charged with sexual tension, “I hear that you have been a very, very naughty boy...”
“Oh,” the Magister whimpered.
It was the last coherent sound that passed through his lips for a while.
In order to maintain some propriety about this tale it would be appropriate to leave the Magister  for a while and to explain a little about the individual called Jonas.
When he had left his master’s office, the werewolf had gone straight to the kitchens. Here, he found the remains of the meal that he had been attempting to finish off during the morning. So far the numerous demands upon his time from the wretched dwarf banging on the door and then the Magister, had managed to prevent him completing the task. Say one thing for Ranulf: he was a finisher.
He always hated it when there were interruptions to his eating. For one thing it was seriously distressing to leave a carcass lying around for anybody else to pick up as they saw fit and on the other hand, how long did it really take to polish off a meal? Not long was the answer as long as there were no interruptions.
It was a matter of moments for him to finish off the last scraps, crunching down the neck vertebrae and the right shoulder blade together with connective tissues. Then a quick wipe of his mouth on the back of his sleeve and the hapless rabbit was completely gone: no longer visible to human eyes apart from a small bloody smudge on the white floor. 
Of course, to a werewolf, the smell of the snack would hang around for weeks merging and maturing with the olfactory ghosts of other hurriedly snatched meals. The kitchen was pretty much the nearest thing to heaven and certainly the only real reason for his seeking employment with the Hue and Cry. Well, that and an unfathomable feeling of affection for the Magister that defied all sense of understanding to him.
From the kitchen, the werewolf sloped out of the back door (he wasn’t allowed to leave by the front door, even though he was permitted to open it for visitors) and headed off into the town towards the waterside. 
It was, as would be expected, an uneventful journey. There were than the usual cries of “slinkin’ werewolf”, “here doggy doggy” and “wo wo wo wo” and similar sounds that he neglected to remember from the various creatures that he passed on the way. Most of the offensive comments came from humans as they seemed to have the greatest fear (from the smell that they gave off) and were generally less tolerant than other species. 
Along the way he took the opportunity to sniff out some of the huge accumulation of smells that presented themselves to anyone who had the skills to read them.  Mostly this was territorial stuff from dogs and from other werewolves. There were other comments left by other creatures who seemed to think that they could muscle in on the canine grapevine but somehow lacked the dexterity or the linguistic skills to deliver anything other than incomprehensible canine graffiti, usually at the corners of dark alleyways. 
He also picked up some oestrogenic suggestions, mostly from female dogs but there were also a couple of were-bitches who had left some pretty saucy stuff lying around. It made him want to howl: they really must be ovulating right now! However, there were duties to be performed and he liked to think (in so far as a werewolf was concerned) that he was a professional so he headed straight for his quarry without significant deviation. 
By the waterside, amongst a number seemingly derelict warehouses (some of which were supported by troll-struts, as ossified trolls were called), there was a tavern. The werewolf didn’t know the name of it because he couldn’t actually read the crude signage that swung like a gibbet outside and showed a picture of a naked human female standing on some sort of shellfish. It was incomprehensible to him but he could have described it to any other creature of canine origins by way of its current smell and that of all the latent smells that hung about the place.
Had he done this in language form to a human, he would probably have made them throw up. In truth it was possibly the dirtiest sink in the whole of the City States. It was inhabited by the filthiest collection of toe-rags and vermin that anyone was likely to see either here or in the Northern Marches and that was saying something. To the werewolf it smelled quite good actually. A quick sniff of the door handle (not good) and the werewolf slipped through.
The name, Aphrodite’s Oyster, wasn’t lost of those who frequented the place on account of the secondary line of business practiced in the upstairs rooms - most of which, including the privy out the back, could be hired out by the hour or indeed for those really in a hurry, part thereof. There was a general darkness about the place and a sense of gloom. Even the werewolf could sense something of it and he wasn’t big on human emotions. Had he been more human, he would have said that it was like the meeting of every dark, dingy Sunday afternoon with every dark and rainy Monday morning somehow all rolled into one and squeezed into an hour.
He knew his quarry by smell and picked up the scent as soon as he entered the place. He made his way to a corner by the bar, curling his way sinuously around the other inhabitants in order to avoid contact. It was a tribute to the general tolerance of the place that no one commented on the sight or smell of a werewolf moving furtively amongst them. It could also be that there were those in that place who had an even dodgier pedigree than the warden from the Hue and Cry.
“Yrgh wuht’d!” muttered the werewolf into the ear of a man who was standing by the bar.
“What’s that, mate?” came the reply.
The man hadn’t taken his eyes off the woman in a low-cut dress who was standing behind the bar and leaning forward in a professionally provocative way.
“Yu’r wanted!” repeated the werewolf, this time managing to compensate for the length of his tongue and the noise around him.
The man continued to stare at the woman, focused almost entirely on the tight cleavage offering itself to him and failing to notice the rather sad fact that as her bosom sat heavily on the bar top, the fabric of her dress was soaking up the filthy slops that lay like a patina all across the surface. 
The werewolf paid no attention to her. He might have the appearance of a man (of sorts) but fundamentally in terms of sexual orientation he was all dog and to him human breast tissue was not a prime cut.
Something interrupted the shallow machinations of both their minds.
“What’s that?” the man asked again, more as a habit than a true question because he hadn’t actually heard the werewolf.
“You’re wanted.” 
It was no good with werewolves, no matter how they tried, there was always a word or two that would get away from them. It was all to do with the tongue and the larynx and the way that their brains were wired. This time however, he had got it right and it seemed to sound very strange to him.
“Right!” shouted the man back above the inordinate caterwauling and spitting that had suddenly erupted somewhere else in the room. It seemed at last that a small number of the indigenes of that place had picked up the smell of dog.
“Who by?”
“The Magither,” replied the werewolf.
“The Magister, eh?” said the man only this time he said it quietly and almost entirely to himself. Only the enhanced hearing of the werewolf would have picked it up against the background of noise. 
“… and what does he want?”
“He wants you.”  
The werewolf was beginning to lose the thread of this discussion. Quite frankly he would have preferred to have pissed on the edge of the bar to explain himself. As far as he could tell, several humans had already tried that approach, three already today and eight yesterday. He didn’t bother to consider the other smells but he did detect that a small troll had also left a message last Tuesday.
Jonas was an unusual character, even in this unusual world. For one thing, he came from a good family, as the saying goes. For another, he was well educated: a historian in point of fact. That probably explained his particular form of perversion.
It was well known that Jonas was a hagiographer and that he had published a number of books on the lives of a number of well known (and contemporary) saints. In fact he had only recently published one with the racy title of “The Life of Stanislaus the Bald”. Stanislaus was the famous “Father of the Northern Lands” (as he liked to be called) and author of the “Twelve Contemplations”. 
Jonas had actually produced a significant work and it had been well received amongst the section of the population who could read. Admittedly this was not a large section and those who had an interest in hagiography was an even smaller sub-set. Of course, those persons who were also particularly interested in reading about a recently deceased saint whose social graces were few and whose ability to make conversation was limited to simple sentences that normally consisting of a subject, an object and a verb to hold them together was significantly smaller still. Indeed, of the five or six persons who had actually read the book, the consensus was that it was a cracking good read: an indication surely of how lonely an existence some people live.
What was less well known at this time was that Jonas had published all his works half-finished and, as it were, half-titled. In his meagre tenement in an iron bound box that gave off a rather unpleasant odour when it was opened, he kept a second and otherwise secret copy of each of his published works.  The “Life and Death of Stanislaus the Bald” was the latest addition to this clandestine library, together with a couple of relics cut from what was left of the dead man’s corpse and neatly wrapped in layers of vellum and leather. Indeed, the thumb and a piece of knuckle bone were pretty much all that was left of the poor man after the mutilated bits of the corpse were fed to the free ranging pigs who lived in biologically heated yurts in a shanty town outside the town walls down by the river.
Jonas was in fact a psychotic murderer who didn’t even have the grace to blame any of his actions on his childhood, his parents or the personal demons who tormented him. (These by the way were real in his case and not figurative). It was, as he liked to think of it, all his own work – even down to the manner by which he researched and then stalked his intended victims. Had anyone known about all this, they would have possibly drawn a little comfort from the fact that the target of his particular form of hagiography was living saints. It was a select few, possibly no more than a handful at any one time. Of course, the problem was that the authorities occasionally created new ones and so provided him with a pretty much continuous line of research. 
It is perhaps a sad fact of human nature (and possibly other species as well but those that can read don’t tell) that the books in his iron bound vault would have sold far more copies than what were, quite frankly, dry old tomes with not a hint of excitement to be found anywhere between the covers. However, they were unknown and would not become a “compelling” as opposed to a “cracking” read until accidentally discovered by a couple of visitors from the Dreamlands who had the misfortune to spend the night in his former lodgings a few months after his own unfortunate goring to death by a bull in Visigon.
Jonas was also known by the authorities to be someone who got things done. In a world of constantly changing values, this was an important characteristic. It was lucrative too, but Jonas spent too much money on cheap drink and expensive women to make anything of this particular opportunity. His clandestine research also incurred a fair cost and so he was always, it seemed, struggling to make ends meet and hence the noisome lodgings in which he lived. 
For this latter skill however, he was frequently sought out by persons with a problem in need of a solution. The Magister was now just one such person. 
From the Magister’s perspective it would have gone a bit like this. 
There is a problem with vampires. The problem is the illicit exploitation of the death pledge, a particularly devilish form of agreement that had been developed somewhere back in antiquity so that vampires could lend money in return for the borrower (also perhaps better referred to as the victim) granting certain rights and sometimes favours over their lives and those of their dependents. The solution to this particular problem had already been deployed. This was the dwarf, Seagrum. 
Nothing is without consequence of course and so the deployment of the mercenary to resolve the vampire problem (and the Magister, despite his dislike of the creature, had no doubt that Seagrum would be successful) would result in another matter: the payment of the dwarf for his services. 
Of course, the Magister had no problem with remunerating someone for a job well done, even a dwarf. His particular anxiety was the sum agreed and the fact that the Hue and Cry could not actually afford it. The matter became more complicated due to the source of funding for the Hue and Cry. Whilst, it has already been observed that the primary funding derived from taxes and levies on the local population, there was a secondary and little publicised source that came directly from the vampires themselves. These backhanders were known by the more business-like name of “fines”.
With the vampire problem solved, these fines were likely to diminish over time unless the Hue and Cry could introduce new requirements and impositions to kick start the process once more. There were two problems to that strategy: the short term one was that it took time to implement and even longer to reap the rewards. The longer term one was that such a strategy would of course create another vampire problem that would by definition require the employment of another Seagrum to resolve it. However, although the Magister expected to have been elevated to a higher plane by then and therefore long gone from the seat of this anxiety, he had the foresight to look for an alternative solution.
That solution was Jonas and that is why the werewolf was now accompanying the hagiographer at a rapid pace up from the waterside, across the market square and through a small number of increasingly dark alleyways until like the sun through the clouds, they emerged into the light of the grand via that lead to the offices of the Hue and Cry. When they arrived, Jonas waited at the front door for a few minutes whilst the werewolf ran around to the back and let himself in. This allowed him to fulfil his role as warden whilst at the same time not falling foul of his interdict about entering in through the front door.
That was also why Jonas was walking up the white marble staircase to the Magister’s office, ignoring the hulking but rather uncomfortable looking gatekeepers who were standing at the far end of the atrium looking at a picture with their hands behind their backs. The werewolf in the meantime, sloped off to the kitchens to see if he could sniff out any more food.
At the top of the stairs, Jonas headed straight for the Magister’s closed door, opened it and stepped in without a word. He ignored the fact that the Magister was strapped over his own desk with his naked buttocks pointing out towards the open window and his beetroot-coloured face, complete with a black leather gag looking directly at the door. He ignored, with a little difficulty, the tall woman in a leather basque who was striking the Magister repeatedly with a knotted black whip and was truly thankful that he had not arrived a little earlier from the look of the vicious implement that she held in her other hand like some kind of gruesome fairy wand. 
He waited, discretely, as the woman stepped around the table to untie the Magister and remove his gag, bending provocatively in front of the hagiographer as she did so. He ignored, as best he could, her breasts as they swung forward, her dark nipples brushing against the balding red head of the Magister as she retrieved her coat from the other side of his desk. He kept his eyes forward as she walked towards him on those three-inch stilettos, one foot beautifully in front of the other at each step. He groaned with raw unguarded lust as she passed without looking at him, brushing, with the handle of her black whip, the area of his breeches where his penis strained hopefully. 
He breathed once more as he heard the door close quietly behind him with a soft click and the succubus was gone from the room.
“Well,” said Jonas as the Magister started to compose his clothes, “you’re no saint and that’s for sure!”
Chapter 6
The Bigger Picture
 
The morning after the former witch’s meeting with the vampire who chose to be named as “Thank you” and about the time that Seagrum the Dwarf awoke following his night of lust and immolation, a small group of people started to congregate near the town gates.
At first there were discrete groups of twos and threes interspersed with individuals, all milling about with no apparent intent. Then as the numbers began to grow, the groups became less distinct and the groundswell of underlying noise began to build, as might be expected. 
What was a little less obvious to an observer was the odd way that the groups of people seemed to gravitate towards the dark alley leading off towards the vampire enclave and that as they did so, the numbers thinned out to form what looked to be an orderly line. They also then became a whole lot quieter. 
Soon the front of this queue, for it could be called nothing else, had disappeared into the crepuscular gloom of the overarching alley and people still continued to follow, shuffling along slowly and silently one after the other. 
For anyone who had had any dealings with zombies, this would perhaps have seemed a common enough matter. But there was no one watching who had even heard of a zombie, let alone seen one and indeed there were no zombies anywhere nearby. None that were admitted to, that is. There were one or two of the congregation of folk heading into the vampire enclave who looked a little odd but that could probably be attributed to parentage and general demeanour rather than a deadly virus, clinical death and an inexplicable liking for human flesh. However, these people did have one thing in common with the walking dead: they had a single purpose. 
Each and every person in that queue had made a death pledge with a vampire and every one of them was determined to see their vampire and demand... 
Well, they didn’t really know what they wanted, in truth. 
It was what the diminutive prophet had told them as he wandered the taverns and the cafes, the brothels and the gaming houses the previous night. Here he whispered words of sedition (if you were the Hue and Cry) or intrigue and reasonableness (if you were from the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers). It was what had been posted up on the doorways and in the market square. In fact on any item that had sufficient surface area to accommodate a decent sized bit of signage.
"FAIR!"
This was the word that was foremost in many of the minds that were taking their bodies for a walk into vampire territory on this very crisp and very fresh morning: fair.
Of course, it was possible that, as in so many things in this muddled world, there was an element of confusion. The diminutive prophet may have been an imp from the travelling circus that was soon to arrive outside the walls of Florencetown. The posters and placards that seemed to be springing up everywhere may have been nothing more than advertising. People may exhibit a form of literary myopia that prevents them reading anything beyond a headline. After all, why would anyone start to worry about a vampire death pledge? They were ubiquitous and anyway, very few people really understood what they were all about.
So the simple word, fair, that was to give rise to so much anxiety and confusion over the ensuing days may possibly have been no more than a mistake: a slight replication error in the meme that attaches itself to human debt. Thus is the power of suggestion.
By the time that Seagrum had left the Mud Witch tavern, replete with an excellent breakfast, the number of people queuing through and out of the vampire enclave had increased to such an extent that the way in and out of the town was beginning to choke up. The gatekeepers were starting to wander round with their cudgels, attempting to move people out of the main thoroughfares. 
They might as well have been striking the dead for all the effect it had. There were now so many people milling about that it was beginning to prove difficult to move around the entrance to the town. Admittedly some of the folk seemed to be moving about with a purpose but it seemed that just as many were there in the market place before the gates out of simple curiosity: drawn in as though by some kind of unseen force or power.
By the time that Seagrum had entered the offices of the Hue and Cry, it was no longer possible for anyone to get in or out of the town and only at that time did the gatekeepers decide to send word to the Magister and raise the alarm.
Although the original crowds were composed almost entirely of humans, the excitement and the general noise had managed to attract members of the town’s population of all shapes and sizes – although of course, trolls were notably absent on account of the simple fact that it was daylight and any that had inadvertently remained outside were in no position to move themselves from the point of error. The press and throng of creatures was none the less for this absence and, indeed ogres, which were the slightly small cousins of trolls in this bestiary, made up for the bulk and density that would otherwise have been missing.
Now it is pretty difficult, not to mention dangerous, for anyone of human size or less, to try to push past an ogre and it is almost suicidal to press through a crowd of them, even if the person doing the pushing is wearing the leather uniform of a gatekeeper. That simply meant that they would be harder to rip apart. This reason alone explains why it took a significant time for the two gatekeepers who had been sent to alert the Magister, to get to the offices of the Hue and Cry. 
Here they were told by an administrator (who was doubling up as the warden whilst Ranulf was away looking for Jonas) that the Magister was indisposed. The dwarf having left moments before, this of course means that he was upstairs in flagrante delicto with the succubus. They were forced to wait in the large atrium where they attempted to assuage their discomfiture by looking at the array of paintings “in the modern style” on the walls. 
It meant nothing to them, in point of fact: they couldn’t even claim that they liked what they saw.   They couldn’t actually tell what each was and were unable to read the carefully scripted labels beside each one. They did however spend a fair bit of time in front of the exhibit with white letters on black and a small scribble in the corner that looked (to them) like a badly drawn fire and an arrow that pointed in the direction of the front door. Had they been capable, they would have read the words “In case of fire, this way". 
They had been too busy studying the artwork to notice Jonas's arrival and it wasn’t until he came tripping lightly down the stairs with a grin that was approaching rapture on his face and a large bag of gold coins in his hand, that the gatekeepers were ushered upstairs to the Magister’s office by the werewolf, who had returned from the kitchen and was wiping the back of his sleeve once more on his mouth. From his teeth hung a number of stringy looking bits in a pale flesh kind of colour and he was attempting, unsuccessfully it has to be said, to pick these out with his pointed yellow nails (or perhaps more accurately they should be called claws).
Jonas’s rapture was mostly attributable to the gold (as that was always good). It was only a part of it though for if there was one thing that entertained him almost as much as the lives and deaths of saints, it was the irritating life and soon-to-be many deaths of the verminous little scab called Seagrum. He felt certain that it would make a good story: not perhaps as good as Stanislaus the Bald perhaps but good enough.
The Magister was in a sombre mood when the two gatekeepers shuffled forwards to the door of his office, their leather caps being wrung out in their meaty hands and their heads moving around from floor to ceiling in a full three hundred and sixty degree swing as though they had no ability to swivel their eyeballs.
“There’s a problem at the gate,” said the one who had drawn the shorter of the two straws that they were carrying for the purpose.
“A problem?” said the Magister, adding with serious contempt, “and what exactly has that got to do with me. Shouldn’t you be standing in front of the Mayor?”
“Er...” said the possessor of the short straw.
There was an ominous silence that ran on long enough for a cart to be heard heading along the road outside.
“Erm... urgh...” said the other gatekeeper, clutching at his straw with the conviction of a doomed man.
“Vampires,” whispered the spokesman, bobbing his head subserviently as he spoke.
“Oh right.” said the Magister with sarcasm that was entirely wasted on the two men in front of him. “That explains everything. Why didn’t you say so sooner?”
Perhaps it was something in the tone that made the two men stiffen up. A few seconds before, just after the magister had said “Oh right” in fact, they had started to relax. Either way, they were kind of expecting the verbal assault when it came and weathered the tirade of abuse about themselves, their mothers and their great grandmothers in a manner that was really a tribute to their experience in these things.
Once the storm had blown itself out, they responded to questions shot at them by the furious Magister as he stalked back and forth by the open window with the same lean intensity of a carnivore in a cage. Once more, it has to be said, that they did fairly well. They seemed more than capable of answering closed questions on demand, especially if the answers required were “yes” or “no”. The Magister, for his part, had more than enough experience in dealing with the intellectually and vocally challenged and so he kept it simple for no other benefit than to keep his breathing regular and his blood pressure at something on the high side of normal.
After the series of about a dozen rapid fire questions, the interrogation came to a sudden halt and the Magister put out his hand. Taking the small bell that he used to summon the werewolf from the table, he rang it once.
Ranulf must have been standing upright outside the door because he was in like a flash, no hesitation, no furtive demeanour: all business and efficiency.
“Boss?”
“Get a pack down to the gates, clear the crowd and see what’s going on.”
“Yes, Boss.”  
The change was a little creepy, or rather a little creepier than might be expected in a public office that uses werewolves as its principal workers and operatives. The warden turned smartly to leave the room with no more than a cursory (and it has to be said, slightly predatory) glance at the two men who stood frozen in front of the Magister’s desk, hardly daring to breathe and certainly unable to move anything that wasn’t operating on involuntary muscles.
“Oh!” one more thing, the Magister called out after him. “No deaths, do you hear me?”
“Yes, Boss.”
“I mean it. I don’t want a repetition of the Bartholomew’s Day fiasco.”
“Boss!”
“Do you hear me, Ranulf?”
“Yes boss!” said the werewolf.
He bounded off out of sight. Some strange yelps and growling noises heralded his descent of the stairs and by the time that he had reached the door (the back door that is), he had six other wardens armed only with their hides.
“You may go," the Magister said to the two gatekeepers. 
Then after a pause, he added, “You might like to give them a good head start.”
The Magister was left pacing his office and wondering just exactly what the damned dwarf had done to stir up what sounded, on the face of it, to be a small insurrection in the town. 
In the meantime, the pack of Hue and Cry werewolves made their way stealthily through the backstreets and alleyways until they came to the thick knotted mass of the population that was tightly wedged into the area before the town gates. 
The effect of several werewolves moving sinuously through a primarily human population is extremely interesting and probably has the same look and feel as more standard wolves amongst a very large and tightly packed herd of deer. 
At first, with all the pushing and shoving and not to mention the crush and press of people going on, there is little effect. Then as a combination of scent, sound and sight of seven slightly feral looking werewolves partially devoid of human characteristics starts to make an impression, there is a general sense of movement as people start to back off. 
Where there is room to back away easily, the level of panic tends to be lower but here, there was neither room nor time to move out of the way of these loathsome creatures. People started to jump, being unable to move in any other direction, and the effect would have been slightly comical if it hadn’t been a matter of panic that soon spread to confusion, chaos and then plain terror. Within no time at all, people were clawing and growling at each other in their desperation to escape the Hue and Cry and within a matter of moments most of the crowd had fled off into other alleys and back down the main via to the centre of the town. 
This just left those people who still remained queuing in an orderly fashion along the lengths of the alleyways within the vampire enclave. Whether it was something about the aura of vampires or a mesmerising focus on the matter of their death pledges, these people did not seem to be affected by the werewolves. The hysteria that swept the gateway area so quickly, only a few moments before, leaving a number of men women and children lying battered and broken in the roadway seemed to be totally lost on them. 
There were no deaths however although this was more by luck than judgment. Ranulf had checked this out quickly once the place was cleared, stooping down to check a pulse here and a ragged breath there. No deaths right now: a couple of the injured pretty close to it but they would not die at the scene and who knows what accidents might befall them on the way back to their own domiciles. He marked an old woman and a young man with a nasty head wound by pissing on their clothes. Easier to pick up the scent later on, he thought to himself as his stomach rumbled indelicately.
As werewolves go, Ranulf was not amongst the smartest but he did know how to follow instructions. He had cleared the crowd easy enough and now all he had to do on the shopping list of instructions was to find out what was going on. He already knew that this was going to be a tall order because it involved humans and he had a fundamental weakness with those. He had no idea about the actual complexity of the affair however because... well, because he was a werewolf and not a vampire. 
In fact the true nature of the problem unfolding in the vampire enclave was understood by only a handful of the more senior vampires. These were generally those who had been around the longest, the ones who had experience enough under their wings to recall a similar incident that occurred a few centuries ago. There were also a couple of young Turks, as it were, who were also in the know. They were in the know because they had in fact been instrumental in the modifications to the death pledge that were about to give rise to the matter that was now presenting itself in the form of a queue of quiet yet determined people outside the vampires' habitations. 
It was indeed a long time since anything like it had been seen. Normally people were discrete in their dealings with vampires: meetings at night of course and always behind closed doors.  In fact, many people didn't even tell their friends or family about their death pledge. It simply wasn't done. Now there were a large quantity of decent looking folk standing around in broad daylight with obvious intent.
The vampire who had introduced himself as Thank You to the former witch, Persephone, closed the blinds of his office and turned to the other vampires assembled in the gloom around the boardroom table. He was younger and certainly better looking than most of the creatures facing him. This was presumably the reason that he had become the public face of the vampire community. He wasn't actually one of the youngest and his dyed jet-black hair wasn't his own but few people ever got close enough to notice. He was however highly respected and had been instrumental in developing the ideas of the young Turks. 
Vampires only recognise one supreme authority and he wasn't present, so the vampire known as Thank You could not be considered the leader of this select cabal. However, he did have a certain presence and, if truth be told, in matters of humans many of the older vampires deferred to his knowledge.
“What is it they want?” asked one of the older vampires whose sight was poor and whose hearing was going.
It was an odd question in context because that had been the subject of discussion up to the point that the werewolves of the Hue and Cry had arrived and dispersed the crowds beyond the enclave. No one however remarked on this out of respect for the old vampire who, it was well known in the community, had been a great proponent of vampire ethics over the past quarter of a millennium. Instead, Thank You summarised the previous discussions by way of an answer.
“As far as we can make out, they seem to have gotten wind of the little changes that we have made to the death pledge. Quite how this has come about is a bit of a mystery to us all. There was, it seems, some kind of prophet wandering around the town last night whispering sedition and poisonous words about us to anyone drunk enough to listen.”
Clearly, it wasn't only the humans who had picked up a confused message about a Fair.
He paused, looking around the room at the other twelve vampires, wondering whether any of them would chip in to support his assessment. He wasn't surprised by the dark eyes and quiet demeanours that gazed unblinkingly back at him.
“Of course, there is also that dwarf that has been sniffing about. I wouldn't be surprised if he wasn't working for the Magister, you know.”
He paused once more, wondering whether he should tell them about the little bit of intelligence that he had gleaned from the former witch, the night before. He decided that he might as well, after all, he was worried about it and there was no reason why he shouldn't share the anxiety around.
“Rumour has it that the dwarf, who's goes by the name of Seagrum - a short name for a short little runt of a creature - has had some experience in dealings with vampires in other towns.”
That made almost all of them start, that was for sure and so, with a definite hint of malice, he went on.
“And he has had a number of successes...”
Even amongst one's peers it was nice to cause a stir, he thought to himself.
“But how have they found out,” asked one of the others, “they wouldn't know how, surely?”
Of course, he was referring to a new clause in the death pledge and his surprise was shared by the others present. The changes in the death pledge had been tiny: a word here and there in the small print; a change in a declaration that the victim now had to sign in blood; the mere trifle of a locket of a loved one’s hair. Only vampires and someone who had already had a death pledge would know about these changes and a vampire wouldn't reveal it and no one ever made a second death pledge.
The vampire known as Thank You looked around the room at the ancient and now quite distraught faces as they looked back at him. Time to get to the point, he thought to himself.
“There are two things that we know,” he said as though he was presenting a legal case. “Vampires don't tell; and no one ever takes a second death pledge.”
They were listening now and he knew damned well that one of them was listening extremely well. 
“We can dispense with the second point quite quickly,” he continued. "Once a person agrees a death pledge with one of us, there is no going back. It's irrevocable and activates on death when they become...well how shall we put it, they become members of one of our little gatherings. There is no going around again and queuing up for a second helping: no please sir, can I have some more. There's no weaselling out either: neither mental instability nor inebriation nor mistake for that matter. And we don't sign up children, do we?”
He asked the last question with a glare at two of the vampires who were sitting in one corner of the room.
“And we never will, not whilst I have anything to do with it.”
Absently, in his anger, he managed to snap a pencil that he was holding in one hand.
“Children are special,” he intoned and was not surprised when most of the vampires in the room repeated this phrase after him like a mantra. Most, but not all: he ignored that point for the present.
“Besides, they grow up quick enough,” he added with a malevolent grin.
“So that just leaves us the one possibility. Vampires don’t tell.”
Again, he paused.
“Now the question we have to ask ourselves is this. Is this a fact or is this an opinion?”
The way that he said this made a number of the vampires shift uncomfortably in their chairs. These were the old ones, the ones who had been around at the last unfortunate affair. Their discomfort was founded on the fact that they knew the answer to the question because they had had to face the truth of it once before. 
The truth was that vampires do tell, if the purpose suits them and if they have a mind to.
“Someone in his room has spilled the blood,” said the vampire who went by the name of Thank You. “There is no other explanation.”
Of course, amongst the more comfortably seated there was a general outcry involving words such as absurd or impossible. One or two of the thinkers chipped in with words like incredible or astounding but in point of fact no one was actually listening to anyone else at this time. All, except two were wracking their brains to see if they might have let slip a crucial word or phrase, or paragraph even, in an unguarded moment. One of the two not worrying about this was Thank You, who already knew that he wasn't culpable, in this matter at least. The other, currently unknown to everyone else was the culprit.
Thank You raised his hands and the general clamour of noise gradually trailed off. When silence had returned, he spoke once more.
“Obviously we have got to get to the heart of this,” he said, “and I have acquired a means to facilitate the task.”
He looked around the room at the expectant faces, a feeling of immense satisfaction flowering in his stomach like a rose. Let them stew, he thought smugly: they don't deserve to be let off that lightly.
He had no intention of letting one of them off at all.
 
Chapter 7
A Bit of Social Glue
 
Seagrum had left the office of the Hue and Cry in a moderately good mood after his meeting with the Magister. It was always worth spending a little time with an alleged superior if there was a fair to middling opportunity to cause a little upset here and there. He knew that on this occasion he could not really claim any credit however because he was well aware of the Magister's dislike of him.  In fact, he knew that pretty well everyone he met developed a dislike for him, if they survived the experience. If he didn't already have an impenetrable belief in his own abilities he would have possibly wondered about his employer's attitude but as far as he could see there was little room for manoeuvre.
His good mood stayed with him all the way to the waterside. He even permitted himself a tune which he whistled loudly as he stomped along. His iron-shod boots provided an interesting counterpoint as they crunched upon the pavement. At the waterside he found the warehouse. This was technically now his warehouse de facto even if, de jure, things were a little fuzzy around the edges. Beside it was the alley in which the now ossified form of a dead troll lay blocking the way, a large piece of rusty metal protruding at an oblique angle from the stonework. 
Kicking the padlock with its ancient chain resulted in one of the warehouse doors shuddering in a very life-like manner before dropping ungracefully off its hinges and swinging noisily inwards at an angle off perpendicular. A draft of stale air and dust passed out, followed soon after by a number of pigeons. Seagrum ducked, for the birds were flying just a few feet off the ground. He then stepped swiftly over the threshold. Soon he had disappeared from sight in the gloom of the building beyond. 
Inside he found the bodies of the two wastrels that he had dispatched a few days ago. He was pleasantly surprised, after a quick inventory, to find that none of the merchandise had been removed. If it had not been for the smell of decomposing flesh, the rank stench of filthy water and a general and inexplicable animal smell that pervaded the place, it would have smelled quite pleasant. Hovering somewhere up above all this stink was the slightest hint of a perfume that even the dull senses of a dwarfish nose could detect. Once again it made him think of happier times and of sunshine and of...
A patch of sunlight managed to squeeze into a corner of the building that seemed to be drier than most. Here, there were stacked several bundles of the merchandise. What with all the excitement of the morning, his general feeling of levity and the remembrance of things past brought on by the perfume, he decided that now was a good time to sit and take time out. 
He took out his pipe (his pipe that is, all things being equal) and after spending a short while knocking out the remains of past smokes he packed in some of the sweet-smelling hogweed. Then very carefully he placed on the top of it, some shavings of chaga which he rasped off with the edge of his large knife. A couple of strikes with his fire steel and some vigorous drawing of breath and the blackened bowl started to glow first amber and then red and then gold. A puff and soon the acrid smoke was filling the space around him. Incidentally it was also killing off any vestiges of that evocative perfume but Seagrum’s addiction to the pernicious weed was such that this (and many other things right now) mattered not a jot.
For a while then, Seagrum sat in the tiny pool of sunlight smoking his pipe and thinking things over. Outside he could hear the gulls calling out in their constant search for food or a mate or to solve territorial disputes or whatever else it was that seagulls did with their time. He could also hear the clatter and hiss of activity on the waterfront as merchant vessels that had pulled up alongside on the quay unloaded their various cargoes. Dogs barking, people chattering: the rattle and hum of daily life in Florencetown. In the air itself, the buzz and whine of flies (drawn by the stink of the two dead men nearby) and mosquitoes, one of which brought him back to the present with a jolt as, with its last act of defiance it failed to stick a needle into the neck of the dwarf.
Whack! A stinging slap to his neck and a tiny smear of blood (not his, it should be noted) and bits of the little arthropod lay in two dimensions on his skin. That was enough rest for one day.
Next, he disposed of the two corpses by slipping them through an opening on the wall facing the waterfront. One of the bodies was a bit of a tight fit but a couple of well-aimed kicks soon persuaded it to slip noisily into the murky water where it began to float away on the ebbing tide. There were enough large marine reptiles around to ensure that these were appropriately re-cycled.
Then he wandered around the building for a while, partly to check that there were no obvious places for anyone or anything of significance to get in and partly to check for possible ingress of water, both in the form of rain from above and murky estuary water from below. 
Once more everything seemed to be in order. He replaced the loose timbers that had aided his disposal of the bodies but he couldn’t be bothered with the tiny gap that let the light in from the roof above. Then, being satisfied with all points, Seagrum repaired the warehouse door by lifting it bodily back onto its hinges. This was no mean feat, even for a dwarf. Then he secured the doors with the old chain and a new padlock that he produced from the depths of a bag that he carried over his shoulder. A quick kick with a boot to make sure that everything held together and then he headed off for the next task on his personal list for that day. His good mood was still with him and as he walked he whistled away tunelessly again like some crazed songbird.
Seagrum had spent quite a bit of time at the warehouse and so this explained why the dwarf had managed to miss out on much of the excitement at the town gates. When he arrived at the vampire enclave, people were still queuing at the vampires’ doors but there were no werewolves hanging around.
In fact, Ranulf and his pack had departed after a brief assessment of the queuing humans and after Ranulf had attempted, unsuccessfully, to interview one or two of them. Despite the fact that he had stood himself up on his hind legs and had put on his best human disposition, he obtained little sense from the subjects. For the first part they were both wary and afraid at being interviewed by a representative of the Hue and Cry. As a good second worry, the fact that their interviewer was a badly disguised werewolf had a deleterious effect on their cooperation. It wasn't that they were deliberately un-cooperative, of course, it was just that they were plain scared and the words that they used made no sense at all.
This is what Ranulf had tried to explain to the Magister when he returned to his office later that afternoon.
“All I could get from them was something about a death pledge,” he had tried to explain, not understanding exactly what a death pledge was.
"What about the death pledge!” the Magister had shouted, exasperation overriding the tiredness that he felt after the exertions of the day.
“What boss?” Ranulf queried, wishing for at least the second time that day that human conversation could be dispensed with and that a more liquid exchange taken up. Fortunately for Ranulf, he knew enough about his master to recognise that such behaviour would neither be tolerated nor understood.
He decided to keep going with the human approach, which was also a tribute to his house training.
“They seem to want the vampires to return their death pledge, boss,” he managed to offer, surprising himself with the apparent clarity of what he had just said. It inferred that he had grasped some understanding although this could not have been further from the truth.
“Impossible!” said the Magister.
The little understanding that he thought he had, slipped from his paws and crumpled up on the ground beneath him.
“No, boss, that's exactly what they said.”
“No, no! Oh, for goodness’ sake! Where are the staff when you need them?” the Magister cried out to someone invisible who must have been standing in the room because he certainly didn’t appear to be talking to Ranulf.
Now Ranulf wasn't fully aware of the concept of the rhetorical question but he knew better than to attempt to answer this question because the truth would have been too much of a revelation. In fact, he had shredded and eaten two of them (the human staff that is and not the rhetorical ones) by mistake on the last full moon. Perhaps the word mistake was a bit wide of the mark: the werewolf part of him had known exactly what it was doing and had enjoyed it immensely. It was just that the human side had a problem with it, just like it always did. The outcome however was unchanged and purely by accident, as it were, and on fear of discovery, Ranulf had thus learnt how to deal with the rhetorical question. He remained absolutely silent.
The Magister on the other hand continued to pace about his office muttering things to himself most of the time but now and again, and with an irregularity that often caught the werewolf out, asking specific questions. Whilst generally they only required a yes or no answer, they shot out at times with such speed that often Ranulf was answering one after the next had been asked. The result, as always, was confusion leading to the inevitable and consequential errors that were to arise. 
That was why Ranulf found himself later that day hanging around as inconspicuously as possible (for a werewolf of some seven feet in height when standing fully upright) near to the vampire enclave in order to monitor progress as darkness fell on the silent queue of people.
Seagrum, around this time, was wandering up and down the queues that ran along the alleys of the vampire enclave with what appeared to be casual indifference. He was watched of course by a number of suspicious looking faces, as pale as death, that peered out through black-out drapes and partially closed shutters: their black eyes hardly blinking. To them, casual indifference it was not. Nobody walked up and down a vampire street like that, even a dwarf. Of course, it was true that vampires, even those of legend, had no interest in dwarfish blood any more than they had in werewolf. The dwarf would have known that but the aura should have kept him away or at least made him skittish. Yet it didn’t seem to be having any effect on him whatsoever.
“Look, he’s lighting a pipe...” whispered one of the vampires staring out of the offices of Skullit and Mort’s.
All the other clerks sat around and were waiting , a little impatiently it has to be said, for opening time. They gave the game away through their tapping impatiently on their ledgers with sharply pointed pencils in the shape of miniature wooden stakes. It was one of Mr. Skullit’s little jokes, that one. It wasn’t lost on the thirteen clerks and two supervisor’s that made up the undead flesh and blood, as it were, of the payroll. There should be a compliment of seventeen but two of the team had failed to meet targets last month and had been fired on a moment’s notice.  Of course, it should be said that to be fired as a vampire was not a good thing as it involved the unfortunate victim (and this word can be used accurately in context here) being sent from the offices in broad daylight, across the road to the stationers. That meant crossing out into the sunlight...
Fired. It was not a good thing for a vampire and two unhappy looking piles of ash that had been collected carefully from the street and had been placed just as carefully on the mantelpiece beside the ancient clock were testimony to that.
Still, the vampire clerk was right. Seagrum was lighting up another pipe: pacing was a demanding business when there was nothing else to do but look at the expressionless faces in the queues and scowl at the invisible faces looking out at him from within the vampire buildings. He had tried conversation with some of the folk outside. Picking on one or two of the more lively looking faces he attempted to start a discussion but it was pointless. He knew that they heard him but they just turned around and looked the other way. He’d seen it before of course and so he wasn’t surprised. He was just a little disappointed that was all. 
He paced up and down a while longer, noting with irritation and disgust the point at which the Magister’s not-so-tame werewolf appeared at the head of the alley and tried to make himself look inconspicuous as he lolled against the wall. The stink alone gave him away. For a moment, Seagrum considered wandering over to him and pissing on his feet. It would have been a challenging prospect as, so far as he understood it that was about as good as it gets for insults. At least, he wasn’t going to try to hump the beast – that would have been the killer blow. Dwarfs, as can be assumed from their general demeanour when it comes to most sentient creatures, have no fear of werewolves. It would take a pretty sad beast to want to take a bite out of a dwarf. For a start, it would have been most likely the last act of its sorry existence and as far as the dwarf was concerned it could take its mangy fur, and by then toothless maw, off to wherever it is that werewolves go to when they die.
Then something seemed to go click inside Seagrum’s head. Nothing else for it, he decided and stomped up to the nearest doorway and hammered hard on the sombrely painted ironwood. Time to take the game to the players, he thought to himself. 
Half the clerks in Skullit and Mort’s nearly fell off their stools when the door suddenly lurched on its hinges.  The vampire at the window gave a start and jumped back as though he had been struck, an oddly unpleasant smell pervading the air around him.
“Come on out you vermin!” yelled the dwarf. He tended to keep the word vermin for anything that wasn’t dwarf.
He knocked again.
“And I ‘avn’t got all day,” he thundered.
Inside Skullit and Mort’s you could have heard a pin drop. At least that would have  been possible if there hadn’t been a large number of vampire clerks grovelling on the floor and muttering strangled little noises that sounded a lot like “Werghh!” repeated several times in moderately high pitched squeaks.
“Oh, for the love of ....” Seagrum stopped at this point to consider what it was that he might love enough to make a profanity of but sadly he couldn’t think of anything. Instead, he spat loudly at the door and stomped off, giving it a resounding kick with his boot as he went. Inside, at least five of the clerks lost consciousness and a couple of others temporarily lost control of their bladders.
He repeated the same tactic at the next door, that of Blanchfield and Bone. He had the same effect. That is to say that he caused a modicum of fear and confusion, terror in some and the same kind of bladder failure. At least he heard someone manage to gasp out a question in the darkness on the other side of that window.
“What on earth does he want?”
It was a good question, thought the dwarf but it was not one that he was prepared to answer at the present time. Instead, he carried on down the street, door bashing and vampire baiting. Fundamentally it was a waste of time but it did pass the minutes and besides, Seagrum knew that he was being watched. Not by the halfwit of a werewolf from the Hue and Cry, who he didn’t count any more than the arthropod road cleaners who were passing along the main roadway from the town gates at that moment. No, he was being watched from an alleyway that was safely overhung by buildings. Sufficiently overhung to keep out the light. In these shadows stood one of the vampires and that vampire...I
“Good evening,” said a voice close to his ear. 
It was suave and superior and it made Seagrum’s skin prickle. And that wasn’t in a good way.
Now if Seagrum had been anything but a dwarf (or perhaps a troll come to think of it as they were a bit thick skinned too) then he might have been taken in by the aura in much the same way that the former witch had been when she found herself inexplicably transported to a basement in one of the buildings and divested of her clothes. But, of course, Seagrum was a dwarf and a dwarf of some renown and so it is fair to say that the voice had no more effect on him than it might have had on one of the moths heading rapidly down the alleyway in search of a light to bash its head against.
“I wondered when you’d show yourself,” replied Seagrum, dispensing with the courtesies.
“Ah well, you see. I have been here all the time,” said the vampire smoothly. He pointed upwards to where the building overhung the alley.
“I see,” said the dwarf, “hanging about were you? Nothing better to do?” He spat on the floor a short distance away from the vampire’s immaculate patent leather galoshes. 
A look of genuine hatred broke out for a moment in the vampire’s sophisticated features and his eyes flashed red before he could prevent it. He took a step backwards from the offending fluids.
“Charming,” he muttered.
“Well, there you have it!” said the dwarf with a sense of smug satisfaction. He knew that he had pricked the vampire a little and that it had hurt him. He remembered his grandsire saying something once and he took a moment to recall it.
“Ah, yes,” he thought to himself and then in the voice of the old grand dwarf he heard the words, “Get ‘em in the clothing department. The vampire’s weakness is his wardrobe.”
“Look,” said the vampire as he recomposed himself, “we seem to have a problem here...” he pointed to all the silent people still queuing quietly around them. “And you and I seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot, so to speak.”
“I ‘aven’t," muttered the dwarf, looking carefully off towards one of the doorways where he thought, just for a moment, that he had seen some movement.
“Well quite,” replied the vampire sounding a little distracted, “but that’s not to say that we can’t go on from here...is it?”
From Seagrum’s point of view, there was only one way forward from here and it was getting closer every second that passed by. He hadn’t missed the movement of the vampire’s eyes that also darted off quickly towards the same doorway that he was watching discretely in his peripheral vision. Something was definitely not moving in the darkness there. He breathed in slowly both to help him compose himself and also to see what he could pick up by way of smell. It was too small a doorway for a troll or an ogre and no rank smell of musk and damp dogginess, so it wasn’t a werewolf.
“What do you say, Master ...?” the vampire continued and held out a porcelain hand with immaculately manicured talons.
In fact, there was no smell at all. It couldn’t be a Grey Man, Seagrum thought as he took the vampire’s hand to shake it. So, all in all it was probably an accomplice. 
The vampire had a vice like grip but Seagrum’s hands were broad and strong. He bowed low suddenly before the vampire as though in a formal dwarfish greeting. At the same time a flash of black shot across the top of his neck and clattered harmlessly away against the pavement a few steps beyond before exploding into glittering shards of what looked like black glass.
“Obsidian?” asked the dwarf quietly as he straightened up.
“Of course.” replied the vampire, still holding the dwarf’s hand tightly. He smiled: it would have been a disarming smile to any creature that could be affected by the aura and from the vampire’s point of view it was habit. He was under no illusions about its efficacy.
“It’s a standard tactic for us vampires and of course, one has to try.”
“Indeed,” replied the dwarf just before he kicked out and planted his boot in the vampire’s crutch.
Then several things happened at once.
The vampire doubled up with an “Ooff!” sound, his pale complexion phasing momentarily to pink, and he then dropped to the ground clasping at his genitals. At more or less the same time, Seagrum whipped around and pointed his long knife straight out into what for a split second appeared to be empty space. Then the empty space coalesced into the shape of another vampire: a younger vampire with a face contorted into a hideous grin, all fangs and blood red eyes. 
Then the face changed, almost instantaneously into a look of utter surprise and amazement as the knife point, encouraged by the vampire’s momentum, slipped quietly into its throat. Bright red blood started to pulse out as the vampire’s hands went up as though in an attempt to stop the spray. Seagrum stepped aside to allow the creature to fall and writhe around on the ground, noting with some considerable satisfaction that not only were this vampire’s clothes mired but that the instigator of this attempted murder had also been sprayed and his white shirt and immaculate black suit were now stained red and darker black respectively.
He chuckled, reminding himself once more of his grand sire’s mantra.
“A vampire’s weakness is his wardrobe.”
Of course, that is not how to dispatch a vampire, that much is common knowledge and whilst Seagrum liked pointy sticks, he wasn’t in the habit of carrying them around on his person, even when dealing with vampires. He left the younger one to moan and gurgle around on the ground and stepped back over to the older one.
It might seem a little odd to imagine that a dwarf of less than four feet in height could pick up a six-foot vampire but then you have to consider the practicalities. The dwarf, with biceps that were probably thicker than the vampire’s waist and weighing in at probably three to four times that of the injured party, had a strength that most humans can only vaguely imagine. The vampire on the other hand was pretty much out cold and in no condition to do anything except to mumble inarticulate sounds like “murgh” or perhaps “murgl” and ate nothing of any substance from one quarter day to the next (despite the popular belief among humans).
This is what happened and Seagrum first lifted, and then held, the limp form of the mumbling vampire against the door frame of Blanchfield and Bone. He then waited for a few moments as the vampire slowly opened its watery eyes and when he knew that the creature had focused on him (the look of utter hatred that flared up in the vampire’s red eyes told him this) he spoke.
“Listen, you piece of undead shit, and listen closely because I am only going to say this once.”
This was how he took the game to the players.
“You have something of mine, I believe, and I want it back.”
The vampire seemed to have zoned out a bit for a moment. He certainly looked a little nauseous.
“You hear me?” he demanded.
“Mrugh!” the vampire belched.
“It is valuable to me, you see, so I’ll give you a couple of days to recover and a day to get your clothes laundered even, I am a reasonable dwarf after all. Then I’ll be back for it and if it isn’t available to me and in the condition it was when I parted with it then I will take this little enclave of yours apart.”
He paused to adjust his grip slightly.
“Got it!”
“Rurghch...” coughed the vampire.
That last noise didn’t sound too good and so Seagrum stepped slightly to one side. Just a moment later the vampire was sick over the place on the pavement where the dwarf had been standing. Seagrum then dropped the vampire and he fell heavily into the pool of his own vomit.
“Ah me!” Seagrum chuckled to himself, “a vampire’s wardrobe!”
The dwarf then headed for the main roadway, leaving the elder vampire lying limply on the ground and the otherwise silent and impassive queues of people who were waiting for the vampire’s offices to open. They were now half an hour late in opening, a note having been hastily placed in the window of each one saying that training was in progress.
The younger vampire however, Seagrum grabbed by a once neatly shoed foot. As he stomped off towards the road he dragged the limp and lifeless form with him. Of course, the lifelessness was a natural characteristic: it was the limpness that Seagrum had been the cause of. As he passed the shape of the werewolf lurking in the shadows, he snarled.
“Seen enough dog breath? Given you enough to take back to your master to tell him how Seagrum works: how a good job is done?”
The werewolf didn’t respond, other than perhaps the hackles on the back of its neck lifted slightly.
“Go on doggy boy, off you go yapping home: you can come back and face me when you’re no longer a puppy!”
Ignoring him further, Seagrum pulled a rope out from the bag on his back and tied the vampire to one of the metal posts of a urinal that was located in the middle of the roadway. He secured it with a series of knots that were tied with such dexterity that it looked like his hands were working arcane magic. Then he stood back and sniffed.
“Sun up in ...let’s say about six hours. At that time, you’re toast!” 
 
Chapter 8
Naked In the Dark
 
Persephone had given up straining her eyes into the darkness in the corners of the basement that she been escorted to. There didn’t seem to be enough dark, as it were, to hide anything large enough to pose a threat to her. Of course, that was a little naive, given that she was in a vampire house and that vampires had the obvious ability to shift their shape into that of a bat at a moment’s notice. On that basis, of course, there could have been a whole colony of the creatures down there in the dark with her, all hanging from the rafters in the dark up above or crawling up and down the walls, as far as possible from the dim source of light. Whether the former witch had thought to look upwards will never be known: suffice it to say that she didn’t look.
Her next point of focus was the bath in front of her. It is a sad fact, but nevertheless probably true, that Persephone had never seen a bath quite like it before. She was familiar with baths and the concept of bathing: after all this was Florencetown and not the barbarian north.  
Mostly she used the public baths where she could step into the luxurious, if slightly salty, water as it steamed and lapped around her. She had to pick her days in the public baths though. If it was too crowded she could find that she was being washed by person or persons unknown in places that were perhaps better washed by herself. 
When she was a witch that hadn’t posed much of a problem because a few constructive words would usually solve the problem one way or another (as the mood took her) and after a while the word got around (as it were) among the perverts and other creeps that predated young men and women in the public bathing places that she wasn’t somebody to be messed with.  
The big deal for Persephone was the fact that this bath was in someone’s house: that was something that she hadn’t considered. The second point was that, by comparison with the public baths, this one was quite small. It looked tall enough almost to stand in, and long enough, at least for her as she was quite short, to lie down in but that just seemed a bit weird. She walked around it, looking at the opaque liquid that was steaming up from it. 
She looked underneath it: it was on four legs that were carved ornately like feet of some kind, possibly dragon, but there was definitely a space beneath it and so its depth was limited to the space made visible to her. There was always the possibility of magic but even as a former witch, she had a nose for that kind of thing and her nose wasn’t telling her anything to be alarmed of in the magical department. She didn’t consider whether there was anything living that was lurking at the bottom of the bath already.
A draught from somewhere reminded her of her state of undress and of the fact that she was getting colder by the moment. So, with the kind of determination that says that one might as well give it a go and see what happens next, she threw the towel to the farthest edge of the pool of light. Then she climbed as carefully as she could into the bath.
It wasn’t a dignified entry. For one thing the sides were quite high and so she had perch up on the side and sort of flop backwards into the water after fist checking that it wasn’t too hot – it was a vampire house and she didn’t want to find herself being slow cooked or something.
It was irrational of course: they were vampires, not carnivores as such. Equally she didn’t want to find out too late that it was actually some kind of nasty liquid that dissolved things in moments. That was what long fingernails were for. The other cause of the less than graceful entry was that the sides of the bath were inordinately slippery. The material was some kind of enamel or porcelain or something: very shiny.  
She managed to get up onto the edge of the bath without too much effort. That was the point that it all went wrong. She tottered briefly on the shiny, slippery rolled edge and then went in backwards, head first and legs up in the air, disappearing below the surface with no more than a muffled squeal, a trail of bubbles and a lot of splashing.
She surfaced moments later spluttering and gasping but realising at once how wonderfully warm and embracing the opaque liquid felt.  To her it was like being hugged by a very large, very gentle and very warm lover. The real difference (apart from the wetness) was that the liquid made no demands and she didn’t need to fend it off or to push hands away from places that they seemed inexorably to gravitate towards.
Persephone found that she could in fact just about sit in the bath because the design included a step or seat at one end and with care, so that she didn’t slip off the step into the depths, she could lie back and put her arms on the rolled top. She found that she had to grip on a bit because the bath was in fact too long for her to rest her feet at the other end. After all, most vampires were around six foot tall and some managed to clear seven. At the far end she found a couple of jars of sweet smelling soaps. She closed her eyes: abduction by vampires was one thing – and not necessarily a good thing – but this bath was something else.
There is an element of voyeurism to the observations made so far and so it is perhaps more appropriate to move on a bit in terms of the events that befell Persephone whilst the action was taking place in the world above her. 
There is no need therefore to comment on the colour of the liquid in which she was bathing and how it complimented her skin. It would be inappropriate to comment on her breasts and how they seemed to float on the surface of the water: her dark nipples surfacing now and again. It would be wrong to describe the thoroughness with which she cleaned herself or the opportunity that she took to release a little excess tension that she had been feeling from the moment she slipped so ungracefully into the warm embrace. It might also perhaps be a step too far to mention the sigh that escaped her lips as ripples of pleasure passed through her. All this, however, was what the small colony of adolescent vampire bats noticed and heard and enjoyed as they hung quietly from the rafters in the unnatural darkness above her, each one of them holding their breath in case the dream should end.
One presence in the room however, had no interest in the young woman sexually or even gastronomically for that matter. This was the presence that had caused a brief anxiety for the former witch when she first found herself in the basement: the cause of the movement in one dark corner of the room. Her name was Andromache, wife to the vampire known as Thank You and, after a few resounding clicks that were inaudible to the human luxuriating in the bath below but which made the bats hanging quietly above close their wings over their eyes with the sharpness and precision of soldiers on parade, she dropped quietly to the floor.
Persephone was oblivious to her as she had her eyes closed and was now thinking about her childhood for some obscure reason that will remain more secret than her bathing. It wasn’t until Andromache spoke that she was aware of anyone else in the room.
“My dear…”
Persephone was of course startled, attempted to sit up, missed her footing and slipped beneath the surface once more. When she spluttered back up she saw a tall vampire standing just at the edge of the candle light.  She was dressed in black, the fabric slightly shiny but not a worn out kind of shiny. Had she known she would have called the fabric satin. There was a delicate trim of black lace around the tight bodice. The dress was full length and so when the vampire moved, she gave the appearance of gliding across the floor. She stopped gliding at the point on the floor where the milky liquid from the bath was pooling and now spreading once more as a result of the fresh inundation caused by the witch’s impromptu ducking. 
Persephone had decided, for reasons that were frankly beyond her, that this person posed no immediate threat to her. Then she wondered why vampires always seemed to start a conversation with her with “My dear”. Admittedly, she hadn’t had much experience with vampires but that seemed to be the case from the little exposure that she had so far. It made her feel very young. Had she realised it, this was pretty much the point given that most vampires seem to be a century or two older than the average human. 
“I fear that if you wash yourself any harder, you might wash yourself away,” said Andromache without any hint of humour. 
Persephone blushed profusely, unsure of the exact implication of the comment but feeling acutely aware of the sensations that had penetrated her body only a little while before. 
In order to cool her embarrassment, she ducked her head under the surface briefly on the pretence of wetting her already wet hair. During that time the vampire had moved around to the side of the bath and Persephone found this a little unsettling when she surfaced moments later. However, the vampire held out a fresh towel to her, reaching without undue exertion, across the pool of liquid on the floor.
“Use this one. Yours is soaked,” she said, stepping back as the former witch took the towel from her.
Oddly, the towel was warm. Persephone started to wonder about this, given that it came from one of the undead, who were cold-blooded and lived in cold houses. However, she had to give up the thought as it took all her concentration to manage to stand upright in the slippery bath and wrap the towel around herself without dropping it into the liquid below.
“How did you find the slipper bath?” Andromache asked, in a tone that should have implied mild interest but actually conveyed a feeling of interrogation.
“Er, slippery?” replied Persephone, unsure of what was expected.
The vampire gave a click of annoyance and, oddly, Persephone felt a cold draft of air perform a Mexican wave across the ceiling above her. Somewhere in her head a voice muttered “vampires” and then because she didn’t get it, it added “bats”. The former witch decided not to look up: she didn’t want to know.
“And the mare’s milk?” continued Andromache.
Persephone was a bit more in tune now and so was able, at least, to answer in a more comprehensive manner.
“Oh,” she replied, “is that what it was?”
She hesitated just a little too much.
“It was very refreshing,” she lied, hoping that she wouldn’t wretch.
The vampire ignored her. She seemed not to be looking at her. It was more like she was looking through her: not in any sinister way but simply as though she was an obstruction of the view of the darkness on the other side of the room. It was a little disconcerting to say the least but Persephone was keen to get out of the murky liquid now that she knew of its origins and so she paid no further thought to it for a while.
Once she was out and standing back on secure land, she towelled herself dry quickly and thoroughly, hoping to remove all vestiges of the foodstuff in case she began to smell like a cheese. A small, male part of her brain did wonder how many mares it took to fill a bath like that but the thought didn’t hang about for long. This was definitely a ladies-only session. (Well at least that was what Persephone thought because she hadn’t looked up and seen all those adolescent male bats above.)
“You can’t wear the clothes that you came in,” said the vampire tersely. 
“They are being washed: they stank.” 
She added this in a tone that made her sense of distaste quite clear but she added a small belching sound behind a hand that she hastily put to her mouth. It was involuntary but it was effective.
“Of dwarf’s ….” the vampire managed, cutting from the sentence the noun that appeared to be causing her discomfort: she belched a second time and tried hard not to gag. 
Persephone wondered casually how she knew.
“Follow me,” said Andromache.
The vampire turned and swept into the dark corner of the room where a second door now appeared visible. Persephone splattered across the pool of mare’s milk that had gathered all around the bath and followed her quickly out of the door, just about managing to re-secure the towel about the relevant parts as she did so.
Had she hung around for long outside the door she would have heard the collective exhalation of the large number of adolescent bats as they clicked excitedly away to each other in sound phrases that have translated as follows.
“Did you see that?”
“She had...”
“Did you see what she was doing? She....”
In all the excitement one sound phrase intersected another and the result was more or less the scrabbled prattle of excited boys who had just been treated to the sight of a moderately pretty young woman (not that it mattered) bathing herself (that is a reasonable euphemism, after all). 
Fortunately for Persephone, she didn’t have time to hang around as she was now chasing frantically along a dark corridor after a dark shape wearing a dark dress and with almost no light available to her except for dimly lit lamps that were interspersed along the walls. Her biggest fear as she tripped along in the dark holding on to the edge of her towel was that she would lose sight of the vampire and get lost in the warren of passageways that seemed to run beneath the vampire’s house, or perhaps houses.
The vampire said nothing to her nor turned back to check that she was being followed as she turned this way and that to head down a veritable maze of corridors. Persephone would have had no chance of finding her way out had she managed to become separated. However, that wasn’t going to happen: Andromache had need of the girl and the former witch had need of the vampire. They were not going to lose each other.
Eventually, the passageway opened out into a taller space. It was a sort of atrium, only it was deep within the house. It came as a bit of a surprise to Persephone that there were windows on the upper galleries and that although she was sure that it should be daylight, a clear night sky could be seen high above and the waning moon provided a little light for her to see more clearly. A sudden movement from the vampire recalled her observations to more immediate matters and she followed the creature through a doorway that had been opened up suddenly to one side.
Even in the pitiful light that was available inside, the room looked like a bedroom. It was of course in the Gothic style. There was a huge four poster bed with a mattress that rose high off the frame, reminding her rather oddly of a story she had been told as a child about a princess and a pea. Along one of the walls were a couple of cupboards (they would be called armoires if she but knew the term) and there was a rather ornate dressing table with a mirror.  The dressing table was pretty but what Persephone noticed was the fact that there was a real glass mirror in the place where the mirror should be. As far as she could recall, vampires didn’t have reflections.
“One of the guest rooms,” said the vampire, as though guessing her thoughts. 
“You can dress here and tidy yourself up. I’ll send a servant along to fetch you for dinner.”
The vampire had referred to tidying herself up in a manner that demonstrated that she did not believe the former witch was capable of achieving any such thing. Persephone, on the other hand, hadn’t focused on that. Instead, she had arrested at the reference to dinner.
“Oh,” thought the former witch in a voice in her head that suddenly sounded very small and insecure, “perhaps this is a problem after all.”
“You’re a guest, not a course!” 
The vampire managed to put a large amount of irritation into that phrase and, at least to Persephone’s ears, a small amount of regret. The former witch was of course quite wrong about vampires. She was one of the old school who believed that they were blood sucking monsters. In reality, whilst they were partial to a good drop of blood every now and then, their blood sucking monster aspect was reserved solely for their particular line of business where, it has to be said, they excelled.
“Until later then,” said the vampire as she turned and left the room, closing the door behind her.
A few moments later, however, the vampire returned.
“Oh, I am remiss: I should have introduced myself,” she said in a slightly friendlier tone than any she had hitherto employed. 
“I am Andromache. I am Vinegorod’s wife,” she said simply, extending an immaculately manicured hand to the former witch with such majesty that Persephone had to fight the urge to curtsey. 
“You will know him as Thank You.” she added further to answer the obvious question that was bursting almost visibly from the cerebral cortex of the former witch's brain.
“Persephone,” said Persephone, also extending her clean but poorly manicured hand to touch that of the vampire.
“Indeed,” said the vampire with forced politeness, turning to leave once more, “pretty name.”
When Persephone was alone she did what everyone does when they are left in a new room for the first time. She had a look around.  The armoires were stuffed full of dresses, all the same colour (black) and all the same style (full length satin and lace trimmed bodice) and were of a broad range of shapes and sizes from tall skinny wraith to short fat dwarf. She left these for a while and looked through the drawers of the dressing table.
In each draw (lined with black waxed paper) there were various cosmetics and perfumes, together with a collection of combs and brushes and other hair care items. In one draw she found a neat array of studs and other metallic jewellery for piercing various parts of the body. Some she recognised easily, earrings, nose studs and the like. Others she could just about guess at but preferred not to and some were completely beyond her imagination.
At the foot of the bed she found what she had first thought was a blanket box. When she opened it however, a clever mechanical device presented another neat collection. This time it was underwear, all black but there was an incredible array of different styles and sizes. Unlike the dresses however, this was more a potluck sort of thing because those garments she particularly liked seemed to be either too tight or excessively loose. 
She almost overlooked the wonderful array of boots that were located in a small closet, again all black and again in various sizes. She was more fortunate here with her selection and soon had three different styles of boot laid out on the huge black bed, together with the under garments. 
Persephone wasn’t expecting to be revealing the style and cut of her underclothes of course but she saw this as a good opportunity to dress with a certain sense of style: a unique opportunity probably. She therefore took a fair amount of time over her makeup (although it was all blacks and blood reds with an excessive quantity of lead white foundation) and an even longer time (as if that was possible) in selecting her under- and foot-wear. 
Indeed it was fortunate for her that the servant was a woman because when she arrived to announce that dinner was served, Persephone was standing in the middle of the room admiring the cut of the thigh length boots as well as the way that the basque that she had selected, showed off her moderately full breasts in another full length mirror that she had discovered towards the end of her explorations. She hadn't chosen all her under garments yet and so the net effect was that she looked like an underdressed dominatrix.
“Ah hem,” said the servant politely in her direction “dinner is served ma’am.”
The announcement gave the former witch a real sense of pleasure and for possibly the first time in her life a sense of self-worth. No one had ever called her Ma’am before. It even made her forget that she was almost naked and looked, at that precise moment, more like a lady of leisure in the flat on your back sense than lady of leisure in the drawing room and genteel conversation sense of the words.
By the time that she had turned to address the servant, she was gone. There was nothing else to do but select a pair of black knickers and put on the black dress, once she had found a size that fitted her. Then, with a final look at the stunning woman in black who was watching her from the mirror, she opened the door and stepped into the atrium. 
That was the point that she realised that she didn’t actually know where dinner was being served. This was a pointless worry however because her host had arranged it all. As she stepped timidly out of the guest bedroom, another servant stepped forward and ushered her in the direction of another room that was more or less diagonally opposite. At the entrance to this room, she was met by another servant. The servant was a man dressed in an antique suit of black with a black cummerbund and wing collars to his white shirt. His hair was neatly coiffed and his skin was pale although not white. This was a human and not a vampire but the eyes looked somehow wrong. There was a vacancy in them and the pupils were dilated too much, even allowing for the dimness of the room. 
Had she realised it, she would have recognised the style of dress as an odd mixture in a servant but Persephone was not schooled in these arts. She was also more disturbed by the fact that it was a human and not a vampire. She couldn’t work out why that should worry her so much but there was no time for further thought. 
She allowed herself to be led towards a huge table that was decorated with some wonderful deathly white lilies and had more silverware and crystal glass than she would ever have dreamed existed anywhere. Once she was seated, midway along the table, the servant bowed to her and withdrew, leaving her alone with a lot of cutlery, a large quantity of silver and a formidable curiosity about what would happen next.
With nothing else to do but look around like a bewildered child, Persephone did the next thing that a child would do: mess with the place setting. She picked up a curiously shaped fork with two prongs and looked at her reflection as it presented itself to her in the narrow surface.
There was a discrete cough from somewhere behind her. She put the fork back where she had found it without daring to look around. That was odd really because in the context of her position or predicament, it might have been a valuable thing to do. After all, she was in a vampire’s house and sitting at a dinner table. For all she knew, the discrete cough behind her could have belonged to a servant with a very sharp knife who, at the merest hint of an instruction by his master or mistress, was ready to step forward, seize her roughly by the jaw and slit her throat. 
Or, perhaps, the owner might have been simply waiting to serve once the meal had begun. Or of course any number of permutations in between. It is testimony either to the former witch’s courage or her naivety that none of this crossed her mind. She simply put the fork down because she had been discovered messing with the tableware.
Fortunately for Persephone, her hosts arrived shortly after the cough and this sent her curiosity off in another direction. The vampire that the former which knew as Thank You but whose pet name was Vinegorod walked stiffly towards the far end of the table, where another servant had appeared and stood waiting to pull out an ornately carved black and gold chair.
“It's more like a throne than a chair,” thought Persephone.
At the same time the mistress glided effortlessly to the other end of the table where yet another man servant was waiting to seat her.
Persephone sat quietly and not daring to move as her eyes darted first one way and then the other.
“My dear,” said the vampire as he shook out a delicately embroidered napkin in the air to one side of him, before handing it to the servant who then placed it with a flourish in his lap.
“You look positively ravishing!”
Persephone was not a gambler generally but she would have placed money on the fact that “my dear” would have been his first two words to her. She wasn't quite so comfortable about the follow up, however.
“Sir,” she replied with a nod in his direction.
“Madam,” she then said turning to Andromache.
This was unknown territory to the former witch. She had, of course, attended some of the masked balls at the local Officers’ Mess and they had a similar sort of look and feel to them. With no other guidance available to her, she attempted to recreate her behaviour on those occasions, in so far as this was possible or even desirable. After all, she would normally be sitting next to some arrogant officer who would expect on occasions, her hand to rest upon his leg beneath the table or occasionally to brush lightly, a little higher up.
“You see my dear,” remarked Vinegorod to his wife, all of twenty feet distant at the other end of the table, “we can all find a place for etiquette, no matter how deep we have to dig!”
“Indeed," replied Andromache, although Persephone thought that she detected more a question in the reply than an affirmation.
Once the master’s napkin had been placed, the servant behind the former witch stepped forward and went to place a similar dark napkin in her lap. She wasn’t expecting it, although perhaps she should have been. She started a little and grabbed his wrist. Andromache, who was receiving a similar service at her end of the table offered a telling look to her husband that said in simple terms, “Well, what do you expect?”
Vinegorod ignored the look and clapped his hands together. At once another servant stepped forward with a tray holding four decanters that seemed to be filled with a thick red liquid. At a signal from his master, he approached Persephone and held the tray out towards her. There was a slightly long silence and then a voice in her head that said “Ok, what do I do next?” Fortunately, she was rescued by the vampire.
“Bovine, equine or porcine, my dear?” 
He paused to allow her time to register the question and its inference and then added, in his case as an afterthought but in Persephone’s case as a mercy.
“Or would you prefer claret?”  
Chapter 9
The Hog’s Back
 
Seagrum had decided that a meeting at the dwarfish haunt known as the Hog’s Back was going to be necessary after his visit to the vampire enclave. His exchange with the old vampire had given him an idea on how to sort the vexed problem that his employer suffered. It was not something that he could achieve on his own and, like any good dwarf, he saw a good opportunity to further the careers and wealth of some of his fellows.
The Hog’s Back wasn’t exclusively a dwarf inn but it was unmistakably dwarfish. For a start it was built into the side of a large hill outside Florencetown, also called the Hog’s Back for obvious reasons. It was also cavernous: not because it had been carved out of ancient limestone caves and was technically a large cave, but rather the term reflected the height and space of the place inside. It was unlike the human equivalents with their mean little rooms and low ceilings with beams that caught out anyone of any reasonable height. Life a dwarfish inn, it had a roof that disappeared up into grandiose vaulted ceilings hung with rock crystal lights that seemed to burn with their own inner radiance. Dwarfs were, after all master masons and metal workers: that much everyone knew. 
It was perhaps a curious thing (for humans) to think that a creature with a height of not more than four foot or so should require such an amount of space between the top of their heads and the rock above them. It seemed, on the face of it, a wonder that they could ever step into the human places of habitation.  Of course, had they but asked a dwarf they might have realised that every dwarf is a giant in his own mind and that the reason for the height was partially based on that belief and partly because in simple terms, they could create such caverns easily. A party of dwarfs with hammers and pickaxes could do more in an afternoon’s work than twice as many men with the explosive black sand that they were so free and easy with.
“Bedding planes, my boy,” was a common enough saying amongst dwarfs, even when the preceding phrase or question had no bearing on the outcome.
Seagrum enjoyed meeting up with his fellow dwarfs. It gave him such a sense of belonging that he couldn’t really describe and it made him feel somehow less alone (which it would of course). With humans it was all anxiety and what-ifs. With ogres, it was all noise and with trolls there was precious little conversation to note. Dwarfs and the folk of the dreamlands rarely spoke, or indeed even met except perhaps in battle. Vampires were just a bunch of puffed-up creatures with too high opinion of themselves and werewolves, well, dwarfs viewed them in the same light as most humans viewed rats.
A company of dwarfs had arrived in the town en route to employment on the western frontier where the City State armies were engaged in a protracted border dispute with their neighbours, the Boursae. These were a warlike nation of nomadic types who had an almost genetic hatred of the City States and their sedentary ways. The border was in truth an excuse for a war rather than an actual reason. The Boursae did not recognise boundaries unless they had been placed there by the forces of nature and were otherwise impassable for themselves, their cattle and their horses. There were no such barriers where the land apparently became the property of the City States and a series of remote and until recently, poorly defended fortresses, poked out of the terrain like an ogre’s teeth. 
The arrival of the dwarfs was known to Seagrum and the two or three other dwarfs who were hanging about the town on their own private business. Dwarfs seem to have a sixth sense about each other’s whereabouts. 
Seagrum had sent a message to them by carrier and had suggested a meeting to discuss interim employment whilst they rested for a few days in the town. It is perhaps worth noting that for dwarfs the phrase “that a change was as good as a rest” was far more appropriate than for the humans who had first coined it. 
For a dwarf, to suggest that he take a rest was either an instruction to get additional work or an insult that would only be satisfied by bludfude. This was the traditional form of honour justice involving two participants and two mattocks and a fight until one, or sometimes both, of the combatants lay in a bloody and disfigured heap on the ground, mired in their own blood and other bodily tissues and fluids. Given the toughness of dwarfs and their ability to sustain horrendous injury, these combats could take a number of days to resolve. It is a sad fact, regarding the nature of dwarfs and a certain closeness to humans – which they would never acknowledge – that these were popular events and involved a considerable amount of gambling.
“Seagrum, you old goat!” barked a dwarf with one eye and a beard that seemed to have been partially ripped from the side of his face (which it had).
“Mattuck, you elk!” replied Seagrum, grabbing the old chap by the forearm and almost wresting him bodily from his seat.
“How’s the she-dwarf then?” continued Seagrum, still holding the other in a grip that would have crushed a human’s arm, “and the littl’uns? Six is it?”
“Aw she’s bearing up,” replied Mattuck grinning broadly and adding, “Eight!” with a fierce sense of pride.
“Still all boys then!” said Seagrum, carefully avoiding making this a question. He was friends with the other dwarf but one could go a little too far.
“Aye!” said the other.
“Ah me!” said Seagrum, “she’s got a beard on her and no mistake, that one!”
“Ow ar!” said Mattuck, seeming to glow with pride at the compliment.
Perhaps it could be remarked that dwarfs, as well as being particularly different in physique from humans, had a very different view on the roles and attitudes towards the sexes. She-dwarfs, as they put it rather unflatteringly (to humans), were considered bad luck when they arrived as children and it was the hope of every proud father to sire a company of dwarf warriors. This was of course a slightly myopic and a potentially dangerous evolutionary strategy as sexual reproduction was the required means of continuing the species. However, evolution and natural selection had worked its magic well enough and had ensured that she-dwarfs were normally very similar in facial hair to their male counterparts.
In fact, from infancy to marrying age (which was around the dwarf age of twenty-eight when they became sexually mature) she-dwarfs tended to be more hirsute and this tended to keep the males from disposing of the females before they could demonstrate their reproductive worth. Of course, to suggest that a dwarf’s she-dwarf had given birth to a she-dwarf was also one of those conversations that necessitated bludfude. It was therefore normally a matter to be avoided or, at the least, skirted around with a delicacy comparable to walking on thin river ice in full armour and with a sack full of gold on a warm day.
A grunt that originated from within a group of six other dwarfs who were playing kriks krak put a temporary halt to the discussion about Mattuck and his growing army of sons. Seagrum turned around to greet another old war comrade, Narwal, who was studying the layout of the pieces on the kriks krak field. It was obvious that he didn’t want to be disturbed – no one wanted to be disturbed when pitching a piece in kriks krak, especially a recognised master player. 
The grunt had been one of concentration, not a comment on Mattuck, his sons or his she-dwarf. Narwal stood quietly for a while, balanced on one leg, as was his style, the kriks in his right hand, balanced like a spear. Piggy little eyes looked out from a puffy white face that was being buried over the years by a creeping mass of red hair rising up from his jowls and sweeping down from his eyebrows. His glorious copper beard was tucked expertly into his belt in classical dwarf fashion. A pink little tongue poked tentatively out between his scabrous lips as he took a short breath in through the tight little nostrils that sat in a veritable horn of a nose that was positioned a little off centre in the face. (Most dwarfs and she-dwarfs had broken their noses several times before they had reached their fifth birthday.) 
Every dwarf playing the game and those watching nearby held their breath as Narwal flicked his wrist, almost casually, and the kriks flew from his grasp straight into another piece a few dozen paces away. There was a crack and the opposing kriks went down. Just about the same time a victory roar went up from Narwal’s team as players and spectators leapt into the arena to kick over the remaining pieces and to scuff the battlefield as was customary.
“A good krak!” said Seagrum as Narwal disentangled himself from delighted spectators and stomped over to the edge of the arena where the other dwarf waited.
“Aye, and a good little earner too,” Narwal replied. He had just won a significant bet against the landlord of the inn who was an avid kriks krak enthusiast: avid that is by human terms – he wouldn’t have drawn blood over it as a dwarf might.
“You’re looking fat,” said the kriks krak champion, prodding the stomach muscles of the other.
“Well, you know how it is among these humans: all soft living and eating.”
“And ale!” bellowed another dwarf nearby. 
Thikskeg was a huge dwarf by dwarfish standards, standing almost as tall as a short human and equally as broad around the middle as he was high. He had, like all dwarfs, a barrel of a chest but much of it was buried in the thick black mane of curly hair that flowed down from his face and looped several times in his belt. There was also an additional outflow of hair from beneath the collar of his chain mail which seemed to merge with beard at the front and his copious locks at the back. No one would ever have dared to suggest it, at least none now living, but there were those who wondered if there wasn’t just a little bit of extra she-dwarf in his make-up. 
“More ale!” he cried, “Dwarfs alive, give me more ale!”
For emphasis he managed to spill the remains of the thick black double stout that was clinging to the sides of his huge pewter tankard.
One of the many benefits of selecting the Hog’s Back for a meeting was the quality of its ale. Every dwarf who had ever lived among humans, even Seagrum, had to admit that if there was one thing that they could do well, it was the brewing of ale. The Hog’s Back’s double stout was almost legendary amongst dwarfs. 
“We’re not here to talk about the ale, or families, of Kriks Krak or any other wolf-damned chit-chat, are we?” growled a gaunt looking dwarf.
He was leaning back on a chair with his iron-shod boots on a table. No one was sitting near him and most were conspicuously looking the other way. He seemed to give off a feeling of anger and misery and disquiet all at once. He wore black, his beard was black and his eyes were black. Indeed, the only things about him that weren’t black were his skin, which was actually a deep brown like weathered leather and a huge gold ring that he wore on his index finger.
“Ragnar Loathbruk,” muttered Seagrum in a tone that promised murder. “I see that age and experience haven’t clouded your bitterness too much.”
Ragnar spat casually on the floor, ignoring the look of hurt and disgust that the inn keeper offered him, admittedly from a good few paces distance.
“’Appens not,” he replied, leaving the words out there like an insult and hoping that someone would take them up as such.
“Well, you’re right,” said Seagrum, ameliorating his tone a little (not much but enough to get things moving). 
He nodded curtly to the inn keeper, who seemed to be watching out for such an action and suddenly moved off to draw a number of tankards of ale.
“Those of you who are here for temporary employment, kindly join me at the table.” Seagrum bellowed at the top of his voice. 
Most of the dwarfs present were indeed there for that purpose but there were one or two others, not dwarfs, who heard the word “employment” and started towards him. A look from the dwarf halted them in their tracks.
All in all, there were eight dwarfs who responded and came to join the low-lying table that was being set up with ale and various foodstuffs: mostly chicken and roasted pork bones, two particular favourites amongst dwarfs. (They were not partial to vegetables although of necessity they would eat them.) The other dwarfs present appeared to have their heads down and were heavily into their own private conversations. Seagrum wandered over and had a brief word with them, returning soon after.
“No, they’re not interested.” he said, “so that leaves nine of us.”
He looked around at the collection of dwarfs who were now stuffing themselves with the various meats and the best ale that the Hog’s Back could offer. They looked slightly comical and to an outsider that is the kind of mistake that could be made, but Seagrum knew better. These dwarfs were tougher than mountains: they had fought in countless campaigns and skirmishes and duels. They had looked on impossible odds, shrugged their shoulders and lifted their mattocks for one last stand that somehow never was. Always they came through. Seagrum couldn’t recall how many times he had stood shoulder to shoulder with Thikskeg and Mattuck, Ragnar too, come to think of it. 
It was Ragnar who had carried him for three days from the slaughter of the Battle of Mambray, Seagrum holding his guts in with sutures made from his boot laces and Ragnar himself nursing a deep sword wound to his right shoulder through which it was possible to see bone. The two of them did not like each other but, as the saying went amongst them, they were dwarfs. A bunch of pansy vampires should be a walk in the park.
That was more or less how he put his proposal to them after they had drunk deep and eaten deeper, another dwarfish proverb. Most of them had been only too keen: the opportunity to put down a bunch of vampires was too good to refuse and the chance to rub the noses of the tame werewolves of the Hue and Cry in their own spoor was almost icing on the cake, if the idiom survives translation.
Only Ragnar put a damper on the project but then that was what Ragnar did best. Seagrum hated the dwarf with a passion but he knew the strength of each of the dwarfs present and Ragnar was, above everything else, a realist. He was in truth the only other dwarf in this world whose opinion Seagrum really valued: that wasn’t to say that either of them wouldn’t hesitate to go the rounds on a bludfude with the other if the chance arose.
“Two things are wrong,” said Ragnar with customary bluntness, “we don’t know how many vampires and we don’t know how far the Hue and Cry will go if we over do it.”
“We don’t need to bother about the vampires,” Seagrum said without really thinking about it, “and that bunch of werewolves aren’t worth the hides that they inhabit. There’s no reason to worry.”
“Oh, but I do worry, dwarf,” snarled Ragnar.
“It wasn’t you who walked all the way from Mambray after a werewolf had tried to eat half your guts whilst you were rolling about on the floor when a Grey Man had put a slow knife in your lungs.”
Ragnar had some annoying traits that seemed to rise above his irascible temperament. For a start he always referred to another dwarf as “dwarf”, no matter how well or how long he had known them.  Another was that he never, ever forgot a failure (someone else’s that is for he was terminally myopic when it came to recalling his own). 
Seagrum rolled his eyes but inside he knew that he needed to up the game a little if he was to secure their support on this venture. A little more professionalism was needed here: after all he wasn’t dealing with humans now. It didn’t help, for that matter, that he knew that the other dwarf had a point.
“All right,” he said, “I see it like this.”
Seagrum went on to explain the brief that he had been given by the Magister of the Hue and Cry. 
Basically, it was to undermine the activities of the vampire confraternity and to generate a loss of confidence in the death pledge. At this point he had to take some time out to explain the concept of a death pledge. Dwarfs weren’t borrowers of anything and to them a death pledge sounded like something a dwarf might commit to in battle: no one walks away, line in the sand and all that kind of thing. Death and glory. The idea that someone might offer their chance of a quiet death for an eternity (or damn near to it) of servitude to the vampires was quite frankly bizarre to them. Why would anyone want to do it, even a human wasn’t that stupid surely?
Well apparently, they were and according to Seagrum, a bad concept had recently gotten worse with some new devilry that the vampire lawyers had worked on the basic model. Now, not only were the signatories to the pledge bound by it but also their heirs in perpetuity.
“Perpetuity... a very long time.” repeated Seagrum so that he could reinforce the justice of the task that he had been set.
It is important to understand that dwarfs were fairly simple folk in some respects despite being extremely complex in others. For a start they didn’t like lies and sneaking about. These things were for the lesser of the mortal kind (mostly humans) where such actions were almost second nature. This was one reason why they had a dislike of vampires. If there was one creature that out did the human ability for avarice and greed, it was a vampire. In fact, the only thing that a vampire didn’t exceed humans in was gluttony but that was only a consequence of their metabolism.
Once Seagrum had managed to convey the nature of the death pledge to them, they were pretty indignant to say the least. It wasn’t so much that they had a great deal of compassion for humans. It was more the fact that the vampires, weasels and charlatans to a man (or woman), were getting away with a form of exploitation that they considered underhand.  This inevitably begged a question in Ragnar’s mind and so naturally enough he asked it.
“What exactly do the vampires get out of this deal?”
It was a good question. Indeed, it was one that many had asked on many an occasion, not least the Magister of the Hue and Cry. Somehow the answer seemed to elude most.
“Well,” said Seagrum.
He sucked in a bit on his lower lip whilst his brain raced around trying to pick up bits of information and suitable anecdotes. It failed miserably, leaving him to fend off the question using native wit and imagination.
“It’s all a matter of acquisition,” he started, realising as he did so that he was on a winner purely by luck.
“What matters most to you?” he asked.
“Well, that’s easy,” said Ragnar, “gold of course.”
“And silver and jewels,” said Narwal.
“And ironstone!” bellowed Thikskeg.
“And ale,” said another.
“This chicken,” mumbled another dwarf. He was slightly fatter than most, even Thikskeg, and was perhaps a little flabbier.
“My boys!” said Mattuck.
Most of the dwarfs who were listening turned and gave him a look that, among dwarfs, meant something like “pussy”.
“Right,” said Seagrum, “and what do you do with these things.”
“We find ‘em and take ‘em and bury ‘em!” was the reply that they all gave. At least all except Mattuck.
The words were more of a chant, a mantra that all dwarfs learned from an early age. Possession was nine tenths of the law for humans but for a dwarf, you didn’t really possess a thing until you had buried it. Seagrum had demonstrated this himself a few days ago in the matter of a pipe that he had liberated from someone else. Not buried you see. Liberated, not theft but then technically not yet possession.
“Exactly,” Seagrum said, wondering just for a moment what he was going to say next.
“Vampires like collecting things, you see.” 
He looked around the hirsute and gnarled faces that were all staring at him intently with bright black eyes. “This is going to be tricky,” he thought.
“In that way they are a bit like us...”
There was uproar. No one was going to accept that.
“There’s nothing similar between a vampire and a dwarf,” spat Ragnar with unveiled contempt.
“Never!” roared Thikskeg.
“Rubbish and, and ....and heresy,” cried out Mattuck.
Seagrum held up his arms and waved them in a gesture that implied both surrender and reconciliation at the same time. 
“No, no. No!” he said, shouting the last word to quieten them down. “I didn’t say that we were anything like those blood sucking, over-dressed boys.” 
He spat vigorously for effect before continuing, “But they do like collecting humans.”
This caused a silence, which he was able to exploit to his advantage.
“And why on earth anyone would want to collect humans is a mystery to me, I can tell you!”
He looked around. In another corner of the room a troll who had been half asleep and twitching in the unpleasant dreams that trolls have, rolled over on the floor and muttered something inaudible. Had anyone heard him, they would have heard his answer to the previous question. “fur food, a curse,” but no one did.
“Which proves my point that there is absolutely nothing of similarity between dwarfs and vampires,” he banged his fist down on the table with such force that a couple of the roasted capons at one end jumped up in the air.
This was more than shaky logic but what reason and argument that was lacking was made up in full by the oratory and by the distraction of the capons. There were nods of approval generally in the group of dwarfs. Only Ragnar was silent as his already rancid face contorted further with the effort of following an argument that didn’t actually run its course but had somehow managed to jump onto another path.
When things had died down a little and Seagrum felt that it was safe to continue, that is exactly what he did.
“Now you might think that collecting humans is something about yardage or tonnage or some such, but I tell you it is not. The Magister explained it to me like this.”
He drew a breath, giving himself a few moments to sort out the obscure, non-dwarfish concepts that had been explained to him: the ones he had nodded sagely to but had understood not a jot.
“It’s all about investors (that’s other vampire families apparently) and market share (although they had me on that one ‘cause I cannot see why anyone would want a market share of humans) and something to do with confidence. Apparently, the more humans you collect the more control you have (although I didn’t actually get what they had control over).” 
Seagrum paused, he knew that he wasn’t making a good job of this. If his own confusion hadn’t already told him, the looks in the faces of those listening confirmed it. He tried one more attempt.
“Oh, and it makes them wealthier. I think they exchange batches of humans, sometimes.”
It still hadn’t hit home with dwarfs whose puzzled faces were beginning to move from expressions that could be described as funny-looking to ones that might be interpreted as pain.
“For gold,” he added, a little desperately.
“Oh er!” said a few of them, more in recognition of the metal than to acknowledge any understanding. 
“Like you might exchange knuckle bones or kult kraks!” 
This last bit was pure desperation on Seagrum’s part, and he regretted it immediately. There was no way he could relate personal ivory (in the case of the so-called knuckle bones) or metal (kult kraks) adornments that dwarfs pierced their bodies with, to the manner by which the vampires exchanged human thralls.
“Look!” he said with the honesty of desperation, “I don’t fully understand what the problem is myself but what I do know is that I have been tasked with solving it and the Hue and Cry will pay handsomely for that. Are you with me?”
He looked around the group of dwarfs with a heavy scowl, a standard approach for negotiation, and waited.
“Is it honourable?” asked one.
“After a fashion,” he replied.
“Is there the possibility of death?” asked another.
“It could happen,” said Seagrum, pleased that the customary contract terms were now being clarified.
“What’s the payment?” boomed Thikskeg.
“Gold,” he replied.
“When do we start!” yelled the chorus of dwarfs.
Chapter 10
The Viscosity of Plots
 
The Magister had just sent Ranulf away with a proverbial flea in his ear after his less than satisfactory report on the activities in the vampire enclave. Whilst he now knew that the wretched dwarf was getting down to business, he couldn’t get any sense from the werewolf of his progress or the effect it was having on either the vampires or the silent queues of people who were still waiting patiently outside the vampire houses.
He understood that the offices had opened and that the vampires were now seeing people at intervals. That was as far as he could get because werewolves have a poor concept of time. Apparently, the intervals were at least the time it would take for one werewolf to track, kill and eat a large deer. The Magister had no idea how long that was, but he presumed it was a moderately long time. That meant that the queues would last for days, or rather nights, and that was not an acceptable proposition either for the Hue and Cry or the Mayor who would surely get involved now.
News had come in from a couple of other towns in the region where similar activities were taking place in the indigenous vampire enclaves. One town was not good but if this was happening in other localities the problem was a little larger than might have first appeared. If this had spread further and if it could be established that the problem had arisen in Florencetown, then the Magister would find his own position under scrutiny from powers that he had absolutely no control over.
Things hadn’t been good with the Central Authority since the unfortunate events of Bartholomew’s Day, two years ago last week. Even now, there was a commemoration in the town to honour the dead. The Magister was never likely to forget that a number of those deaths had been directly attributable to the Hue and Cry’s werewolves. It was a wonder that he and Ranulf had managed to keep their jobs, as well as their heads. 
It was admittedly a stroke of genius for someone as slow witted as Ranulf to come up with the idea of rabies. Of course, it was a shame that he had lost a whole pack of werewolves but to be honest, they had brought it on themselves. The Central Authority wasn’t much better: insisting on Bartholomew’s Day for the suppression of what was in all honesty, some fairly harmless civil disobedience. Any fool could have checked that Bartholomew’s Day two years ago was a full moon. 
“Werewolves, I ask you…”
The Magister had not been aware that he had spoken out loud and was surprised, if not a little shocked to hear the sound of his own voice. He wondered briefly how long he had been speaking, rather than thinking.
He looked down at his desk and noted the hastily scribbled note to remind himself of his meeting with the Mayor later that afternoon. It wasn’t going to be an easy meeting, he knew that much. The Mayor was an arrogant individual with a belief in his own superiority and in the importance of the social status quo. He also had an absolute distrust of the Hue and Cry. This was, in part a result of the obvious employment of werewolves. These were creatures that, in so far as the Mayor was concerned, were so much his social inferiors that they wouldn’t register on the scale.
The Mayor’s dislike or rather distrust of the Hue and Cry was also because the basis of its formation was, in his words, a capitalist conspiracy to suppress the rights of the masses to acquire any form of personal wealth. As it happened, the Magister agreed with him: but then the Magister didn’t believe for one moment that the vast majority of the inhabitants of Florencetown (or anywhere else for that matter) had any right to acquire anything other than liabilities and diseases. Both of these things, the masses were more than capable of acquiring regardless of the efforts of the Hue and Cry. Liabilities were obtainable thanks to the vampires and diseases as a consequence of their social mores and their indifferent attitude to basic hygiene.
Still the meeting was necessary and, unpalatable or not, there was no means to avoid it. The real question was what to do with the intervening couple of hours. Of course, it would have been a good use of his time if he had taken a visit down to the vampire enclave on his own to see for himself what was actually going on. So far, he had only obtained hearsay of sorts from the werewolf and some pretty rudimentary explanations from the two gatekeepers from the town watch.  Had he gone down to the enclave, he might have had the opportunity to ask some of the silent people queuing there, exactly what their issues were. He might even have had the chance to get a feel for the general temperature of what was going on and, indeed the magnitude.
To give him his due, The Magister did think about it for a moment or two but that was all. He stood up and paced about a bit and managed to convince himself that he already knew enough of the situation to be able to control it. 
“Besides, Seagrum will have it under control in no time, I’m sure of it,” he said out loud to himself.
That seemed to convince him and, beginning a sequence of significant mistakes that were going to haunt him until his untimely death, he crossed back to his desk and rang the ornate bell with the rising cadence. At the sound of the bell, he could feel a rush of excitement wash through him and, a few moments later, as the succubus slipped gracefully through the open door, this rush became a torrent and the torrent became a flood.
“My dear, I’m feeling awfully tense,” he said once more, “do you think...”
She silenced him with a single finger placed gently on her lips. She licked the tip.
Had the Magister taken the trouble to walk down into the vampire enclave that afternoon, he would have seen a number of things that might have helped him in his meeting with the Mayor later that day. For a start, he would have been able to assess the atmosphere in the town as he travelled from the offices of the Hue and Cry, along the main via towards the town gates.
As he walked, he would have sensed a certain tension that seemed to hang about the place like a mist. He would have felt a heaviness of the air, a kind of viscous heaviness that made the air throb. He would have seen people muttering and pointing at him as he passed by: not for any sartorial reason but because he was the Magister of the Hue and Cry and they were beginning to think that he was responsible. Responsible for what exactly was the key message that he was missing.
If the Magister had taken the trouble to walk into the town that afternoon he would have heard the following conversation at the corner of the Via Andea and Cheap Street, a long narrow street that ran down from the centre of the town towards the docks and followed for over half its length by a leat that had been channelled down its centre before disappearing into one of the sink holes that dotted the town. 
“No, it’s them werewolves that is doin’ it.”
“Give off, if it wasn’t for the vampires, there wouldn’t be anything to worry about.”
“No, listen up. If it hadn’t been for the vampires messing with the death pledge, then they wouldn’t have ‘ad to send in the werewolves to sort ‘em out.”
“Who?”
“What?”
“Who sent ‘em in?”
“Well, that’ll be th’U and Cry, wouldn’t it?”
“Would it?”
“It would?”
“Yes, indeed. That’s what this is all about.”
“What is?”
“The queuing and everything, as what’s goin’ on down in the vampire enclave.”
“Is it?”
Of course, that exchange might not have been too enlightening but it would have served one purpose if nothing else. Even the least understanding folk in the town were worried about the vampire activity. They may not have known that it was actually vampire activity and very few indeed would have any concept of what that activity might be but that wasn’t the point. In his meeting with the Mayor that afternoon, he would have been up on his facts. He would certainly have been more up to date than the Mayor who, it has to be said, would no more consider going walk about amongst the population than he would have considered having both his legs amputated at the knee. (As a saying somewhere in the City States would have put it.)
Sadly, the Magister didn’t do this and spent the couple of hours in pointless sexual gratification with a creature who looked, at least to him, like all his dreams had been answered. The succubus was no more than a parasite that lived off the energies created by living things and there was no better source of intense, and in most cases wasted, energy than in that of the sexual act. The succubus had found, to its intense delight, that the more perverse the sexual proclivities of its host, the greater the energy expressed.
However, the succubus is not necessarily relevant to the matter of the meeting that finally took place with the Mayor later that afternoon other than as an unhelpful diversion at a time when clarity and focus was required. 
In the grandiose buildings that made up the Mayoral Palace, the Mayor received the Magister of the Hue and Cry in camera. He was attended by five of his clerks (all of these were human and two of them educated at the City State University itself). In other words (and they would be the Mayor’s words), all of them could write and at least two of them had half a brain capable of formulating coherent argument. In the high vaulted ceilings of the Audience Chamber, the two grandees sat in one small corner on gilded futons with nothing but a small gilt table, two coffee cups and a bowl of sugar between them. Both were full of their own self-importance. Both were angry with the other for being the cause of the current crisis and both were totally ignorant of almost everything that was actually happening over the death pledges.
The Mayor, being on home ground, started off the match.
“Welcome, Magister, it is a pity that the only time we meet is when the dogs are baying at the doors.” 
He smiled a sickly sort of smile that meant absolutely nothing.
If it was not intended as such, it was an unfortunate reference, given the nature and indeed the species, of the employees in the Hue and Cry. It was a reference that was not lost on the Magister who bristled at the words. Within a matter of moments, all the …therapy … that he had been receiving over the previous two hours, together with its dubious benefits had gone. His blood pressure began its inevitable climb once more to dizzying heights.
“I fear the matter is more desmodontine than canine, Mayor,” said the Magister.
One of the clerks stepped forward and whispered something by way of explanation into the Mayor’s ear.
“Ah! Quite so, quite so,” said the Mayor whose smile had decidedly slipped, leaving a slightly bloated, almost amphibian look on his pale features.
“You will be aware, I am sure,” said the Magister, attempting to take the moral high ground with a quick riposte, “that the vampires have made some subtle changes to the nature of the death pledge and that this appears to be causing some disquiet in the population.”
The clerk who had originally stepped forward had remained behind the Mayor’s futon and as the Magister finished, he bent forward once more to speak into the Mayor’s ear again. 
The Magister contemplated suggesting that perhaps it might be better use of the Mayor’s time, if he, the Magister that is, discussed this important matter with his clerk. However, in the end, he satisfied himself with a look that loosely translated might have said “windbag”. After all, it would probably be easier to manipulate the clerk, but he needed the Mayor’s approval for his actions. To be more precise, in the legal terminology of the civil affairs, he needed the Mayor’s formal statement of disinterest.
“Whilst I appreciate your concerns, Magister, I fail to see what some legal jiggery-pokery has to do with my office when it quite clearly sits within the remit of the Hue and Cry. After all, these death pledges are legal documents are they not?”
“Indeed, they are legal,” answered the Magister.
“And the vampire families all operate under your jurisdiction, I presume?”
“That is correct,” replied the Magister, shifting a little in his seat as a sense of discomfort started to grow on him.
“And each family involved has a charter?”
“Naturally.”
The Magister knew where this was going, and it wasn’t quite what he wanted. However, there was nothing for him to do but to respond until this argument had played out.
“Well then,” said the Mayor beaming more with a sense of relief than of pleasure, “there is nothing for it. Legal contracts operating under charters issued by your office and under your jurisdiction. I don’t see how that has any bearing on me. After all,” he added as his tone hardened slightly, “if anything is wrong, if anything is being done against the commonwealth then it’s your neck on the block, isn’t it?”
“There is the matter of the crowds, Mayor.”
The Magister played this one quickly in the hope of pulling out a win from the jaws of what could be a very crushing defeat for him.
Once more the irritating clerk behind the Mayor leaned forward and whispered a few more words. This time, as he straightened back up, the Magister was sure that he detected a slightly smug expression in his eyes.
“You mean the orderly queues of silent people waiting patiently outside the vampire offices within the vampire enclave...” countered the Mayor.
It was clear that the clerk had made good use of his afternoon in preparation for the meeting.
“They may be quiet now, but who knows what might happen if matters deteriorate,” said the Magister. 
Had the Magister not spent the afternoon being pleasured by a demon in female form, he might have discovered that matters had deteriorated and, if he had bothered to seek out his relatively tame dwarf, he might have found out that things were going to get a whole lot worse. As it was, he remained in ignorance and, in a perverse sense that actually helped him sound more convincing than he felt. It is always amazing to note the conviction of a person when they are only in possession of a small amount of the facts.
For different reasons entirely, the Mayor was pretty much in the same position and was able to sound just as convincing.
“I don't see how that is of any interest to me. If there were people brawling on the streets or ogres running amok in the marketplace, I’d have my Town Watchmen out there to knock a few heads. Better at night of course as I have the Troll Guard as well, don’t forget and they, they...”
The Mayor was interrupted by his eager clerk who bent down once more and spoke rapidly (and it has to be said, a little sharply) in the Mayor’s ear.
“Well, as I said, I see that it is of no interest to me whatsoever,” blustered the Mayor, sounding a little as if he was addressing his answer to the clerk.
“Can I take that as a formal statement of disinterest?” asked the Magister, no longer looking to hide the vulpine look in his eyes.
There was a very significant hiatus during which time four of the clerks continued the hitherto unnoticed task of documenting the exchange in four different languages. At the same time the fifth clerk had leaned forward once more and was conducting a very long monologue into the Mayor’s ear without any regard for the official sitting barely a sword's sweep away from them.
The Magister looked at the ceiling, a warm feeling beginning to grow once more in his belly and with it some additional sensations a little further south in his anatomy. This was the bit of his work that he loved, and in fairness he was quite good at it. The chase and the kill: he wondered if that was any quicker than the time it took a werewolf to hunt, kill and eat a large deer. He would have brought Ranulf had it been possible, but werewolves were not permitted in the mayoral residence. It was a pity because he could have asked him. 
The excitement crept quickly up over him, and he decided to go back into the office this evening for some overtime. Already he could hear that beautiful bell rising in cadence.
“I think, on this occasion and on the basis of the information that has been exchanged, and in good faith on both parts: all parties being conversant with the facts as recorded in the minutes and duly signed by them,” said the Mayor pompously.
He gestured to the other four clerks who came over to where the combatants sat and offered four copies of the transcript in human, vampire, ogre and troll (in the case of Troll, the paucity of words being made up for by the size of the script).
“Then I can confirm my statement of disinterest," said the Mayor with both finality and, it has to be said, relief.
“Formal statement of disinterest?” queried the Magister. 
This was technically unimportant, given that the documents were going to be signed but he just wanted to hear it said. It gave him such a...
The Mayor stood up, indicating that the meeting was at an end. Protocol demanded that the Magister also stand and so he did, offering the other man his hand to shake. The Mayor’s hand was warm and slightly wet, and he offered a limp fish of a handshake in return, giving a polite nod as he did so.
“Seriously, old chap, what’s this all about?”
The question had everything about it of a genuine enquiry, but the Magister knew better and wasn’t going to be caught out on the informality.
“I think it would be inappropriate to say too much at the present time,” he replied looking directly at the ferret of a clerk standing just behind the Major’s ear like some kind of pet.
“It’s not too poisonous, is it?” asked the Mayor, using the term to indicate the level of potential risk it had on public office, his public office in the main.
“Not at all,” the Magister replied, mistakenly confident in the knowledge that he had failed to acquire about what really was going on. If he had understood, he would have known that something was very wrong in the vampire quarter. Instead, he remained just plain ignorant.
Neither, sadly, was he going to get the opportunity to talk to the former witch known as Persephone. If he had, he would have realised just exactly how toxic the whole situation had become.
Chapter 11
Persephone’s Death Pledge
 
The former witch, Persephone, had not attended many meals of the quality and sophistication that was presented to her by the vampire, Vinegorod and his wife, Andromache. It was true that she had been to a few of the so-called, formal soirees in the Officers Mess in the town on the arms of one of the senior ranks of the Town Watch. These, however, were ribald affairs involving a lot of drinking and the throwing of food and, as the evenings progressed, a goodly amount of nudity and more. 
They were not sophisticated, not like this meal, but they had one thing in common: there was always the expectation of a return. For the bawdy, alcohol fuelled occasions in the Officer’s Mess the expectation was so clear as to be transparent. Eat, drink and then flat on your back or on your knees or against a wall or whichever way the wind blew. Here, Persephone picked up the sense of expectation that emanated from the two pale forms dressed in black sitting at each end of the long narrow table, but it worried her to know that it wasn’t sex.
From deep dark recesses in the sombre corners of her mind, childhood stories crept out uninvited and whispered of blood sucking and the undead. Pale demons flitted and swooped across the caverns of her conscious thoughts crying out with piercing shrieks as she tried to ward the dark wings away with, with... the remains of her shoe? Persephone was, as has been said, of the old school of thinking when it came to vampires. Sadly, she didn’t realise that it was possible to lose things far worse than one’s life blood.
The servant stationed behind her stepped forward silently and swiftly and placed before her a silver platter with a great silver dome on top of it. He had lifted it and stepped away almost before she could start with fright. From the plate before her, the most delicious smelling aroma of roasted flesh and seared vegetables, wafted up around her, massaging her senses and stroking her olfactory glands. The meal was decorated with a wonderfully rich jus of a burgundy colour and was finished off with some greenery which she thought might have been coriander but was in fact a form of bloodroot and two nasturtium flowers of the deepest crimson.
“Don’t eat the greens my dear, “said Andromache, “they are a poisonous to humans.”
Then she turned to her husband.
“I warned chef to expect one human for this evening’s dinner. He seems to have misunderstood.”
“I’ll have a word with him later, dearest.” replied Vinegorod in a tone that Persephone considered to be slightly weary. He then turned to her.
“Sanguinaria or Blood Root is an herbaceous perennial related distantly to poppies. It is an important part of a vampire’s diet as it assists in the decomposition of meats during the digestive process,” he paused to make sure that she was listening.
“At least that is what it does in vampires. In humans we understand that it can cause necrosis of skin tissue and who knows what it does to the lining of your guts.”
“Leave them on the side of your plate, dear,” added Andromache in a tone that was meant to be reassuring but which fell very short of the mark.
Looking at the harmless looking garnish, Persephone moved the leaves to the side of her plate using a small fork that she determined that she would not be using again that evening: unless, that is, it would be to remove the crimson flowers.
Once more, Vinegorod seemed to anticipate her.
“On the other hand, those beautiful nasturtium flowers are totally edible to humans. Indeed, I am led to understand that they are divine.”
The former witched looked from her fork to the flowers and then to the vampire.
“On the other hand, they are lethal to vampires. A problem with clotting apparently: an unfitting way for a vampire to end, you might imagine.”
Just to be sure, Persephone also moved the nasturtiums to the side of her plate. 
“Pheasant in a red wine jus with pan seared root vegetables.” announced Vinegorod with the voice and hauteur of a major domo.
“Enjoy,” smiled Andromache with a smile that was, well, vampiric.
There were two voices in Persephone’s mind as she lifted the heavy knife and fork that the vampires had demonstrated were for the purpose. 
“What is it they want?” was the first.
“Am I going to die?” was a very close second.
“Oh well” she said to the empty space opposite her, “Here goes.”
There is a tale told to children all over the City States about a young girl called Alice who once fell down a rabbit hole and ended up eating various odd and possibly illicit substances. They had varying effects on her, not least of which was that of hallucination.  It crossed the former witch’s mind that she did appear to have fallen down into some kind of Hadean gloom and the tale of Alice was not lost on her. However, she was pleasantly surprised that her first, second and indeed subsequent mouthfuls of the food presented to her were utterly delicious and had no effects on her whatsoever other than to indicate to her rebellious stomach that she was indeed hungry. The effect was so ordinary in one sense that she even started to munch on the nasturtium flowers, which were in fact delicious and refreshing.
“Don’t touch the blood root, my dear,” hissed Andromache as she placed her knife and fork gently down on the plate before her and dabbed her red lips delicately with the napkin from her lap.
Ignoring the tiny crystal glass of viscous red emulsion that was sitting uninvited beside her place setting, Persephone reached out to the larger glass of claret that was sparkling appealingly in the dim candlelight. She took a larger than normal drink, draining half the glass with a single mouthful.
“We have water if you are thirsty,” said Andromache with a strong hint of disapproval, “that claret is three centuries old.”
Persephone didn’t have the time to consider the point or to feel any sense of remorse over her action because the second voice spoke up once more in her mind.
“Ok, so I’m still alive and they don’t seem to look like they want to finish me off – at least not right now!”
That left the first voice a chance to step in and it did so out loud.
“So, what is it you want of me?” she asked the vampires.
It wasn’t so much the fact that the silence in the room became somehow more intense, nor the fact that both vampires, almost in unison, stopped sipping from their tiny crystal glasses. It was the look of “I told you so!” that Andromache gave to her husband that really registered with her. For some inexplicable reason, it didn’t worry her particularly. After all she had known all along that there was something going on. As far as her limited experience told her, there was no such thing as a free lunch. Of course, she didn’t actually know whether the meal they were eating was dinner, lunch or breakfast because in the darkness of the room about her it was impossible to say. The gnawing hunger that had been a companion for some time now, had taken himself off into some corner to sleep on the meat that she had just eaten. He was however, no judge of time as far as she could tell.
Her musings were interrupted by a cough from Vinegorod.
“My dear, I would have thought that it was obvious," he said, talking with a tone that one might have used for a particularly stupid child.
If that is not politically correct, then it might be better to suggest a child who was struggling to glean an understanding from something that has previously been told to them.
Persephone was certainly falling in with the latter description and by comparison to the ages of the vampires, her thirty or so years did indeed make her seem like a child. Again, she was interrupted as the vampire continued.
“I want your death pledge," he said, pausing for a while to allow her processing to catch up with him.
“You may recall, at our meeting earlier....”
Persephone noticed that he seemed keen to avoid any specific reference to time. She wondered: was it earlier that day or earlier, yesterday? She didn’t have time to dwell further as he started to prompt her.
“We discussed your circumstances: how you had fallen out with a...” the vampire made an odd belching sort of noise.
“dwarf...” he shuddered involuntarily before continuing.
“How he had taken something special from you...and how you wanted it back.”
The vampire was looking at her directly with that terrible gaze that vampires have. He seemed to be looking straight through her, as though she had no clothes on. But it wasn’t body, skin, breasts and all that stuff that she felt was exposed to him. It was organs, tissues, cells: the microcosm of biochemical wonder that made up her existence. 
Where could you put your hands?  It was easy to cover the surface: a well-placed arm to cover the breasts and another between her legs – at least in her culture that was the prescribed pose – but how did you cover the whole heaving metropolis of life within from a vampire’s gaze?
Well of course you didn’t: you simply wilted under the onslaught like a flower in the sunlight.
“Your magic, my dear,” interrupted Andromache.
It was really beginning to annoy Persephone: this attitude of superiority that the two of them offered her. As though they were better than her, as though she was somehow their inferior. As though she was nothing. What were they after all? The undead: vampires; blood suckers and usurers parasitising the living to feed their own excessive...”
“...needs... we discussed your needs as well.”
Vinegorod was talking still and the former witch decided that she must have zoned out for a moment because she came back in midway through a sentence.
“Needs?” she queried, unsure if she was asking the vampire or quizzing herself.
“Your needs, my dear," he said, “you want your magic back.”
“Oh,” she said as the wind went rushing out of all her irritation. 
“Oh.”
The word seemed to hang there for hours.
As if on cue, the servant standing behind her stepped forward and removed her plate. He stepped back into the darkness of the unknown place behind her for a moment and then stepped forward once more and planted a small plate before her. It was adorned with the most beautiful desert that she had ever seen. Admittedly, she hadn’t seen many but the water ice before her was carved into the shape of a beautiful blood red rose.
“If chef has paid attention to my instruction that is cranberry," said Andromache in a tone that said that she didn’t think it likely.
“It is cranberry.” said Vinegorod adding, “I smell acids, not iron salts.”
He sounded a little disappointed but after the briefest of pauses, he returned to the previous matter of business.
“Now fortunately, I can assist you to get your magic back.” 
He leaned towards her with an almost predatory eagerness that was, at that moment entirely overlooked by Persephone.
He took another sip from his tiny crystal glass and leaned back in his chair, attempting to take a relaxed, almost laissez faire attitude. His eagerness was such that he failed to achieve the effect, but this was lost on Persephone who was otherwise wrestling with a parcel of her own mixed emotions.
“In a sense you were halfway there when you brought me that amulet,” he continued, ignoring the look of surprise on Persephone’s face at the mention of the artefact.
“But I didn’t...” she started to say before he waved her thoughts away with his hand.
“Of course, you did. That’s why you came to the vampire enclave in the first place. After all, it’s on the way out of town and you live somewhere down by the waterfront, if I am not mistaken.”
Persephone didn’t like the way that he said this and liked even less the tight little sniff that he gave just before he offered this view. 
“Look, my dear,” this faux endearment had a more business-like ring to it, “from where I sit, it is pretty clear to me. You want your magic back. You brought the dwarf’s amulet to me. I have had my clerks researching the thing since you arrived here and, I am pleased to say, we can sort this for you.”
The former witch sat there looking at the vampire, just a bit lost in the simple confusion of the moment. In her mind a small thought wondered how stupid she really looked form the far end of the table.
“It’s a simple matter,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“In fact, I could call one of my clerks up right now and we could do it before you finish your sorbet.”
“Could you?”
“Yes of course,” he replied, but then added, “Of course there is an agreement to be put in place first.”
“Is there?”
The vampire gave his wife a look of simple exasperation. Were all humans this stupid?
“My dear,” said Andromache quickly, “it isn’t often that someone has the opportunity to discuss their death pledge with a director of the ban.... with the head of a vampire family.” 
She paused briefly and then added, “It’s a great honour.”
Somewhere deep down inside the mind of the former witch something resembling hunger stirred itself. As it moved, stretching out its forelimbs and arching its back, it managed to nudge something else that also awoke, grumbling and muttering unhappily to itself. Avarice and vengeance stepped up into her thoughts, pushing hope aside without a thought before she could get a word out. Getting her magic back would be good. It was a source of income, and it would give her the chance to get back at that dwarf, somehow.
“What has to be done?” she asked.
It was a different voice and if the vampire’s noticed it or if they felt any surprise, they didn’t show it.
“That’s more like it!” said Vinegorod, “now we’re talking the same language.”
Persephone could now see the look of hunger in his eyes but her avarice and desire for vengeance didn’t really care about that right now. 
The rest of the meal went quite quickly after that. The hidden servant behind her stepped forward five more times. Twice he collected items and the other three were to place first a second desert (the former witch didn’t realise that the ornate sorbet was to cleanse the palate), then some biscuits with cheese and then an ornate miniature coffee pot and cup which gave off a heady and rich aroma of chocolate, vanilla and cinnamon. 
There was however a sense that the business was over and that there was a need to move with appropriate haste to the next matter. Certainly, Vinegorod was impatient. Even though he just about managed to keep it under control, little things kept getting away from him. He almost barked at Andromache on one occasion when she had failed to reply to what seemed like a mundane comment about the time that sunset was due that evening. He positively hissed at the servant who stepped forward just a moment too soon to place his coffee pot before him: full hiss and teeth and vampire smile. 
Persephone didn’t like that one bit. He was also chewing the inside of his mouth vigorously, something that she hadn’t noticed before because, most likely, he hadn’t been doing it previously.
As she placed her empty coffee cup back onto its delicate black saucer, she felt that both vampires breathed a collective sigh of relief although they did it in much the same way that someone might attempt to stifle a yawn. She lifted the napkin from her lap and dabbed her mouth delicately, in much the same way that she had seen Andromache do. For her, however, it was a stall for time because she was aware of an odd mixture or apprehension – that would be hope – and excitement – collectively avarice and vengeance.
The vampire was so determined not to look over eager that he seemed, as far as Persephone could tell, to be counting in his head to keep himself under control. She deduced this because his head was making little rhythmic nodding movements that every now and then kept repeating themselves. By the time she had counted to fifty in her own head, the vampire had obviously determined that enough time had elapsed to satisfy the needs of not being over eager and he looked up at her and smiled.
“Normally, I would go straight to the paperwork,” he said, “but it has been a good evening and I am feeling in an expansive mood, so I would like to show you my research department.”
The tone and the basic structure of the suggestion sounded just a little too familiar to the former witch, bringing back recollections of hasty couplings both inside and sometimes outside the Officers’ Mess. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be so difficult after all, the only difference being that he had brought his wife with him. 
Whether these negative thoughts were picked up by the vampire or not, he continued regardless.
“Dearest, we are going to visit the basement. Would you like to join us?”
Ok, it really was sounding like some kind of foreplay now thought the witch.
“Oh, I don’t think so sweetest, you run along. I have some embroidery to finish," replied Andromache.
That at least narrowed down the options.
The vampire rose, the servant behind him stepping forward at the same time to remove the chair from its position of obstruction. A moment later, Vinegorod walked stiffly from his end of the table, waving the servant away from his position behind Persephone’s own chair.
“Allow me, my dear," he said as he drew the heavy chair back, thus enabling her to rise.
Now that he was moving, the predatory eagerness that had been so apparent a little earlier was less conspicuous. It was still there, of course, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up and they stayed in that position as they walked in relative silence out of the room, along a number of corridors and down a sequence of steps, all the while a servant leading the way with black candelabra. 
Eventually they stopped before an unobtrusive looking door with a large sign on it saying something urgent in a language that was unknown to her. She guessed that it was urgent because it was written large and in a bold script and had several slashes at the end of it that looked suspiciously like exclamation marks. In fact, she was wrong in this because they were no more than tally marks.
The servant knocked formally three times on the door and after a moment the thing swung open, revealing a dim light within that was barely a few lumens up on the darkness outside. A strong smell of starch and hair wax and cinnamon floated casually out into the corridor and, as Persephone strained her eyes into the darkness, she could just about make out the shapes of a number of vampires sitting at a number of rows of benches. At the front, on one bench, a dim red light was pulsing slightly from an object that one vampire was turning carefully in an anti-clockwise direction. As if on cue, he put his hand around and under the amulet and gripped it hard. The dim red glow burst suddenly into a bright crimson light that flipped almost instantly to white. There was a collective hiss from all the vampires present, including Vinegorod as they swept their capes about their heads.
“Put it out you fool,” Vinegorod hissed and spat into the brightness.
The vampire struggled for a few seconds but seemed unable to do anything to fix it. With a sigh, more of resignation than sadness, he lifted his cape and buried the amulet underneath it with him. There was an odd, tight little squeak and an unpleasant smell pervaded the room.
Vinegorod walked stiffly across to the bench and leaned over it. From the bench on the other side, he carefully lifted the cape with its contents: a dull glow came from beneath it. The vampire had gone.
“Research is not without risk, you see?” he said casually as though nothing much had happened, adding “Send another down to take his place!” to the servant with the candelabra who was still standing at the door looking, it has to be said, a little shocked.
“I think that you recognise your amulet,” he continued.
Persephone nodded, ignoring the small matter of ownership. Had she been a dwarf she would have noted that she hadn’t yet buried the thing. Although, given that the room was well below ground level, it could indeed be argued that it had been buried. By whom, of course was a completely different question.
“With this, I am confident that we can redeem your magic.”
He looked at her as though he was expecting something from her. It was that feeling she had when someone was begging on the streets and she was trying to avoid making eye contact or getting caught up in the abject poverty. However, the vampire wasn’t begging. Indeed, he probably didn’t even know that people (humans of course – vampires don’t need to) actually begged on the streets of Florencetown.
The hiatus was stretching out to the point when it starts to become really uncomfortable. She knew that she would have to say something but for the life of her (ah, there’s the rub) she didn’t know what it was.
“Do you want to proceed?”
Persephone must have zoned out around now because she didn’t seem capable of responding and didn’t really know what was expected of her, so she just took a position.
“Um.”
Something was definitely wrong because she didn’t even notice the vampire roll his eyes.
“My dear, your magic. Do you wish to proceed?”
“My magic?”
Inside Vinegorod’s mind, amongst all the noxious thoughts and schemes and calculations, a voice howled in frustration. Howled: yes, that is the word for it.
“Oh, my magic,” said the former witch suddenly seeming to drop back down to a plane of consciousness that was, well, conscious.
“Indeed,” said the vampire although he thought something completely different and, in the language of vampires would probably take too long to translate and then explain and would probably be a little unpleasant in any case. The language of vampires was a language of idioms.
“I suppose so," said a tiny voice that Persephone guessed had come from her.
“My dear?” said the vampire.
“Well, I suppose so," she repeated a little louder.
One pencilled black eyebrow raised itself higher than the other, seeming to alight from the alabaster surface with the grace of a bat.
“I mean...” she began.
“Well, is it yes or no?” interrupted the vampire, no longer able to hold back his impatience, a hungry light glowing in his now red eyes.
“I...”
“Tt!” clicked Vinegorod, “Yes or no? Two words: one answer.”
“Yes?” she sighed, “I suppose?”
“Good!” said the vampire holding out his hand for her to shake.
Persephone placed her flaccid warm paw into the equally flaccid but cold clasp of the vampire.
“It’s done then!” he said, the delight obvious in his eyes. These had now gone back to their normal colour, Persephone noticed.
He clicked his hands and from somewhere out of the darkness and a clerk appeared with a piece of parchment and a gold fountain pen. Persephone thought, although she couldn’t be sure, that he had dropped from the ceiling. She was, in fact, quite correct.
Clearing the nearest bench of everything except the smothered amulet (which he now avoided like a disease) he swept the parchment out across the surface and pinned it at its upper end with a black stiletto that he seemed almost to snatch out of the vacant air above his left shoulder. The flat of his hand held the lower edge to prevent it from curling.
“Sign here,” he said brusquely.
“And here,” he added as she complied obediently, scratching a strange hieroglyph across the bottom of a mass of complicated text where the vampire’s right index finger was pointing.
“Withers!” he shouted suddenly and a servant appeared at the doorway.
“Witness,” he instructed.
Withers, the footman, stepped forward and added his signature to the document. Technically although human, he was on loan from another vampire family and so, by definition, there was no conflict of interest in him acting as a witness.
“Thumb,” said Vinegorod to the former witch.
Persephone offered up her thumb vacantly and the vampire turned it over, stabbing quickly into the flesh with the point of his stiletto so that a small drop of blood blossomed on the surface of her skin. The former witch didn’t see the look on his face or on any of the other vampires present because she was staring absently at the bright crimson blood sitting like a bubble at the end of her thumb. It was just as well that she didn’t because it was not a comfortable look.
Vinegorod flipped her hand over and brought the thumb down onto the parchment gently, but firmly. She felt a slight tingle of something familiar that seemed to run up her arm from her thumb and spread out across her whole body. She saw the bright red patch of her thumbprint on the document, standing out red even in the weird light around them. The amulet on the bench nearby seemed to glow less bright under the vampire’s cloak.
“Genes,” said the vampire, as though by way of explanation.
 “So we know that it is you. We could scrape some cells from the inside of your cheeks, of course but well,” he paused and grinned almost boyishly, “we are vampires, let’s face it. Blood, my dear is the specie.”
This whole thing was mystery and ignorance to Persephone. She knew that she had already lost the plot some while ago.
”Um...” was about all that she could offer.
Chapter 12
Chaos In the Market!
 
“Have you seen this!” screeched the Magister.
The unfortunate clerk who had drawn the short straw that morning was standing in front of the Magister’s desk with an expression of poorly masked terror. He was standing at a distance that was close enough to be respectful, yet at the same time far enough away to offer a fair chance of avoiding anything that might be thrown at him.
“No, Magister,” replied the clerk, adding quickly, “I was told to bring the paper straight up to you.”
He was a little more articulate than most of the other clerks, but he was still a werewolf and lying was in his genes really. He had indeed seen the paper but had not had time to read it as he had rushed headlong up the stairs from the kitchen. There he had previously been attempting to break into a storeroom full of hams and other charcuterie. It was the lot of a werewolf to serve two demanding masters, one of them being its belly. He hoped to be able to deliver the papers in time to return before another clerk managed to undertake a break in.
“Well, it’s a damned disgrace,” the Magister continued, ignoring the quivering werewolf in front of him, “who do they think they are?”
He threw the paper onto the desk and stood up quickly, somehow knocking his heavy chair over as he did so. The clerk moved forward as if to pick it up.
“Leave it!”
The werewolf resisted the urge to drop to the ground on all fours, but it was a challenge. His ears flattened closer to the side of his head and so he rustled the other papers that he held to provide a distraction. He hated the vestiges of canine pack behaviour when they tried to exert themselves in front of humans. He need not have worried however for, despite years of working with werewolves, the Magister had no better understanding of the nuances of canine body language than he had of dwarfs with whom he dealt with only rarely.
“Put the other papers down and go!” commanded the Magister.
He looked briefly at a space below his desk that was hidden by the ornate modesty screen with the Hue and Cry coat of arms that was facing the clerk. Then he turned towards the window with the air and attitude of a young child that had been stopped in the middle of his favourite game.
“What are they trying to do to me?” he asked to no one in particular.
“Excuse me, Magister?” asked the clerk who was still standing uncomfortably in front of the desk looking down at a complicated mixture of symbols in black and white on the document lying half folded on the desk where it had been thrown. 
Had the clerk been able to read upside down like his human counterparts, he would have read a bold headline. This was followed by a series of increasingly exaggerated claims about the state of the town’s finances and the incompetence of the Hue and Cry. In fact, it read as follows.
 
CHAOS IN THE MARKET!
 
Panic erupts on the streets of Florencetown as worried victims of the Vampire Houses blockade the town gates.
At a meeting of the Town Council only yesterday the Mayor declared that he was powerless to intervene in the panic that has broken out on the streets of Florencetown and that it was down to the Hue and Cry to deal with the crisis. The Magister was unavailable for comment earlier today although it is assumed that he will be sending in the Werewolves to tidy up the streets: an event not seen since the Bartholomew’s Day fiasco.
In an interview with a number of the distraught men and women at the scene, our correspondent managed to establish that they were worried about their death pledge. Recent changes brought in without announcement by the Vampires are likely to have untold impact on their lives in the future and on those of their dependents...
 
“You may leave,” commanded the Magister without turning around, “and leave the other papers on my desk.”
“Yes, Magister,” said the clerk.
The werewolf was greatly relieved that he would be able to return to the kitchen and hoped that he would get there in time to join in the general feeding frenzy once the doors of the storeroom had been breached. He was just about to turn and hurry off when he caught the faintest whiff of a scent. His hackles erupted on his back in spite of himself and despite all his training. It took all of his self-control (and a bit more that he didn’t think he had) not to leap over the desk to the source of the smell. It was just a whiff, but it was rank. A stench of more than dead. The smell of something that had died in an age long gone.
“Grrr,” he started without being able to help himself but managed to turn this into a series of coughs and spluttering as the Magister scowled at him. It had been a low deep growl that would have chilled the marrow of any rational human being, but it had no effect upon the Magister.
“Get out!”
There was just a moment of refusal in the eyes of the werewolf. The smell of death, now that he had picked it up was too pungent, too pervading. It was a threat that he struggled to ignore but then the clerk managed to wrest control back and he turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.
“Do you have to work with those creatures?” said a woman’s voice, once the door had closed.
The succubus crawled out with some difficulty from the well underneath the Magister’s desk. It wasn’t graceful but that didn’t matter.
“Mmmmnnn. Where were we?” she said lasciviously looking up at him from her position on the floor at his feet. It was at once both ignorant and uncaring of the matters that were throbbing in the Magister’s temple but as she looked up at him with those large uncaring black pupils, all the Magister saw was wide eyed fake innocence and baby blue eyes.
As the Magister was gasping under the ministrations of a consummate fellatrix, the activity in the streets around the vampire enclave was beginning to step up a notch or two. 
The queues of seemingly patient people lined up along the alleyways to the various vampire offices were still in place. They didn’t seem any shorter even though there had been a steady stream of people being seen by the vampire clerks since the offices opened. Here they had received reassurances about their death pledges and the implications of them under the new rules that they barely understood and were too confused to question further.
The queues themselves were still quiet but they were no longer silent. People were muttering amongst themselves in tones that were heading towards angry, rather than frightened and those who were not speaking to anyone in particular were also mumbling and grumbling under their breath. There was also a fresh gathering of people once more in the market square by the town gates. 
The excitement had probably been generated by the reports that were being issued by the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers and people had come down to the gates to see the panic in the market. Of course, the market to which the reports referred was a little more ethereal and was not the odd collection of stalls and hawkers that normally hung about the place. On the other hand, the market so documented wasn’t so ethereal as to be a fiction. It was, in fact, the larger Death Pledge Securities Market. 
This was where vampires across the City States could buy and sell the death pledges that they had built up. The Death Pledge was a little understood commodity and most people involved in the financial world kept away from them, considering them either too great a risk as an investment or too significant a liability if it came to a quick sell. There was moreover a tendency to rise slowly and fall rapidly. Other than inveterate gamblers, this left a fairly small interest base. Those who had plenty of capital to shore up the falls and those who were able to take the long view. To the average human investor, this was outside scope but of course vampires were undoubtedly wealthy and, being undead, could certainly take a longer view. 
For most ordinary folk, this whole matter was arcane magic. It was little understood and, thanks in part to the name ‘death pledge’ and partly (in fairness) to the implications on an individual level, very scary. Anything that indicated some kind of instability in matters of death was guaranteed to galvanise the populace. Of course, trolls and ogres on the other hand had no idea what was going on. It was a crowd and there were humans and a lot of excitable chattering. If it was night-time, it was guaranteed to move – the word galvanise cannot be attributed to a troll under any circumstances – the trolls and if the sun was up, then the ogres could step in on their part. Any opportunity for a quick snack was not to be missed.
There were no market players in the crowds that were gathering of course as they were busy keeping close to the action and working out strategies to protect their interests. That just left the chattering masses, the ogres (daytime) and a few other folk (including the odd werebeast hoping to make an easy killing) and visitors from the dreamlands. All in all, they were a noisy collection and, as is the habit of crowds, they seemed to be fuelling their own excitement as the numbers got bigger. 
The Town Watch had given up any attempt to maintain order and on the direct instructions of the Mayor had closed and barred the town’s gates. This was an action seldom carried out. Indeed, the last time it had happened had also been the Bartholomew’s Day massacre. Now there was a surprise! 
The twelve officers of the watch had withdrawn to their gate house, posting three of their burliest companions at the door armed with huge halberds and dressed in full armour. Generally speaking, no one was interested in them. The crowd seemed more focused on the sombre little alleyways of the vampire enclave that were now blocked with a combination of anxious death-pledgers and, well, everyone else. They heaved and surged in the general direction and occasionally one of the alleys would pulse with the weight of bodies and people would be pressed along further into the vampire darkness.
From somewhere in the crowd, someone with a sense of the occasion and an ear for marketing, started up a chant. 
“Death Pledge,” he chanted out imaginatively. 
After a few rounds, this was picked up by those people around him who weren’t too breathless from the press of the crowd. 
“Death Pledge!” 
“Death Pledge! Death Pledge!”
More and more voices picked up on this, sensing and at the same time vocalising, what they took (mistakenly as it happens) to be a common purpose.
“Death Pledge! Death Pledge! Death Pledge! Death Pledge!”
Even the ogres attempted to join in but they had problems both with the metre and the syllables and so all they really offered to the growing chant was a sense of violence and an underlying baritone hum.
The three huge officers of the town watch standing at the door to the gatehouse seemed to diminish in inverse relationship to the rising chant and soon, after a slow look from side to side – moving quickly in full armour is not an option- they seemed to melt back into the stonework and a heavy iron bound door of oak was locked into place. The sound of battens being hammered down could almost be heard above the sound of the crowd. 
Within the space of a few heartbeats the mood had shifted from angry to ugly.
A series of random events set a taper to the latent fuse of emotions that were sloshing about in the market square. Firstly, a werebeast seized a young woman and dragged her off into a less crowded side street. The effect on the crowd, which by now had little room for independent movement, was to cause a ripple of both panic and synchronicity away from the creature and its victim.  Then a fight broke out between two ogres. 
The cause of the fight would never be known but the two monsters started trading blows and bellowing at the top of their voices. Soon they were scratching and biting at each other with those hideous canines that they sharpen specially for such occasions. The problem with two creatures that are roughly twice the size of a human and all muscle, teeth and claws is that when the fight starts, anyone in the vicinity is going to get hurt if they don’t get out of the way. 
Evasion was not an option to just about everyone nearby and soon people were going down and others were falling and tripping up over them as they too hoped to move out of harm’s way. Soon, for a multitude of spurious reasons further fights had broken out amongst the crowd and weapons were starting to be swung about in some cases. In other locations in the crowd, knives and other clandestine devices were being slipped into unsuspecting bodies quietly whilst attentions were elsewhere. A riot is probably a great place to resolve personal grievances with a neighbour or even with the world at large. From the look of the amount of injured, dead and dying that were soon falling about the place, there were quite a few grievances to be aired in Florencetown that day.
All the while, as murder and mayhem were being perpetrated in bloody eddies within the animal tide, those of the population who were not directly involved – striking or being struck that is – continued the chant.
“Death Pledge! Death Pledge! Death Pledge!”
Whether by resonance or simply volume, even the Mayor could hear the sounds of chaos from the mayoral residence where he stood at the open window, the rolled parchment that was his Statement of Disinterest resting snugly in his closed hands. He permitted himself a small chuckle and tapped the scroll on the back of his neck. Quite why he did this will never be known but at the same time in the offices of the Hue and Cry, the Magister was gasping in sounds that were not dissimilar to those of some of the folk in the marketplace as the succubus continued, mercilessly, to feed upon him.
The sound of carnage was not lost on the vampires who, despite all the noise and chaos, continued to escort their death-pledgers into the offices in small and relatively docile groups. It should be remembered that despite the events outside the enclave, these were vampires. They had reputation and they instilled fear, even amongst the ogres. In their dealings with humans, they always got their way... eventually. In the matter of the Death Pledge Securities Market it was however, dog eat dog – a phrase that would not have been wasted on them. All across the City States in each and every vampire house still standing, heads of families were meeting in urgent conventicles to try to minimise the risks to their investments. Prices were falling badly: crashing would be a better description. Plummeting might be even more accurate as minute by minute, second by second the extent of the death pledge crisis began to unfold itself.
In an unhealthy parallel to the events in Florencetown market square, there were a series of apparently random events that sparked the crash. Firstly, the Central Exchequer was unable to pay the army. This caused a noticeable amount of angry mutterings but there was a general expectation that payment would be late – it always was – and so the event went unremarked. It was when the treasury refused to honour a contract payment to the Chineve Emissary that the fire broke out. Within a few minutes, thanks to the efficient work of the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers along with their magical communication networks, half of the City States had become aware of the default and the concept of bankruptcy began to work its way into most of the conversations taking place in the land. 
Then someone had let slip the fact that the non-payment was down to the vampire families refusing to underwrite the Treasury’s obligation to Chineve and the wildfire erupted. Of course, it wasn’t actually an accidental leakage of confidential financial information. It was a deliberate action by the government to discredit the vampires and thereby draw off criticism from themselves. For once it worked.
Everyone, even the Guild of Wordsmiths and Storytellers, seemed to forget who was supposed to be governing the City States and who was supposed to be managing the markets and who had special agencies to deal with powerful interest groups like the vampires. All of this seemed to go by the board and all that could be heard in the general clamour was a lamentation against the avarice and power managing of the vampires. Across the States in the papers and broadsheets issued by the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers and in taverns and brothels, or in the streets or even in the hallowed halls of government the same tale was being told.
This however was in the wider world and thus beyond the walls of Florencetown. For now, in the town itself, there was the unhealthy look of a riot at the town gates and casual murder and general misery. The Town Watch had withdrawn from the chaos on the instructions of the Mayor and that meant only one thing. It was down to the Hue and Cry to sort this mess out. The parallel would not have been lost on anyone who recalled Bartholomew’s Day.
So it was that shortly after the three giant watchmen had barricaded themselves and their comrades inside the gatehouse, a number of the werewolves of the Hue and Cry, led by Ranulf, trotted round the corner of an alleyway that led directly from their offices to the market. Ranulf knew the score and before he arrived, he had briefed his pack. There were two key messages. Break up the disturbance and, no deaths. They all knew what that really meant. No attributable deaths.  They were after all werewolves. Those who had been at Bartholomew’s Day remembered well the retribution against the werewolves that followed, and they didn’t want a repeat of that. However, a lesser part of them also remembered the euphoria and the absolute pleasure that they had taken as they charged into the crowd, rending and slashing left and right as they went. It was a bad day that day and yet it had also been ... exquisite.
At his nod, the pack split up into three. One group spread quickly among the people milling around at the edge of the crowd. These people were further from the confusion and so could be more aware of their surroundings. The series of snarls and feral growling that suddenly erupted discomfiting and disturbing them and soon a number of people were beginning to move away out of the marketplace. The other two groups headed deeper into the heaving mass of people and now and then grabbed some unfortunate wretch who they carried bodily off to some dark corner to slap about a bit. They always made sure that this was done fairly visibly so that there were witnesses. Ranulf found that this always had an encouraging effect on the others.
Mindful of the need to maintain discipline and authority, he spoke quickly to his second in command. The younger werewolf loped off with another and in less visible manner picked out and mauled a couple of young men before dragging them off to a quiet area behind the marketplace. Here they were flung unceremoniously into a pile of rubbish and other unmentionable things before being partially buried, the beasts working quickly with their fore limbs. The injuries were bad but not technically life threatening. At least not at the present time. True that a little blood loss might give cause for concern should anyone actually inspect their wounds, but they were far more likely to die as a result of a crushed windpipe later on that day once the riot had been quelled. Besides, no one was going to find them.
The effect of an unknown number of werewolves working in unison through the rioting crowd was starting to take its toll on the enthusiasm and bellicosity of the participants. Even the most hardened thug (or mildest ogre) would think twice about hanging around with a pack of werewolves on the loose. However, there was something a little different with this riot because despite Ranulf's best efforts (and he was good at his work when he was allowed to practice it) the crowd was not dispersing. Something was changing though. The constant chant of “Death Pledge!” still hung in the air but it was less certain and more sporadic. People were still fighting and surging but now there was a new sound intruding on all the excitement.
It was the rhythmic thump of dwarf boots on cobblestones coming from somewhere along the main road into the town and it was getting closer.
Chapter 13
The Dwarfs Go In
 
There was something reassuring about the regular thump of iron on stone and Seagrum found it both a comfort and a pleasure as the seventeen boots and one iron tipped prosthetic pounded along. They were in square formation which, with their girth, their armour and their mattocks gave little space for anyone else in most of the alleys and passageways that they had traversed since they had left Seagrum’s warehouse earlier that day. There was one passage that nearly proved troublesome but a few hefty sweeps with three dwarfs and a mattock apiece had cleared sufficient space for their passage. Admittedly half the side of a couple of houses and the whole frontage of a bakery had slipped noisily into the roadway after they had passed but that was of little significance to them.
The prosthetic belonged to Olaf One-Eye, a veteran of more battles than most of the dwarfs in the company could remember. Given that dwarfish names tended to pick out personal characteristics where these stood out of the ordinary, it is pretty obvious that this dwarf had only got one eye and that he had had it (or rather, not had it) for some time. He also had a missing half handful of fingers on his left hand where an ogre had bitten him, a missing piece of shoulder blade lost to, or rather eaten by, a werewolf. He held serious grudges over the latter two losses. The leg was no more than the trading of blows in combat with a warrior from the northern wastes: he held no grudge over this one as he reckoned it a fair exchange. His opponent had lost one of his arms and then his head. 
Olaf stood in the rear rank of the square on account of his unfortunate battle habits. He had a bad tendency towards berserking in certain circumstances and that didn’t always make for a good outcome. 
Thorbad Holdall was always placed on Olaf’s left side when they were both fighting together for the simple reason that Thorbad was stronger than most dwarfs were and once he got a grip of a body, there was no getting away no matter who they were or what they were trying to do. Obviously, this proved a useful characteristic when dealing with a berserker.
As they rounded the corner and entered the quieter edge of the market square Seagrum held up his fist and the dwarfs came to a sharp halt, in customary fashion, stamping their boots (and prosthetic) rapidly on the stone beneath them for a few moments.
In another universe this would have been mistaken for gunfire but for good or bad, such wizardry had not yet been developed in this one. When the noises ceased, the dwarfs spread out in single line, feet planted firmly in dwarf fashion and their mattocks now slung casually over their shoulders. If it hadn’t been for the armour and the look of murder in their eyes, they could have been mistaken for municipal workmen who had come to repair the road. 
At the rear on the right stood Olaf and Thorbad and anyone bothering to notice such things would have seen that Olaf was attached by a manacle on his left wrist to a length of chain that ended up at another manacle around the right wrist of Thorbad. As well as being huge and powerful, Thorbad was also left-handed. This was useful in controlling the berserker and was lethally unpredictable in a world that focused almost entirely on right-handers.
Ranulf was aware of the dwarfs as soon they approached, well before their appearance in the square. This was more by smell (he was after all a werewolf) than the sound of them. He noted with extreme annoyance, that the sound of those boots had more effect in the prolonged period of stamping – werewolves, don’t forget have no sensible concept of time - than any of his pack of werewolves had achieved since they had arrived.
Putting aside all the usual pretences, he uttered a long drawn-out howl followed by a series of short yaps. The effect was instant on both the crowd (which immediately erupted into a panic as people started running about erratically where they were able to move at all) and on the werewolves who had infiltrated the heaving struggling mass of bodies. As one they dropped to all fours and trotted back to where Ranulf had now taken up a position between the dwarfs and the rioters. Here they now stood back up on their hind legs to their full height which, at around seven feet, was quite impressive. There were enough in the extended pack to make two ranks across an area that was broader than the front offered by the dwarfs.
Whilst there are certain disadvantages for troops carrying mattocks in close quarters fighting, anyone who had any concept of warfare would realise that when un-armoured infantry goes up against armoured infantry, the outcome is almost always the same. The only real variable is the initial numbers of combatants and, except in extreme cases, this simply has an effect on the duration of the conflict and not the outcome.
Ranulf knew this and so was reluctant to make the first move.
Seagrum knew this also and so was fairly casual about who took the first move.
There was also the matter of the rioters or, more precisely, the crowded mass of still, silent and frightened townsfolk who were collectively looking at the dwarfs from behind the werewolves. Seagrum knew his brief well enough to know that whilst a certain amount of collateral damage was inevitable, it would not be seen as acceptable by his employer. 
Ranulf also had a similar view. He knew that there were to be no deaths (other than those who he had made sure were unfortunate souls who subsequently died of the minor wounds inflicted in the melee). 
Although Ranulf knew the likely outcome if he unleashed his pack on the dwarfs, he was after all a werewolf. Once the rage had started there would be no stopping until they had been killed or driven off. The Hue and Cry clerk part of him tried to make some comments about it finishing his career and suggested, albeit briefly, that fear was a good thing, really.
Seagrum on the other hand was thinking about his night of passion with the former witch and wondering what her name was. 
“Beaks she was hot,” he muttered to no one in particular. (It didn’t cross his mind of course to consider what he might have said of h event.)
In the moments of this hiatus, the waiting crowd continued collectively to hold their breath. It was time for a bit of talking and posturing.
“You’re not required here, dwarf!” snarled Ranulf, curling as much contempt into the word “dwarf” as his muzzle would allow.
“I have business here,” replied Seagrum, “and it’ll not wait for the likes of you, dog breath!”
“We’re on the Magisther's business,” growled the werewolf, the human part of him berating the beast for slurring his words. 
To anyone bothering to pay attention (and frankly only the two opposing commanders were) there was a hint of uncertainty in the werewolf's tone. In truth it was no more than Ranulf already was aware that, by secreting away a couple of victims for later, he was actually in breach of his duty to the Magister. It had nothing to do with whether he was meant to be suppressing the riot because that was his allocated task at this time.
“I am also on the Magister’s business,” said Seagrum, putting as much contempt into the word “Magister” as was possible given his dialect. 
Ranulf, having exhausted his prepared exchange, had to resort to a bit of posturing. He shook himself down and tried to make himself look a little larger, resisting all the while the urge not to yawn or scratch.
“Body language,” he thought to himself, “it’s such a pain in the arse.” 
He also managed to resist a sudden urge to drop to all fours and sniff his backside.
“Well, wolf!” shouted Seagrum, “are you going to step aside or not?”
Collectively, the two lines of werewolves snarled. The use of the insult, “wolf”, was grievous to every werewolf that walked this world. There was a hatred between the wolf and the werebeast that could not be defined. Behind them, the diminishing crowd breathed collectively and then whimpered in fear. At the edges, every now and then one or two people would slip away into the nearest alleyway with the same inevitability of water evaporating on a hot day.
“We are not going to step aside,” said Ranulf quietly as though part to himself and part to his pack.
“We are on the Magister’s business. You may not obstruct the Hue and Cry!”
Repetition and stock phrases were useful in times like this and Ranulf had a whole library of them, built up from his years of service. He could have gone on for hours like this if Seagrum had given him the option.
Seagrum clicked his thumb. It was a loud and oddly portentous sound, seeming to wander off quickly around the marketplace and then to return to him like one of those strange weapons that the Antipodeans used.
Everyone waited, except those who took the further opportunity to evaporate from the marketplace. The werewolves didn’t move, each one focused on the dwarfs barely twenty paces from them. The dwarfs simply stared right back at them, derision and contempt flowering on their faces and dissipating into their facial hair.
Ranulf was about to wonder what would happen next, when it did. 
As one, the dwarfs slung their mattocks over their backs and each took out a large knife from the veritable arsenal of weapons that were strapped into and slung from their belts. With the exception of Thorbad, who selected a large, spiked club - not exactly a mace and not really a cudgel - but something on the vicious side of in between. Then they all took a step forward.
A lot of things happened then very quickly. The werewolves let out a howl that was good enough to send the remaining people (and there were still quite a few) into an utter panic and they started running about everywhere. Even the ogres seemed a little put out, although that could have been the sight of nine dwarfs advancing in formation. Then they charged, the werewolves that is, straight at the dwarfs and in a split second they were among them biting and growling and snarling. There was a brief struggle during which time an inordinate amount of dust seemed to be kicked up and from somewhere within it one of the dwarfs started singing. 
It was Olaf.
That was not a good sign. Even Seagrum was concerned about that. 
The werewolves on the other hand weren’t and within no time at all a number of them had leapt upon the one-legged dwarf with blood curdling howls. Olaf disappeared beneath a mass of fur and tails and flashing teeth for a moment whilst, had anyone noticed, the huge Thorbad was moving quickly backwards running out an additional length of chain that he had kept in reserve to ensure a safe distance between him and...
The berserker burst from the mass of animals in a spray of blood and other body parts as he swept his long knife around in an arc of death and evisceration. His one remaining eye was wild and his temples were bulging as he laughed and sang and cried and shouted obscenities and the falling, bloody creatures that were unfortunate enough to be within range. He was unstoppable and soon the snarls and growls had been replaced by grunts and yelps, then soon after by near human screams. Thorbad, at a safe distance now, started to apply pressure on the heavy chain in an attempt to rein in the deadly one-legged mad thing at the other end of it. It took all his huge strength to keep the berserker in place and to prevent him rushing off into the crowds of fleeing terrified towns folk. 
Meanwhile, Seagrum and the other dwarfs had set about sorting the dogs from the pups among the rest of the Hue and Cry. Soon, indeed very soon, the whole mass of them were in flight, heading back in any direction that didn’t involve a further face to face with a dwarf. Ranulf didn’t even have the grace to look behind him as he fled towards the vampire enclave and disappeared into one of the strangely empty alleyways. The whole mass of werewolves did not constitute a particularly large number: something approaching two thirds of them were lying bleeding and broken on the cobbles of the marketplace.
Where they had come up against Seagrum and the other six they were bleeding: where they had been hunted down by Olaf and his keeper they were definitely broken.
Seagrum took a few moments to evaluate the situation. A number of dead werewolves – no loss there – a few dead humans caught up in the fighting, particularly around the berserker. All right, there was a veritable wall of dead around the berserker. That, as he considered it, was the inevitable collateral damage. He could blame that on the vermin, he reckoned. He could picture the Magister right now, purple faced and blustering.
“Never send dogs to do dwarfs’ work,” would be his inevitable reply to whatever the Magister could say to him.
Thorbad had done his job well. He was sitting on Olaf who was prone on the cobbles and wrapped up in a veritable cocoon of chain. Olaf looked dead, but then he always did after an outburst. Thorbad looked comfortable and pleased with himself and as Seagrum looked towards him he grinned and winked.
There was the smell of blood and urine and excrement in the air.
“Right lads,” he shouted, “now we’ve had a warmup, we can get on to the main job.”
Of course, the vampires had seen the whole thing and yes, it was a bit of a shock to them, never having seen dwarfs in action so to speak. Any preconceived ideas of funny short little men with beards who liked gold and good ale had fled in terror from their minds once Olaf had started on his business. Of course, the vampires weren’t actually wrong about those matters, it was just that dwarfs did other things as well and one of those was to deal out death and mayhem.
Vinegorod had taken one look at the line up as the dwarfs stomped their way into the alley and decided that a diversion was called for. He also needed to stall them a little so that he could make the necessary preparations to get out. He hissed a series of commands to the office full of vampire clerks on the ground floor and in no time at all they had gathered up the handful of the human clientele who had remained in their offices when the violence had erupted outside and had bustled them quickly out through a hidden door at the rear of the property. This left the unfortunate few outside the town walls on a dark and starry night with all manner of predators out on the prowl, two-footed as well as four, six, eight and many. 
However, these sad folk have no real bearing on the mainstream of events that were now unfolding rapidly in the vampire enclave other than to point out the inevitable collateral damage when worlds collide. For the avoidance of doubt this would be the world of the vampires and the world of the Hue and Cry. The latter represented on this occasion (and in the now conspicuous absence of the werewolves) by the small group of mercenary dwarfs under the control (for want of a better word) of Seagrum.
With the humans out of the way, the vampire clerks took up their positions in the offices and corridors at the front of the building. The weapons of choice for most vampires were fangs, fear and fingernails (or more precisely but less alliteratively, claws). In truth they weren’t much good at anything else. 
Perhaps one or two of them might have excelled with the rapier and the stiletto but these were not really weapons for combat with a heavily armoured dwarf. Nor, it has to be said, were their fangs and what not. Vinegorod knew that he was looking at a very one-sided fight if violence erupted. Given his observations of Seagrum in action previously and the collective demolition of the werewolf contingent barely moments before, violence erupting was one of those very likely outcomes that seemed almost a certainty.
On a hasty calculation of the clerks he had at his disposal above ground, Vinegorod reckoned that the dwarfs would take about ninety seconds to demolish the door and clear the inner passageways of his hapless vampires. That however gave him enough time to retreat to the vaults where his diversion was currently held in chains behind a huge iron bound door. It wasn’t a good option but as far as he could tell, it was the only option that he had going for him. 
As soon as the ‘diversion’ came into play, he calculated that he would have about a minute and a half to two minutes before he would need to be clear of the building.
The reason for this was simple. The diversion would probably finish off the dwarfs and then all hell would be let loose as it rampaged first the building, then the enclave and then the rest of the town. If on the other hand the dwarfs managed to put down the ‘diversion’, they would probably have done so by letting their berserker loose. He would clear every living thing that he came into contact with until his huge minder managed to sit on him and hold him down once more. At the same time any surviving dwarfs would be pretty unhappy and would be in something approaching berserker mode themselves. 
These weren’t good options and only worse outcomes would come of them but what choice did he have? He would be up and out of the town with Andromache as soon as they could escape into the darkness. 
A dull shudder of the front door told the old vampire that thinking time was up. He flipped a large coin that he was holding in his white hand. It was a gold coin, the symbol of his house. He caught it on the back of his other hand. Heads: a good omen. He hoped that it was meant for him.
“Hold them here,” he instructed his Principal Clerk and then swept off down the corridor towards the vaults.
They didn’t hold long. In fact, they didn’t even make the ninety seconds. At a second blow from Thikskeg’s huge mattock, the door of the vampire offices shattered and imploded. Those vampires who hadn’t been pierced by a large number of oak shards that erupted from the ancient timber as if by magic were knocked senseless as two dwarfs in full battle armour charged into the corridor and beat the un-living darkness out of them. They didn’t even have time to squeak and change into bats before they were senseless on the floor, mired in a pool of their own viscous juices.
About the time that Thikskeg was working his way through the front door, Persephone was sitting bolt upright on her bed in the depths of the building. Something had woken her out of some strange and curiously pleasant dreams that she couldn’t seem to shake. Now that she thought about it, she had been asleep on and off pretty much since the evening meal with the vampires and the signing of her death pledge. 
She still didn’t really understand what it was that she had signed up for but she had at least recovered the use of magic as a result of it. A little voice in her head somewhere also suggested that the wine had been drugged and that nothing good was going to come out of the whole affair. That seemed to have been a recurring theme in her dreams. She now sat upright on her bed in an evening gown, admittedly looking slightly dishevelled, or damned hot as Seagrum would undoubtedly have thought, depending upon the perspective. Beneath her was a huge and incredibly comfortable mattress and a suitably fed feeling lodged in a very satisfactory manner in her belly. However, she still struggled to appreciate the point about death pledges.
Nonetheless, something had woken her and that something was continuing to make its presence known. Somewhere nearby, possibly in the next room, there was a terrible banging and thumping that stopped only at intervals when it was overtaken by a deep rumble that sounded a bit like the purring of a cat only magnified and with a deeper resonance. The little voice that had started up in her head almost as soon as she had sat bolt upright, continued to make itself known to her. After all, what do we know about cats? They purr, they have claws and teeth, they move fast and they can have a bad attitude if the mood takes them. If this sounded like a cat writ large then there was just that vague possibility that it was something like a cat writ large. 
A thunderous roar erupted from somewhere close at hand. It seemed to make the bed and the very floor that it sat on, grumble and move.
“Ok,” said the little voice, not bothering to remain in her head, “it’s not a large cat.”
There was a polite but hasty knock on the door and before Persephone could speak, Andromache’s head appeared around it.
“My dear, I think you should leave now,” she tried to whisper but it sounded more like a hoarse croak.
The vampire was clearly terrified. If her voice, facial expressions and the look of absolute horror in her eyes hadn’t given it away then the transparency of her features would have done so. There isn’t much further you can go with pallor when your skin tone in naturally white, after all.
“What is it?” asked Persephone, referring obviously to the scary thing that was not a large cat.
“Dwarfs,” hissed the vampire, barely able to mutter the word, her disgust almost tangible.
“Dwarfs?” 
Persephone couldn’t help herself. That really wasn’t the answer she expected. They didn’t make that much noise even when rutting and she knew this from recent experience.
“You mean that roaring is a dwarf?” she continued a sense of incredulity foolishly taking over where previously fear and possibly terror had been pacing in her mind.
“No of course it’s not, you fool, that’s the Nemesis.”  
Andromache’s tone was almost one of annoyance although there was obvious residual fear and loathing.
“Nemesis?”
Andromache made a strange spitting noise and appeared suddenly beside the bed as though stepping out of one patch of thin air and into another. 
“Look child, we have to go.”
Persephone didn’t feel like she was going anywhere: an odd combination of confusion, curiosity and fear seemed to have removed any feeling from her legs. 
“Now!” Andromache’s fangs suddenly bared and wickedly sharp looking removed any sense of paralysis from her body. 
It didn’t do a lot for muscle control in areas where it mattered either and Persephone had to struggle with that one. She managed to leap off the bed and through the open doorway as though it were a single action. That was when she noticed the increase in temperature. 
Every other time that she had wandered the passageways in the vaults below the buildings, the temperature had been moderate for a crypt. It could now be more accurately described as over warm for a blacksmith’s forge. 
The witch could feel perspiration veritably popping out of her pores and her hair started to take on that matted Medusa look that she so often sported for a number of different reasons.
“Hurry,” hissed a vampire as he fled past her down into the darker recesses of the vaults.
Looking back along the direction that he had come she could hear shouting and banging and the thud of metal shod boots on flagstones. There was also a strange orange light that flickered like a fire and which, naturally enough she would have assumed was fire had it not been for the unhealthy feeling that she was getting. A feeling that, with her newly retrieved senses, told her that magic was at play nearby. 
She sniffed. There was the unmistakable smell of sulphur and then something else. The Nemesis was obviously a magical thing of some sort, but it was crude if it was using sulphur. That was all a bit last millennium. However, she didn’t have time to think much further because before she could turn and follow the fleeing vampires, she heard a terrible roar and a huge flaming shape leapt around the corner of the passageway towards her.
Persephone screamed and slipped senselessly to the floor, recalling somewhere deep in her unconscious brain the strong smell of dwarf.
Chapter 14
Not With a Bang but A Whimper
 
It had been fairly easy going to start with. Thikskeg had made short work of the front door and most of the vampires immediately behind it, pretty much on his own. Two of the dwarfs, Narwal and Mattuck, had remained at the entrance to the Skullit & Mort’s to make sure that no vampire reinforcements came in behind them. The rest had followed the huge bulk of Thikskeg as he charged along the corridors yelling obscenities as he usually did on these occasions. 
Dwarfs excel in close quarters combat and despite the noise and bluster that inevitably went with a dwarfish attack, there was, underlying it, a quiet professionalism that almost escaped notice.  As Thikskeg approached a new door he swung his huge mattock left or right as appropriate, shattering wood and ripping away locks so that one of the dwarfs behind him could slip in and check or clear the room. It was a mix of both as they headed further into the depths of the property, dropping down lower by a series of short stairways, into the vaults. 
Up to that point the hardest fight had been when Ragnar had burst in on a confusion of trolls who seemed somehow to have locked themselves in a storeroom that must have been somewhere at the back of the property. It took three other dwarfs to help him but eventually they managed to deal with the problem. Sadly, a couple of the trolls were a bit more stupid than most and so managed to do a fair bit of damage to the property and to the dwarfs before they caught up with the plot. Eigil the Slippery, a sallow looking dwarf with an unusually narrow and pointy beard and dark close-set eyes, was not going to be wriggling out of any more difficult situations.
In the vaults however, things changed. Seagrum had felt a growing sense of unease as the numbers of vampires had started to diminish. It hadn’t been like this in Cremona or Lebowa where the things simply kept dropping from the vaulted darkness above them. In fact, after three minutes in the vaults there wasn’t a vampire to be seen anywhere in any form, human or bat. 
He called a halt to the advance and in the relative silence of six dwarfs’ puffing and snorting with their exertions so far, he attempted to listen for any threat.
“Fawksake, lads,” he yelled above the din, “hold ya flammin’ breath will ya!”
There was the odd sound of six dwarfs all holding their breath at once but that was soon forgotten as they all heard quite clearly, a heavy thud of something large and powerful moving ponderously towards them from the corridor opposite. 
A few gestured instructions from Seagrum put the larger two dwarfs and the berserker to the front. Ragnar and Beergut (the fattest dwarf) took a position facing the passageways to left and right of them. Seagrum remained in the centre just behind Thikskeg and as far as was possible, in the cramped space, from the berserker Olaf and his minder, Thorbad.
They didn’t have to wait long for a reddish light to appear from the direction of the approaching thing.
“Looks like fire,” muttered Thikskeg in pretty much the same tone a human might use to refer to approaching rain.
Time seemed to move very slowly from that point until the Nemesis made contact with them and those that survived the encounter could never recall exactly what happened from then until they found themselves fleeing down passageways left, right and backwards to escape the thing. 
Thorbad and Olaf were never found when the Mayor’s salvage crews were sent in afterwards. The only thing to indicate that they had even been there at the time was a small length of chain whose links seemed to have been twisted off and thrown quietly aside. 
Thikskeg, visibly shaken, followed Ragnar Loathbruk down a corridor to the right. Beergut, or rather a bloody and mangled shape of flesh and metal that approximated to the fat dwarf, remained where he had been discarded, at the entrance to the passageway heading off to the left.
Seagrum had stepped into the right-hand passageway when the Nemesis had hit them, thinking perhaps to get around behind it as it drove his dwarfs back. It soon became clear however, that this was a lost cause as Thikskeg and Ragnar belted towards him yelling like demons. There was only room for the one word in the collective brain of those fleeing dwarfs.
“Run!”
Frankly, when you see a dwarf like Thikskeg running towards you, the only thing to do is to turn around and run faster. That is exactly what Seagrum did and kept doing until suddenly the sounds behind him stopped and he found himself falling and tripping down another of those short staircases that littered the vampires’ vaults.
After a few moments of fancy footwork, and now oblivious to the appearance of a red light that seemed to be moving along the passageway from where he had just come, Seagrum lost his balance and crashed to the floor of a new passageway. He rolled quickly and came up yelling, his mattock in both hands and his eyes blazing.
He took one moment to look down at the inert form of the witch at his feet before swinging around to face whatever it was that was now heading towards him down the passageway. He could hear dwarfs shouting and battle cries somewhere off in the distance. They were getting nearer but were sounding somehow less convincing. Whatever the thing was, they were getting hammered by it.
In the lunatic tumble along the dark corridors of the vaults he had not tried to look back, partly because if he had slowed down, he would probably have been run down by Thikskeg. He therefore had no idea who or what had been responsible for their rout. Whilst it was dark it wasn't so dark that a dwarf couldn't see given the simple fact that they lived, when they had the chance, in great underground caverns. In fact, their night vision was broadly comparable to that of a cat. Seagrum was thinking fast but it was not fast enough. He had only got to the painfully obvious conclusion that they had been thrashed but that it could only improve from here on.
Then the Nemesis stepped into the room. 
It was probably no more than two feet high and of such a slender build that it could have been mistaken for a sprite or some other fairy-like thing. However, this was no fairy. It radiated energy, only some of which was magical. Immediately around it, in a circle whose diameter was about the same size as the thing was tall, the shape of things seemed to change. It was as though the pull of it bent the light, stretching the familiar into grotesque and tortured forms. 
A number of thoughts were running through Seagrum’s head as he looked at this creature but there was one voice above all the others that bellowed out like a mad thing.
“Kill the bastard!”
He didn’t know if he had shouted the words or not and frankly it didn’t really matter. He was alone other than the limp form at his feet and the energy radiating from the teeny tiny thing opposite him felt more dangerous than anything he had ever faced before. He dropped his hammer and reached for the great axe that was strapped to his back, swinging it slowly over his right shoulder and adjusting to its weight.
This was his weapon of last resort and in the seconds that seemed to stretch out before him he wondered how many times he had stood on the precipice of death in the company of this particular friend. The surface of the great double blades glistened and shone in the red light of the small fires that had broken out in the space between him and the Nemesis. 
He heard a voice whispering things to him. He didn’t understand the words; didn’t know where they came from; and, he could never recall them afterwards. Then the voice stopped. Time was up. He swung the axe up high over his head.
Thikskeg and Ragnar leapt into the room from a passageway over to his right. Both of them were streaked in blood, some of it probably their own but most of it was probably vampire. In their huge hands they held their dwarfish mattocks and as they landed with a thud that made the room shake, they bellowed a war cry and flung themselves at the tiny creature. 
Ragnar’s war hammer swung high overhead and plummeted down towards the Nemesis and Seagrum watched in disbelief as the metal compacted and distorted as it entered the area of distortion around the creature. The mattock twisted and collapsed and merged with the dwarf as Ragnar’s impetus drove him in to the killing zone after his weapon.  Then there was a roar of dwarfish anger from Thikskeg as he crashed in after Ragnar and then after the briefest moment of silence, Ragnar and hammer and Thikskeg were gone. The Nemesis pulsed once and then continued its slow advanced.
For a small creature, it moved ponderously as though it was carrying the weight of worlds around with it, all the while it twisted and distorted things as they fell within its aura. 
Somewhere nearby Seagrum could hear a voice, a woman’s voice, chanting strange arcane words that he didn’t understand. Perhaps it was a trick of the creature approaching him? It didn’t make any sense.
The witch at his feet had gone. Seagrum, still holding his axe high above him, still ready to charge, looked around quickly and saw the oddest thing he could think of.  A few feet away the witch was standing in a pool of light so bright that he thought she must be transparent. Her black hair roiled and twisted like serpents. She was looking straight at the Nemesis and was muttering the words that had caught his attention. She looked both terrified and terrifying.
Seagrum stared at her for a moment. He had no remorse about how he had lived his life, no fear about what might or might not come next. This was just getting the job done and knowing full well that after this there was nothing. He roared his battle cry and leapt straight at the advancing Nemesis.
 
Persephone had recovered her senses almost immediately as the two dwarfs had charged to their doom. With her movements seeming to be controlled by someone else, she had rolled away from Seagrum’s booted feet and sprang up right behind him. 
She had realised then that she had the amulet. She had realised also that she was still alive and that she was frightened out of her wits and in terror and agony she had cried out the only spell she could think of at that moment. There was a flash of blue light, a rumble so deep that it seemed to come from deep in the ground and then there was the sound of something metallic hitting the slabs beneath her feet.
Deep within the tortured thing that was the Nemesis, a memory stirred and with that recollection of a life now gone came a moment of reflection. That was all it took. It was coincidence, happen chance and nothing more. At the moment that the Nemesis stopped to reflect, Persephone’s spell enhanced in some strange way by the amulet that she still clutched tightly, struck it. 
It wasn’t the type of spell because the witch, in all the chaos and anxiety, had only managed to chant a fairly harmless one to cause confusion. It wasn’t the fact that the spell had been amplified by the amulet either. 
The Nemesis, a simple creature of magic and gravity, simply overloaded or perhaps overdosed. That simple lapse in concentration had plunged its storage capacity beyond critical and the creature had simply disappeared into itself, becoming for an instant in time and space a faint echo of something unknown.
Of course, Persephone didn’t know this. After a brief moment of elation at still being alive, a great big voice in her head started yelling.
“I did it! That’s got to be worth something.”
That voice kept on yelling all manner of thoughts, mostly about still being alive and what an achievement it was to have killed whatever it was. It went on for a good while: at least until she saw the inert body of the dwarf lying face down on the cold flagstones a few paces from where the Nemesis had disappeared. Then the voice stopped and was replaced by her own.
“Oh!” she said quietly, walking over towards the body.
She kicked an iron shod boot. It was hard and unyielding, cold and solid. It told her nothing about Seagrum and so she bent down at his middle and tried to roll him over from there. Even with her limited experience of dwarfs, she should have known better. He didn’t budge.
After a few attempts, she gave up trying and felt for signs of life on his neck. She had no idea about pulses and where dwarfs routed their blood around their body but there had to be something moving up from where his heart was probably located. She couldn’t feel anything other than the cool, slightly clammy skin.
Next, she tried listening for a heart-beat but that proved impossible. He was wearing heavy chain mail and a leather jerkin or some such item beneath it. He probably had a mass of padding beneath that, but she wouldn’t have known it. Either way there was absolutely no sound of a heart-beat.
As the strange and, it has to be said, inappropriate sense of loss began to dawn on her, Persephone began to tremble. That trembling became more vigorous and soon tears began to well up in her eyes, flowing over and running and then streaming down her face, leaving unpleasant looking streaks in the mud and grime that had gathered there over the past few minutes. 
By the time that the trembling had reached a severity that could almost be described as convulsions, the witch was wailing in a manner that was both undignified and exceedingly unmelodious. At this point in the cacophony of her grief she commenced an irregular percussion on the dwarf’s chain mail by slapping the palms of her hands flat upon it. That had to sting but she kept it up, all the while tears continuing to gush from the floodgates of her eyes.
That was how Narwal and Mattuck found her a while later, although by that time she had added some words that comprised an extended pronunciation of Seagrum’s name and reference to his parentage or possible lack of it.
“Aye, he’s a basta’d a ’right, and no mistake,” said Mattuck in a tone that said two things. The first was a frame of mind: jovial. The second an affirmation: “I’m still breathing.” Both seemed wholly incongruous in the context of the witch’s apparent, albeit excessive, grief.
“Well, that’s as may be but if he thinks I’m carrying him up to the surface, then he can forget it!”
Narwal gave the inert form of the dwarf a vicious kick in the ribs as he spat these words sourly to anyone who chose to listen.
The corpse coughed thickly and then grunted.
“I’d rather be carried on a bier by werewolves than have to spend any time on your maggoty back, ya’....”
A fit of heavy coughing interrupted the eloquence of the apparently slain dwarf as he attempted to roll over into a sitting position.
“And will you stop that terrible noise woman,” he continued as soon as his coughing had subsided, “I’ve a cracking pain in the head and you ain’t doing it any good with that yowling.”
Persephone froze mid wail: her hands raised high above her head and her mouth suddenly shut. The image of immobility was hindered only by the continued flow of tears as gravity exerted its inexorable influence.
“I thought you were dead,” she said simply and quietly.
“Did you,” he replied curtly.
In that moment, they became lovers.
 
Vinegorod didn’t look back as he rose into the air, flapping his membranous wings heavily to help him rise with the family ring gripped tightly between his tiny claws. Andromache was ahead of him, unhindered by this burden of responsibility and, heading out east in an arrowhead formation of black wings, the remaining cohorts from his household moved steadily away.
If he thought anything of the situation it was in squeaks and high-pitched chirps that meant a lot to a bat but absolutely nothing to a human, had they even been able to hear them.
It was true that his household in Florencetown had taken quite a battering, but it was only a small part of the whole family of Skullit and Mort’s. It would soon recover from the crash in their fortunes here. Indeed, before he left, Vinegorod had already made arrangements for a new venture in Albany, another quiet seaport further up the coast. 
The kudos that he would have gained from his sacrifice in Florencetown would see him in good stead in the vampire community and would contribute further to his rise amongst them and to that of his family. 
It was true that they had lost a foothold in Florencetown for the time being and that in all probability that would give an opportunity for another community to move in and pick up where they had been forced to leave off. After all, humans were such fickle things and had such simple needs. Greed and avarice were always there to tap into if the formula was right. It just took a little intelligence.
It was a consequence of considerable planning that the other families had been able to leave unhindered by dwarfs or anything else just about the time that the Nemesis had been released in the vaults of Skullit and Mort’s. To a human eye, these families were now nothing more than distant specks heading off into the eastern night sky. To a bat, they were just a faint smell of spoor carried on a warm night breeze.
Chapter 15
Resolutions
 
A week after the dwarfish raid on Skullit and Mort’s, an observer could be forgiven for being unaware that such an event ever happened and that the vampires had ever offered death pledges to humans in the town. At least on the face of it that was the evidence of the daily humdrum of life in Florencetown. 
People went about their usual business: humans doing what humans do – mostly pointless but with occasional outbreaks of brilliance. Trolls carried on as though nothing had happened at all. In fact, to them nothing had happened. Most of it had taken place in daylight or in the mysterious caverns of the vampires. The only trolls where the event made a difference were the unfortunate confusion of trolls that Ragnar Loathbruk had disturbed in a
 
 storeroom of Skullit and Mort’s. 
They still lay there forgotten in the place where they had been slain and would continue to lie there until the stench coming off their corpses became strong enough to rise above the general stink that was habitual with trolls. The building was no longer structurally sound in any case and so it would be months if not years before any work would be done there. It would of course be a mercy for building work to begin because only once daylight had gotten into that storeroom would the unfortunate things be able to return to the stone from which they came.
Of course, there had been a frantic outpouring of text from the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers. It had started on the morning after the raid with imaginative headlines like: Vampires put to flight; and, Vampire rioting!
Then the news managed to get itself transferred elsewhere and soon, all over the City States, people became aware of the little port called Florencetown; its problems with vampires; and, the exploits of the dwarf called Seagrum. 
It should be noted that the last of these was not technically news, given that Seagrum was a veteran of many newsworthy activities. The public memory, however, is short and its attention span is even shorter. 
Then, someone somewhere realised that this activity was similar to other actions that had taken place recently in other towns and cities and that there was a common theme. Within a few days, just about the time when the municipal arthropod road sweepers had managed to tidy the now empty vampire enclave and the marketplace of bits of building and bits of werewolves and other creatures body parts, a different issue had raised itself. 
Apparently, something had gone off in the world of finance. Exactly what had gone bad and where, was a little-known secret held close by only a few: mainly the perpetrators of the matter. This was of no consequence however because soon, thanks to the enthusiasm of the Guild of Wordsmiths and Story Tellers, everyone was aware of the death pledge problem, of toxic debt and of the now anticipated downturn in the economic life of the City States that seemed to be approaching with the anxiety and anticipation of a breaking wave.
Soon, questions were being asked about culpability and true to form, municipal offices throughout the States were promising investigations and restitution with all the enthusiasm of men making promises that their ageing bodies cannot keep.
Oddly enough, no one seemed to ask any questions about the Hue and Cry and its role in all that had taken place. There could be a number of reasons for this and whilst the fact that the vampires were trading under license issued by the Hue and Cry was well publicised it was a little understood concept. 
It is also sad to reflect that all the checks and balances that had been put in place to protect the gullible from exploitation had been merrily pushed aside in the rush of those lean and hungry death pledgers to satisfy their avaricious needs. No one, it seemed, bothered to compare the metaphorical list of the gullible against a similar list of the avaricious in the human population. Had this been done, there would almost certainly have been a close match.
There was perhaps one significant reason that the Hue and Cry managed to keep their heads below the parapet, as it were. Whilst they were highly visible to those in the know, they were almost completely transparent to those who were not. The vast majority of those people involved at the receiving end of the death pledge fiasco were most certainly not in the know.
Of course, there was a fair amount of drum banging by the offices of the Hue and Cry generally across the states. Specifically, in Florencetown, a new Magister was installed following the little publicised and untimely death of the previous incumbent whose strangely desiccated corpse was found at his desk a couple of days after the raid. 
It was Ranulf, who had found him after detecting an unpleasant smell seeping out beneath the closed door of his office. After a moment of pacing back and forth and whining a little, he managed to wrestle open the door. It was more by accident that design as he stood up on his hind legs and placed a front paw for support on the shiny brass handle. 
Inside he located the corpse and after sniffing it for a few moments and an odd lick or too to reinforce his olfactory conclusions, he let out a blood curdling howl. This was fortunately drowned out by a thunderstorm that was in progress above the town at that moment. The corpse appeared to have been sucked dry of all its bodily fluids.
The succubus had gone and so also had the ornate little bell that the Magister kept on the table. The one that rose in an exciting cadence whenever he rang it.
The Mayor of Florencetown came out of the whole affair in quite a good position. This wasn’t by accident in any way. Underneath the mop of prematurely white hair and offset by the otherwise pasty complexion, there were a couple of very blue and very bright looking eyes. Those eyes were the windows onto a mind that calculated all the time. Even when the boyish exterior was behaving boorishly or otherwise asking damned fool questions. 
It had been the Mayor’s intent all along to distance himself from the vampire issue as soon as the whole thing started to go off. The Magister of the Hue and Cry, so eager to make a name for himself, had jumped into his calculations so readily that it had almost seemed immoral to manipulate him in such a way. On the wall behind his desk and next to the window that faced out towards the city gates, the formal Statement of Disinterest was displayed neatly framed in gold like a trophy in all four languages.
“Ah, genius!” 
The Mayor permitted himself a little chuckle but had managed to put it out of sight just about the time that his Chief Clerk knocked on the door to announce the arrival of his visitors.
“See them to the anteroom, would you,” he said jovially with a flamboyant wave of his hand.
As the clerk bowed and turned to leave, the Mayor heaved his frame out of the robust gilt chair that he had been sitting in.
“I’ll be along in a few moments. Offer them drinks and canapés.”
The Chief Clerk bowed once more and then withdrew, closing the door behind him. As the sound of the clerk’s footsteps echoed along the marble floor of the atrium, the Mayor rummaged in an ornate armoire for one of his sashes of office and his mayoral chain. The chain was a heavy thing of off-world iron that held the gold mayoral insignia and seal. He carried it about with him whenever he was on public duty. It was a pain to some extent, but it was a necessity. For his ever thirsty ego, it was in many respects a pleasant necessity.
A few moments later, there was a loud knock on the ante-chamber door as Black Rod struck the metal plate built into the door for that purpose. To those waiting within, a discrete cough was heard, and all faces looked to the door. It swung open, almost as if on its own and the Mayor stepped in, his mayoral waistcoat seeming to outshine even the insignia as the sun’s last dying rays caught the fabric before passing out of the room for that day.
At the same time, the guests waiting within removed heavily darkened glasses and sombre black capes were swept from shoulders in a flourish of coordinated elegance.
A vampire stepped forwards and offered an immaculately manicured hand to the Mayor. 
“I am ….” 
He rattled off a string of words and sounds that are the full names of vampires and, a few moments later, when he had finished, added, “You may call me, Thank You.”
Vampires, it should be recalled, have no idea about names for the common tongue.
The Mayor took the cold limp rag of a hand and shook it with his own limp warm flesh.
“A real pleasure to meet you," he gushed ingenuously.
“The pleasure could be all mine,” replied the vampire with a tiny hint of a smile. 
It wasn’t technically the correct response, but Vinegorod was feeling in a playful mood. After all, he had not had sufficient seniority to be able to attend the meeting with the Mayor on the last occasion of a trade delegation some centuries before.
As he studied the bleached puffy face of the human standing opposite him, he wondered whether things had changed much over the centuries. Not for vampires of course as they always take a long view. It was however possible, he considered, that on the last occasion they might have met with peasants and pitchforks.  Overweight (well anything over half-starved looking would be overweight to a vampire) puffy and pale the man looked a grotesque to vampire eyes. Beyond that however, his greatest crime was that he had a bad tailor, if indeed he had one at all.  The blue eyes on the other hand, he noticed, were a different matter altogether. He wasn’t going to be an easy man to get the better of but, as a vampire might say, it was only a matter of time and of course, the right incentive.
Once the initial presentation was over, the two men began in turn to introduce those in their respective parties. The vampire was first, as was customary. When all those in the two parties had been accounted for, the humans and vampires started to mingle, extending hands cautiously and speaking guardedly. Soon the six male and female vampires and the ten dignitaries and a couple of clerks for the mayoral office were exchanging pleasantries as though the world had always carried on like this. Not forgotten but put aside were the images of the silent queues, the devastation caused by the dwarfs and the shattered vampire quarter. It was of course no accident that there was not a single representative of the Hue and Cry present.
By the time the noise levels had risen sufficiently to indicate a level of relative comfort between the two parties, there was a further knock on the door and servants stepped in carrying trays of glasses, decanters and canapés. 
As a particularly ornate servant stepped up with his tray, the Mayor turned to the vampire.
“Porcine, bovine or equine?” 
He accompanied this with a little bow. 
Vinegorod had to work hard not to raise an eyebrow, as he too bowed (lower, as was the customary response) and inclined his head to one side.
“Or would you prefer claret?” said the Mayor with a boyish laugh as he winked at the vampire’s slightly quizzical expression.
Behind him, Vinegorod heard Andromache click quietly in a pitch far above the auditory capacity of humans.
“Yes, this was going to be an interesting expedition this time around,” thought the vampire.
 
Chapter 16
Not All Things Have An Ending
 
Seagrum was obliged to hang around Florencetown for a while after the eviction of the vampires so that various loose ends could be sorted out. The most obvious one of these, at least in Seagrum’s mind, was of course the payment for the task now completed. With the death of the Magister and Seagrum’s natural dislike of documents, the whole matter of payment had been thrown into uncertainty. 
The new Magister felt that he was not empowered to authorise a payment of such magnitude without some evidence of agreement. He had said this in particularly certain terms to the dwarf in his first meeting with him. It was very nearly his last meeting as well but very fortunately, Seagrum was feeling in a magnanimous, well-fed sort of mood on that occasion.
The agreement had originally been confirmed with the previous incumbent in the traditional dwarfish manner of spit and a shake of hands.  Whilst this was particularly unpalatable to the previous Magister, it was wholly unacceptable to the current incumbent, and he told Seagrum this “in no uncertain terms.”
Seagrum had listened carefully and thoughtfully as the official had sat behind the magisterial desk and had wound up his argument with the same sense of importance as the hurdy-gurdy man winds up his instrument.
“What? You don’t know what a hurdy-gurdy is?”
He had nodded sagely as the magister droned on, muttering vague things about propriety and the fitness of individuals to undertake the tasks appointed to them. Seagrum assumed a mask of understanding as reference was made to the importance of seeing differing viewpoints. By the time that the Magister had talked about the various improprieties of his predecessor and of his failure to document the agreement in writing, Seagrum had wandered off to a more pleasant place and was thinking about Persephone’s breasts and how her nipples swelled and stiffened when he pinched them.
Just about the time the Magister was explaining that if something wasn’t evidenced then it didn’t exist, the dwarf reached behind his back and casually swung his axe down onto the Magister’s desk. As the sharp blade slipped heavily through the mahogany surface, coming to an abrupt halt before it hit the marble floor below, Seagrum added a word to the debate.
“Arguably,” he muttered, not quite under his breath.
“Whuh!” gasped and swallowed and choked the Magister. It was a tribute to his parents’ training of him and to his own self-control that this was all he did.
“Look, old boy,” said the dwarf, “I’m a simple creature. I see things in black and white with none of the problems caused by all those idiot shades of grey in between.” 
He paused to allow the Magister a moment to draw breath. The wretched man seemed to be going a little blue in the face.
“Now we agreed a figure, your predecessor and me, and we shook on it. To me that is a done deal and now that I have completed the task exactly to the specification set out, I would like to settle and get out of this cesspit of a place.”
The Magister watched the dwarf fearfully as he returned the axe to its home somewhere on his back but the sigh of relief that slipped out was a little premature. Seagrum now produced a large knife (well, to the Magister it looked more like a small sword) from his belt and started whittling away at some of the calluses on his left hand with it. 
Any thoughts of making a point about the specification also not being documented crept from the Magister's mind and he heard a voice that sounded a little different from his own, choke out a reply.
“Well then, we had better get this settled.”
“That’s more like it,” said the dwarf, so intent on slicing off the thick lump of flesh from his thumb that he didn’t even look up.
The Magister swallowed hard, sweating with the enormity of the answer to his next question.
“Er, h-how much did we agree?”
The dwarf told him.
Seagrum gave him a figure that was roughly twice the amount actually agreed with the previous Magister but the piece of pathetic human offal sitting before him had really gotten amongst his beard, as dwarfs would say. That was one of the benefits of not writing stuff down.
The Magister looked speechless. In truth, because he wasn’t a complete idiot despite what Seagrum thought of him, the man was already working out how long it would take him to raise that kind of money now that the vampires had gone.
“Er, that’s a lot of gold,” he said composing himself and starting to sound a little like the person that he thought he should be.
Now that he knew the size of the problem, he was calmer. This was an area that he was familiar with. In truth, the Magister had already worked out the way to deal with this issue.
“I can make out a draft for one quarter of the payment today, if you would prefer, and will arrange for the balance to be paid to you at the end of next week.”
Seagrum looked at the man opposite him. Shifty eyes, a slight sheen of sweat on his forehead and a desk that was almost sliced in half by his dwarfish axe.
“Half,” he barked.
“One third,” countered the Magister without hesitation.
“Done!”
Seagrum replaced his knife in his belt, spat on his right palm and offered it to the Magister.
The official looked down and the meaty palm offered towards him, with its gloss of saliva and foam floating there on the rough skin. They hadn’t mentioned this when they persuaded him to take the post and that much was certain. Inside his head a tiny little voice said something like “Oh well!” he swallowed and gripped the dwarf’s hand, feeling the stickiness spread thickly across the surface of his own soft flesh.
“Done,” he swallowed.
To be frank, Seagrum had never expected to get the full payment, let alone his inflated version of it. He had also played down the payment to his fellow dwarfs when he hired them and, of course, there were the deaths. Whilst that increased the share for the survivors, there were traditional obligations to the families of the deceased as well as the funeral expenses.  Thorbad came from a large family (large in both size and number) and so there would be quite a cost there.
He had taken the Magister’s draft before he left his office and headed back down the marble staircase towards the door, where the warden, Ranulf, was waiting quietly and trying not to yawn.
“Until next time, wolf,” sneered Seagrum, licking the dagger that he had taken from his belt on the way down the stairs.  
It was only for effect, and it worked well enough. The warden bristled visibly and, in his eyes, Seagrum could see death and rending. However, the warden said nothing and nodded curtly to the dwarf as he stomped out into the bright sunlight. Inside, the werewolf howled.
Seagrum went from the offices of the Hue and Cry straight to the new offices of the Eastern Seaboard Gold Exchange which had been set up temporarily in a dark and sombre building near the main town gates and opposite the old vampire quarter. He was in a jolly mood and so that probably explains why he failed to notice the fact that all the clerks in the offices were wearing dark glasses. They were also dressed impeccably in black frock coats, black trousers and patent black leather shoes. They also sported black galoshes. (Well he wouldn’t actually have seen the last two items as they were hidden below the office counter).
It was probably his over enthusiastic thoughts about the witch (and what he was going to do to her when he got home) that prevented him from noticing the rather pallid complexion of the young man who served him. He was quick and efficient and carried out his duties without a hint of humour or the trace of a smile. Soon the dwarf was back outside in the sunshine with a large bag stuffed with gold coins that bulged in a very pleasing way as he slung it casually over his shoulder. 
“I’m back!” he announced as he stepped into the dim light of the witch’s basement apartment, sniffing as he did so a whiff of something pleasant with a hint of flowers, honey and cinnamon. He noticed also the steaming bath in the middle of the room at just about the same time that he felt a definite stirring in his breaches. The water was murky, pleasantly murky, and it looked like it had been recently used. Steam rose evocatively from the milky surface.
“Perse!”
Dwarfs, it should be noted have no sense of the magical when it comes to names. They will take a silken name like Persephone and turn it into a sow’s ear without a thought.
Seagrum wasn’t bothered that the witch hadn’t replied: perhaps she had gone out for a while, he thought.
“Waste not, want not!” he said to himself and dropped the bag of gold coins heavily to the floor. He then started to remove the weapons, armour and garments that he was wearing. First, he stacked the weapons in neat order at various locations in the room before dropping his chain mail and under garments unceremoniously to the floor. 
He looked down at his boots. It should be noted by way of explanation that dwarfs don’t wear breeches, they wear kilts. The boots would probably have to come off as well, he thought briefly, before getting stuck into the laces and fasteners. Once he was truly naked (although considering the amount of hair that a dwarf carries about, perhaps they never are actually naked) he stepped into the warm water and sat down facing the door. He also slipped a large knife that he had been holding, quietly into the water beside him: the definition of naked to a dwarf does not exclude the carrying and in extreme cases the concealment, of weapons.
Seagrum had to admit that bathing did feel good even though he had been highly cynical when Persephone had explained it all to him and about how she had discovered an amazing bath in the vampires’ vaults. Of course, he had to go and find it for her. This was no mean achievement more on account of the damage to the properties than as a result of the inept collection of men of the Town Watch who were unable to convince him that he couldn’t enter the buildings.  He also had to carry it back to the witch’s lodgings and get it down the stairs and into the front room (there were only two rooms downstairs). He had had to take the door off its hinges (an easy enough task with a boot) and open up the stonework a little but it had been worth it. The thoughts of a squeaky clean Persephone simply buoyed up his ardour. Besides, he was a dwarf and stonework was a dwarf thing.
Whilst Seagrum had been peeling off chain mail and clothes in eager and, it has to be said, hopeful anticipation of a hot bath followed by steamy sex with the witch, Jonas the Strangler was heading towards the tiny abode that the dwarf, for the time being, called home.
His morning had begun as usual with a shave but today he was also preparing himself to fulfil his agreement with the Magister of the Hue and Cry. So he had decided to include a wash and a vague attempt to sort out his greasy hair with the aid of a metal comb that was in need of dentistry. He was feeling quite pleased with himself.  He whistled as he made long graceful sweeps upwards from about where his jugular vein might be towards his ear with the sharp blade of his razor.  
He had thought for a while that the deal that had been struck with the Hue and Cry was off when he heard of the death of his former employer. The opportunity to square things once and for all with that wretched dwarf as well as receive the final payment for what was, in his view, legally sanctioned murder was just too good to miss. 
When he had received the news earlier in the week from one of the Magister's tame werewolves, he had taken it badly and went on a three-day drinking spree. Then he had received a badly scribbled note that had been slipped under the door of his lodgings and which had smelt strongly of dog. It had instructed him to attend the offices of the Hue and Cry that very morning concerning an unfinished transaction that required urgent attention. The elation that had spread through the tired and fuzzy brain of the hagiographer as he read the note was utter, enabling him for a while at least to take razor to throat with possibly more enthusiasm than common sense.
Jonas's meeting with the new Magister had been brief and to the point. Before Ranulf was able to return from the Magister's office to his station by the main door, the little hand bell had rung again and he had bounded back up the stairs to escort the hagiographer out. To a werewolf who sees things in simple terms and something approaching a blue monochrome, the man looked shifty and smelled of death. Not his death but of others. Some smells just don't wash out as far as canine noses are concerned. It was all he could do not to howl but he managed to get away with just licking his lips.
When they reached the door, Jonas held out his hand. The warden shook it quickly whilst the werewolf was considering the possibilities.  He felt a small gold coin pressing against his palm and it managed to remain there when the man withdrew his hand. They didn't speak. The door was opened. The hagiographer was gone.
As the warden leaned against the front door and wondered which circle of Hell, he had been born into in this incarnation he heard something very distinctive. He was about to scamper back upstairs to the Magister's office. Then there was a second ring, then a third and then a fourth. All rising in cadence. Even to the werewolf, something was wrong. The singing bell thing had gone with the previous boss. Now, as strange thoughts ran through the mind of the werewolf, the warden heard another sound. It was all too familiar, as stiletto heels walked slowly and seductively along the length of the marble corridor to the Magister's office. They stopped and there was an exchange of words that were audible to the werewolf although he didn't fully understand them. A door snicked shut and a few moments later there was the sound of a woman laughing.
When he left the offices of the Hue and Cry, Jonas walked in the direction of the waterside until he came to a small square. Here he stopped for a while under an ancient tree that stood more or less in the centre of what was once a grassy area but now with possibly centuries of shade and leaf fall was now parched and baked earth. He was in a stupidly good mood. The new Magister hadn't realised that he had already been paid in part for the job he was about to carry out and had overpaid him. This time however it was in Bearer Bonds and not gold coin. It was easier to carry and less conspicuous, the Magister had said. Jonas had been a little unsure as he was unfamiliar with the documents and had to have the thing explained to him.  They were now rolled up in the inner pocket of his coat and pressing reassuringly against his chest.
Checking a small timepiece that he took from his pocket, he could see that it was approaching midday. 
"Not long now then," he said to himself.
He slipped the machine back into his pocket and looked up at the bright blue sky through the branches of the tree above him. He could feel a growing sense of impatience and decided that a few walks around the square would help calm things down a bit.
"Not long now."
 
There was something very comforting about the warm water. It made Seagrum feel cosseted and relaxed. Perhaps that was why he found it easier to lean against the warm enamelled back of the bath. Perhaps that was also why he slipped a little lower in the water. Perhaps it also explains why a dwarf, whose density is significantly greater than that of a human, managed to close his eyes and fall slowly into a profound and peaceful sleep in enough water to drown him.
That was how Jonas found him a few minutes after midday as he slipped unobtrusively through Persephone's front door. He was standing immediately facing the sleeping dwarf who was lying low in that one place where he was truly vulnerable.  There really were gods then, and at least one of them was smiling down on Jonas today, he thought.
This all made the job easier but not easy. He stepped quickly and quietly into a position behind the dwarf putting the slow knife that he had been carrying carefully back into his jacket pocket. Then he placed both of his hands above Seagrum's shoulders, took a deep breath and pressed down gently and firmly. It was a tribute to the nature of sleeping dwarfs that he didn't even stir when his face slipped beneath the surface. 
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