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				Barrowbird – Distant relative of the forest hornbill.

				Burnie – Troglodyte councillor.

				Cadrick, Taciturn – Trade Minister.

				Firebrand, Chas – Landlord of the Rotting Ferret inn.

				Forestall, Tambor – Council chairman, ex-sorcerer.

				Franklin, Victor – Assassin.

				Goldeaxe, Gordo – Dwarf mercenary.

				Green, Mifkindle – Assassin.

				Grim, Bernard – Rat-catcher.

				Marshall, Pegrand – Manservant to the Duke of Dullitch.

				Mick – Mini-mite.

				Modeset, Vandre – Duke of Dullitch.

				Quarrell – Lord Chancellor of Dullitch.

				Quickstint, Jimmy – Thief/herald. Tambor’s grandson.

				Phelt, Cedric – Militia man.

				Piddleton, Tommy – Brat.

				Sands, Quaris – Home Secretary and member of the council.

				Siddle, Malcolm – Rat-catcher’s apprentice.

				Soak, Rochus the – Seer.

				Stump – Adventurer.

				Teethgrit, Groan – Barbarian mercenary.

				Vicious – Fox-terrier.

				Wustapha, Diek – Charmer.

				Wustapha, Pier – Farmer, father of Diek Wustapha.

				Wustapha, Mrs – Farmer’s wife, mother of Diek.
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				During the Tri-age (civilization’s third attempt at getting things right) there grew, from the swollen lip of Illmoor, a city quite unlike any other in recorded history.

				The rulers of this city were imbecilic, giving rise to crimes as diverse as fraud and murder. Amid this vile assortment of assassins and cutpurses the city quickly earned a grim reputation, becoming spurned by many and generally avoided by travellers throughout the Gleaming Mountains, by which it was sheltered, like the treasure horde of a particularly insecure dragon.

				Still, a large, weather-beaten plaque swung back and forth on tired hinges above the city gates proudly welcoming all and sundry to visit Dullitch. Though a local saying warned, ‘You haven’t lived until you’ve visited Dullitch and, after that, you won’t want to . . .’

				The continent of Illmoor is riddled with magic. Not the empty, inept magic practised by men who believe themselves to be of the ancient (now defunct) order of Sorcery. This is original, undiluted magic, on which the continent is constructed.

				Two types co-exist: light and dark.

				Light magic finds its place in the air, giving rise to galloping unicorns, love charms and fairy groves. It is much sought after by these latter day ‘sorcerers’ but proves practically impossible to harness, even by those who spend long hours in pursuit of it.

				Dark magic, on the other hand, seeks immediately to earth itself in the land it was once used to forge. It is an angry magic, an untamed source, a parasite yearning for a host.

				And hosts are rare.

				Trees suffice, for their roots go deep, but this is no way for dark magic to travel; it’s straightforward, rather boring and nobody gets hurt. No, what dark magic truly requires is susceptible minds. These are a delicacy and, although seldom encountered, are always relished. But dark magic is a reckless lodger; it cares little for the minds it invades.

				A particularly powerful charge of dark magic appeared during the reign of Duke Modeset. It arrived almost unnoticed. In fact, only two pairs of eyes in the whole of Illmoor observed its passage.

				These belonged to the mercenaries, Groan and Gordo; although their part in the story would not become apparent for some time. Long before they had the notion to set their steeds southwards, the magic had found its mind.

				A searing wave of energy infiltrated a land of fields and forests, homing in, until . . .
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				. . . whoosh.

				Diek Wustapha dropped his flute. The leather-bound book that had been resting on his lap tumbled to the floor and lay open, its pages flapping in the breeze.

				‘What is it, lad?’

				The boy turned and looked up at his father, a lock of curly brown hair covering one eye. His smile was apprehensive.

				‘I thought I heard something, Dad.’

				‘That’ll be the cattle cart,’ said his father.

				Mr Wustapha looked out over a broad expanse of west-country farmland, his brow creased. A few cows in the field opposite had wandered over to the gate and were mooching idly about.

				‘No, it was more like a feeling than a sound. I thought I felt something.’

				‘Well, that’ll be your dinner,’ his father continued, reflecting on years of terror at the dinner table. Mrs Wustapha was one of a long line of cooks on her mother’s side of the family. He hoped fervently she would be the last. ‘You know something, boy, when I first met your ma, she used to make puddings the like of which would turn your stomach inside out for days on end.’

				‘Yes, Dad. So you’ve told me. Repeatedly.’

				‘Oh well, fair’s fair. You’re reading again, I see?’

				Diek nodded, sliding his flute under a rock with the heel of his boot. He snatched up the book.

				‘It’s called Ancient Royal Fables.’

				‘Good lad,’ said his father, patting the boy affectionately on one shoulder. ‘Have you got to the bit where Huud the Wise tells Prince Kelogg to go round up the sheep?’

				‘No, Dad.’

				Diek’s father was a great believer in stories, as long as they allowed room for improvization. He found them particularly useful when he wanted his son to do something arduous or unpleasant.

				Luckily, there was plenty of source material in the tales of King Huud the Wise. Whatever menial chore Diek found himself faced with, he could guarantee poor Prince Kelogg had been there and done it first.

				Diek looked up. His father was waiting patiently, a grin spreading like treacle across his broad face.

				‘I’ll go and round the sheep up now, Dad,’ said Diek, with a knowing smile.

				He got to his feet and set off towards the north field. His father watched him go.

				Diek wasn’t a bad lad, he thought, at least, not in the conventional sense. He just dawdled from time to time, lacked direction. Perhaps he should take his brother’s advice and send Diek to Legrash for the summer, let him experience a bit of the real world. What harm could it do?

				He stroked his chin thoughtfully, wondering exactly how much trouble a young boy could get into in a town like Legrash. A boy like Diek. Probably best not to speculate. He whistled a merry tune and headed off to see how his son was getting on with the sheep.

				The magic sank into Diek’s mind like a stone plunging down a deep well. There it lay low, biding its time with patience born of millennia lingering in empty skies and lurking in dormant hollows.

				When, finally, the decision was made to surface, it did so with such reptilian guile that no human eye could detect the change. Diek Wustapha, however, was cursed with the ownership of a barrowbird with particularly keen sight.

				The barrowbird is a curious creature indeed. One of the High Art’s darker throwbacks, it is rumoured to have once been an ordinary scrawny relative of the forest hornbill. Legend holds that on the few occasions throughout history when the gods decided to visit Illmoor, they did so by inhabiting the minds of barrowbirds. On one such occasion, it is said that one particularly spiteful god decided to leave something behind: the curse ‘Vocaliss Truthilium’, commonly translated as ‘I speak as I find’.

				And the barrowbird did just that. In fact, it gave a new and terrible meaning to the phrase. No personal comment was beyond it. Despised as a species, these put-downs included such harsh observations as, ‘You’ll never get a girlfriend unless you actually cut that ear off’ and the oft heard, ‘If I had a figure like yours, love, I’d stay indoors for the duration’.

				Now Diek’s own barrowbird was treating him to a baleful stare.

				‘There’s somethin’ amiss with your right eyeball,’ it chirped. ‘’S glowin’ like an ember, init?’

				‘Is it?’

				Diek blinked and raised a hand to his head. He’d been propped against one corner of the pigpen all morning, watching the truffle hogs misbehaving.

				‘Maybe I’m coming down with something,’ he said, beginning to wander off around the side of the pen. ‘I do feel a bit odd.’

				He reached for his flute and brought the instrument to his lips, but was interrupted before he was able to muster a tune.

				‘Could be fouleye,’ the barrowbird squawked. ‘You hear of a lot of folk dyin’ from that.’

				‘Dying? It’s fatal?’

				‘Right as mustard. You ask anyone: “How’s your daughter, Milly?” “Fouleye took her.” “How’s your Aunty Ethel?” “Down with fouleye.” One minute you can be runnin’ around in a field, the next you’re a goner. That’s usually the females, mind. I never heard of a male taken with it yet.’

				‘OK, OK. It’s probably not that, then.’

				Diek produced a single, shrill note from the flute, then stowed it away in his tunic. He didn’t feel much like playing today; his heart really wasn’t in it.

				He sighed and closed his eyes tight, then tentatively opened them again.

				‘Has it gone?’ he asked.

				‘Has it heck,’ said the barrowbird. ‘Now they’re both alight! Cor, stone me. You’re not standin’ on a lightnin’ rod or somethin’, are ya?’

				Diek took a step back, then looked around.

				‘I’m not standing on anything,’ he said. ‘Besides, you noticed it when I was over there.’

				The barrowbird put its head on one side.

				‘Then, if I were you, I’d go and see the apothecary or, come to that, the village witch.’

				‘A witch? Why would I want to see a witch?’

				‘Well, first there’s the eye thing, and then maybe you could find out why you’re such a magnet for the pigs.’

				‘Huh?’

				Turning around on his heels, Diek noticed for the first time that all twelve of his father’s hogs had followed him along the length of the pen and were now squatting in a group just beyond the fence. Curious. Usually, they ignored him completely, unless he had scraps.

				Diek’s visit to the apothecary wasn’t entirely successful. The man, like most of the village, largely ignored everything Diek had to say, before supplying him with a strange potion that looked and tasted like curdled milk. He had to take it three times a day, as instructed, or, alternatively, ‘whenever he felt a bit odd’.

				Diek had always been a loner, but now he took to spending whole days in the fields by himself. He’d given the barrowbird to his father as a birthday present; its insults and depressing forecasts of heinous eye disorders had become unbearably tiresome. Also, it’d started crowing about his increasingly resonant voice and made a pointed comment to the effect that, every time he played a note on the flute, the neighbour’s grimalkin came tearing across the Midden Field as though the hounds of hell were after it.

				He had seen that wretched cat a lot lately.

				Weeks passed and, as the magic took root inside Diek’s mind, it began to surface in a peculiar fashion, giving the boy an almost magnetic personality. Foolish absent-mindedness became thoughtful contemplation, inane and idiotic comments were replaced by clever and insightful witticisms. In short, people began to notice Diek Wustapha.

				They would spend a few moments talking with him, then trail after him in large groups, like sheep after a shepherd. This was all much to Diek’s astonishment; he’d never had a lot of time for people before. Now they praised him and appreciated his music (not like his father, who only tolerated the odd tune every evening after tea). These people wanted more. They would wait quite patiently all day, just on the off-chance of a tune. It wasn’t even as if his music was particularly melodic, as Diek would have been the first to admit. On the whole, it tended to comprise a few strangled notes huddling together in mournful misery.

				Then, one afternoon, everything changed.

				Diek had been playing for Butcha, the baker’s niece, when suddenly the music came alive. He didn’t even notice it happening; it was simply there at his lips, awaiting release. To the girl’s mesmerized delight, he produced tune after tune, melody after melody, song after song. These delicate pieces alighted on the air, twisting and turning in the breeze, carrying for miles over the hills and dales. Slowly, one by one, the villagers of Little Irkesome stopped what they were doing and craned their necks to listen. Then they put down their tools and washboards, snatched up their hats and fastened their walking shoes. The cobbled lanes of the village were suddenly alive with inquiring minds irrevocably drawn to the sound.

				By mid afternoon, the entire population of the village stood grouped around an oak tree in the Midden Field, listening to Diek Wustapha weave his tune. And play he did. From that day forth, he knew that nothing in his life would ever be the same again.

				So did his parents.

				In practically no time at all Diek’s talents had become many, from snake-charming to hypnotizing mice. Visitors arrived from a few of the neighbouring villages to watch his skills and hear his music. Deep inside his subconscious the magic was throbbing, turning, gaining momentum. And he carried the flute wherever he went. 

				He’d taken to playing long, drawn-out melodies too, whimsical at first and then, as the days drifted by, progressively stronger. Melodies were more than just tunes, he discovered; they had an identity all of their own. Melodies were almost magical.

				Diek found himself reflecting on things like spiritual reception, the existence of telepathic sheep and, more importantly, his part in the larger scheme of things. 

				‘Everybody’s got a place in the big picture, lad,’ his father would say, ‘It’s just a matter of finding out where you fit in.’

				Diek wondered where he would fit in, and found himself gazing longingly towards Dullitch, city-capital of Illmoor, with its gleaming spires and megalithic monuments.
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				It was summer in Dullitch, the air was clean and sobering and the streets were filled with the combined odour of freshly-baked bread and exotic spices. In the Market Place, throngs of hungry patrons queued for the early bargains and a few rogue mongrels gathered for free pastry off-cuts at the baker’s serving hatch.

				It was the annual Clairvoyants’ Awareness Weekend and a fête was being held in tribute of Ouija Mastook, the oldest (and most celebrated) medium on record. The guest of honour was due to arrive at midday and no one knew what to expect. The bandstand was currently being reinforced for an entourage of personal assistants and nursing staff.

				Usually, the ceremony consisted of a rambling speech, three (extraordinarily vocal) cheers and several rounds of celebratory drinks, concluding with a séance in which somebody’s Aunt Margaret invariably turned up to let them know that the valuables were hidden in the attic.

				Atop the Church of Urgumflux the Wormridden, two members of the dreaded Yowler cult were taking turns to peer through a spyglass at the proceedings below.

				The Brotherhood of Yowler was indeed the stuff of nightmares; a ruthless organization rooted in the worship of dark gods who, it was claimed by their shadowy priests, regularly demanded the theft of priceless treasures and a number of ritualistic executions in order to sustain their life-force.

				The cultists were, to a man, cloaked assassins, thieves and cutpurses, but their presence in Dullitch was suffered because several of the city’s founding families were members. These midnight rogues were extremely well paid and enjoyed considerable support from the council, who turned a blind eye on Yowler-run associations such as Counterfeit House, an academy of condemned forgers, fraudsters and embezzlers, and the Rooftop Runners, a consortium of thieves and murderers.

				Mifkindle Green, a junior member of the group, was wasping. This involved dropping in at any large and important gathering, planting a sting (i.e. assassinating the most prominent person) and clearing out quickly to avoid capture. His colleague, Victor Franklin, a known night-runner and poison-dart specialist, was drumming his fingers distractedly on the stonework.

				‘W-w-will you stop that, Vic?’

				‘What? Oh, sorry, I just wondered why you hadn’t fired yet. You’re usually in and out in a cat’s sneeze.’

				‘Shhh. Can’t you k-k-keep quiet? You’ve been really judgemental since you k-k-killed old Banks in that g-graveyard run.’

				Mifkindle’s gaze returned to the scene, but he wasn’t looking down towards the fête. He seemed more interested in the garden of a small cottage on the opposite corner of the street.

				‘What is it?’ Victor persisted, becoming anxious. ‘Have we been spotted? Is it the militia? What are you LOOKING AT?’

				‘R-r-rats.’

				Victor boggled. ‘Come again?’

				‘R-r-ats,’ Mifkindle confirmed. ‘There’s a l-l-line of them heading into the DeLongi place through a g-g-gap in the front wall.’

				‘Yeah, and?’

				‘They’re w-w-walking in s-single file, like an army. It’s odd,’ he said, with conviction. ‘And I’ve seen a l-lot of them r-recently. Almost every d-d-day, in fact.’

				Victor shrugged. ‘Dullitch is a big city,’ he said. ‘You gotta expect rats.’

				‘Not l-l-like th-these.’

				Mifkindle passed the spyglass across to his partner, pursed his lips, and waited.

				‘B-b-big, aren’t they?’ he said, after a pause.

				Candleford School for Boys stood proudly on a slight rise in the north-west corner of the city. It was usually a place of high activity, breaking glass and enthusiastic blasphemy. However, it was the summer holidays and the place was quiet.

				In a room crammed with stoves and piled high with crockery, Bernard Grim applied half an ear to the wainscoting and listened intently. His apprentice, a boy called Malcolm, with rugged features and a black eye, watched with mounting trepidation.

				‘It could be a vole, Mr Grim.’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous, lad. You don’t get voles in a workhouse kitchen, who ever heard of such a thing?’

				‘My uncle had a vole come into his kitchen.’

				‘Your uncle’s no better than he should be.’

				‘Do you think it could be a rat?’ piped up a small, plump maid with golden ringlets and a pork-pie smile.

				‘Aye,’ said Grim, wondering about the unconcealed eagerness in her voice.

				‘Ain’t nothing wrong with my uncle,’ said Malcolm sulkily.

				Grim ignored him and leaned in closer, raising a finger and tapping tentatively on the woodwork. A scratching began on the other side of the wainscoting.

				‘He might be eccentric and I know he talks to himself a bit, but he’s never done anyone no harm. Well, apart from that Mrs Haveshank and she said she wouldn’t be pressin’ charges.’

				‘Quiet, lad! It’s on the move; listen.’

				The apprentice knelt down beside his employer, face creased with the effort of concentration. Eventually, he gave a reluctant nod.

				‘Right,’ Grim whispered. ‘Get me a forty-seven from the cart.’

				Malcolm crept out of the kitchen and returned a few moments later, laden with an assortment of wooden planks.

				‘I couldn’t remember which one was which, Mr Grim.’

				He passed a plank from the stack to the rat-catcher and waited patiently as Grim balanced it in the palm of his hand.

				‘That’s a sixteen.’

				He handed back the plank and rolled his eyes as the apprentice chose another.

				‘That’s a one-seven-four.’

				‘But they’re identical, Mr Grim.’

				The rat-catcher turned to the pork-pie maid and offered her a wry smile, but he found no sympathy in those eyes. Despite a moon-like countenance, the woman’s face possessed a distinctly odd tinge. She looked absolutely ravenous. Every so often her tongue would play over her lips like an affectionate slug. Grim returned his attention to the wainscoting, and found himself hoping the rat had managed to escape.

				‘Are there cellars below, Miss?’

				‘There used to be,’ the girl said, nodding. ‘The principal had them all blocked up when a few of the teachers were caught tutoring after hours.’

				Grim tried to focus on the flagging wallpaper. For the first time, he spotted a large yawn in the wainscoting.

				‘Would you mind leaving us alone now, Miss?’ he managed. ‘This little experiment shouldn’t take long.’

				The maid gave a slight nod, lifted her apron and hurried away. The curious smell that Grim had noticed on the way in seemed to depart with her.

				‘She didn’t look too clever, did she?’ the rat-catcher whispered conspiratorially. ‘I reckon she’s been at the stock or something.’

				The apprentice looked mystified.

				‘Why d’you say that?’

				‘Well, there’s a funny smell from her. Didn’t you notice it?’

				‘I did as it happens. I just didn’t like to say anything; I thought it might be those scones you had for breakfast.’

				The rat-catcher studied the young man’s expression for a few moments, then hit him with the one-seven-four. After offering the boy a vicious scowl, he returned his attention to the wainscoting, and froze.

				A pair of glowing red eyes were staring back at him; they were attached to the largest rodent Bernard Grim had laid eyes on in more than twenty years in the trade.

				‘M-m-malcolm,’ he managed. ‘Forget the wood, get a dagger.’

				Afternoon came and went.

				‘Apprentice to Bernard Grim the rat-catcher, milord.’

				The palace guard bowed low and stepped to one side, admitting the scrawny frame of the rat-catcher’s assistant. At the opposite end of the long hall, a thin, angular-faced man sat scribbling furiously behind a desk laden with paperwork. He didn’t look up when the door closed behind his trembling visitor.

				‘Sit.’

				The command echoed around the hall. Eventually, the man behind the desk stopped scribbling and popped the pen into an inkwell. Then he looked up.

				‘Not on the floor, boy! Get a chair, for heaven’s sake.’

				The apprentice moved quicker than the eye could see, snatched up one of the chairs and pulled it towards the desk. Then he tucked his cap into a back pocket and sat down, embarrassment playing on his face like sunlight on a pond.

				‘Now,’ said the duke, for this was the title he commanded, ‘you wanted to see me about something?’

				The boy nodded.

				‘Well?’

				‘We caught a rat, milord.’

				‘Really?’ said the duke, proffering the smile he generally reserved for lunatics and tax-evaders. ‘And that’s unusual, is it?’

				Malcolm frowned and reached up to scratch his chin.

				‘In what way, milord?’ he said.

				‘Well, unless I’m very much mistaken, you are a rat-catcher. Surely snaring the odd rodent is all part and parcel of the job, no?’

				‘Not when they’re this size, sir.’

				The creature the apprentice proceeded to pull from his trousers was quite unlike anything Modeset had seen before. The duke leaped from his seat and ushered the chair in front of him. He had no desire to suffer the final, frenzied death leap of a half-expired monstrosity.

				‘Oh, don’t worry, milord,’ said the boy, reassuringly. ‘It’s a goner. But there are more of them, we reckon. That’s why I’ve come to see you. They’ve built a base beneath Candleford School. We heard ’em, this morning. They start goin’ at it, they could be all over Dullitch in minutes. I know the council’s supposed to deal with this sort of thing and I did try knocking at City Hall, but I don’t think anyone’s available.’

				‘Oh?’ said Modeset, eyebrows raised.

				‘There was this wooden board outside the door. It said “Gone Fishing”.’

				Modeset let out a long sigh. When reflecting on the council’s overall performance of late, ‘Gone Fishing’ seemed to be an accurate description.

				‘These, erm . . . these rats. There could be an awful lot of them, you say?’

				The apprentice nodded.

				‘Mr Grim, that’s my guv’nor, he reckons that if you let it go more than a week you’re gonna have to paint whiskers on the Royal Crest.’

				‘I see. Thank you, young man. That will be all.’

				He dismissed the boy, and summoned his servant. After a few moments, a man came hurrying into the room. He was short and stocky with long hair (though none on the top of his head), a well-groomed beard and a fixed, sort of bemused smirk.

				‘What is it, milord?’

				‘Pegrand! We have something of a crisis on our hands.’

				‘Oh gods, no. What is it, the chef?’

				Modeset sighed, plucking a copper coin from the table top and employing it to scratch the bridge of his aquiline nose.

				‘No, Pegrand, not the chef. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t like him and he has to go, but this time it’s something a little more serious.’

				‘Okay, milord. I’m all ears.’

				‘Good. Do you remember those fellows from the Watchtower Patrol, fell in here last week mumbling something about a rat-horde beneath the Poor Quarter?’

				‘Vaguely, milord.’

				‘Have them arrested immediately.’

				‘Er . . . right, milord. Any particular charge?’

				‘Oh, I don’t know. Causing a disturbance of the peace? Malicious lies? I’m sure you’ll think of something.’

				‘Of course, milord. Is there a problem?’

				‘Yes, perhaps. There does, in fact, appear to be a rat-horde beneath the Poor Quarter, and I don’t want any Told-You-Sos stirring up the conspiracy theorists.’

				Pegrand Marshall scribbled a note on the pad permanently suspended on a chain attached to his belt.

				‘Er, won’t the act of arresting two watchtower guards stir up the conspiracy theorists, milord?’

				‘Mmm? What? Well, oh, yes, I suppose it will. What do you suggest?’

				‘Well, we could rub them out, dump the corpses up past Gate Field and then have two boys from the plough-crew carve out a crop circle round ’em. That way we might have the conspiracy theorists up in arms, but at least they’ll have something baseless to talk about.’

				‘Excellent. Meanwhile, however, we do have a serious problem. This morning’s little visit follows three from the merchants, two from the sewer attendants and several from the Yowler Brotherhood. An outbreak of rats is imminent.’

				‘I’ll put the palace on high alert, milord. Anything else I should be doing?’

				Modeset nodded gravely.

				‘Go down to the riverbank and round up the council. Tell them we have an infestation of giant rats that, despite its humble beginnings, could have designs on the Merchants’ Quarter. That should get them suitably anxious. Oh, and let them know time is short; we need a publicly acceptable announcement by Friday evening.’

				Modeset took a deep breath, waited for the servant to flitter away, then caressed his eyelids with the rough tips of his fingers. It was obviously going to be one of those days.

				Morning arrived to find a grim scene at City Hall.

				The Dullitch Council stared gloomily at each other over the long debating table. They had been called to the Grey Room at an unspeakable hour and were waiting to shout at anyone who looked even partly responsible.

				Eventually the acting chairman, Tambor Forestall, appeared in the doorway. He’d been dreading this ever since his predecessor vacated the premises over a month ago. It was just so typical of his luck. For three years old Gambol had chaired Dullitch Council and, in all that time, not a single catastrophe or even a mild uprising. He gets the job and, whizz, a plague of giant rats.

				He wasn’t being helped by Duke Modeset’s latest initiative demanding ‘A Council Structure Reflecting the Ethnic Make-up of a Modern Society’ either. He cast a worried glance around the room, noting with horror that only four members of the council were human. He recognized a local alchemist, but the barbarian was a total mystery and the cross-species squabbling in the corner he’d already decided to file under ‘Politely Ignore’.

				A vein throbbed in his temple and his arms were aching, but it was too late to back out now. He banged his gavel hard on the tabletop.

				‘Gentlefolk,’ he began.

				‘Gadjfjr—’

				‘We have been called here today—’

				‘Gktgngn gkkrg jfjf kfg fjy—’

				‘On a matter of the utmost urgency.’

				‘Gghfhfh fkfkf frjfjfj.’

				Tambor hesitated, driven to distraction by the echo that seemed to accompany his every utterance. Sitting beside him at the table was a warty, green-skinned midget with long, pointed ears and teeth in various stages of decay. His nose looked like a melted candle, and a strange green mucus dripped from the end to the tabletop. It occurred to Tambor that he hadn’t seen the creature arrive.

				‘Excuse me,’ he ventured. ‘Who are you?’

				The creature sighed. ‘I’m the translator.’

				Tambor leaned forward conspiratorially.

				‘For who?’ he said.

				‘The orc down at the far end,’ said the translator. ‘He doesn’t speak Plain Tongue.’

				‘What language does he speak?’

				‘Brave. Not that you can call it a language, as such.’

				‘No Brave for “terrible infestation”, then?’

				‘No,’ said the translator. ‘Not unless you can squeeze it into words of one syllable.’

				Tambor appeared to consider this.

				‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘How about RATS?’

				He leaned back and smiled contentedly.

				The rest of the council began to sit up and exchange a few concerned glances.

				‘Right. Everyone listening?’ said Tambor forcefully.

				‘Rats, you say?’ shouted a seer, from the far end of the table.

				Tambor glared at him. He had a personal dislike of seers for a number of reasons, not least because their largely invented profession had outlived sorcery in Dullitch. Also, they regularly insisted on fanciful names like ‘Izmeer of the Swarm’ and never seemed to achieve anything that didn’t require a lot of skulking about in caverns with a piece of chalk and a far-off look in their eyes.

				The seer glared back at him, correctly reading his expression.

				‘Sounds jolly intriguing,’ he said, and turned away to finish his game of cards with the barbarian.

				Tambor watched him quietly, then returned his attention to the remainder of the City Council and wished, quite fervently, that he had taken the job at Jimmy Stover’s pie shop. Only Quaris Sands, the elderly Home Secretary, seemed to be paying any attention, though he was mumbling incessantly under his breath, clearly put out by the early call. Tambor groaned.

				‘All right, everybody,’ he said wearily. ‘We have a plague of giant rats in Dullitch. It started beneath the Candleford Boys’ School, and it’s growing at a rate of knots. The Poor District is already in dire straits and the Merchants’ Quarter could be next. All the rat-catchers have fled in terror and even the assassins have declined the contract. We’re looking to devise some potential solutions to offer to his lordship, the duke.’

				The translator raised his hand.

				‘How about sending in a big cat?’ he said.

				‘I don’t actually think you’re on the council,’ said Tambor. ‘Anybody else?’

				The translator offered him a scowl, and leaned across to inform the orc representative that Tambor had just insulted its mother.

				‘It could be an omen from the gods,’ said Taciturn Cadrick, the Trade Minister. ‘A sign that we should seek spiritual and intellectual fulfilment.’

				‘So what do we do about it, o wise one?’

				‘Don’t ask me. Perhaps we should try hiring a mercenary to destroy them. How about that barbarian fellow from the Virgin Sacrifice Scandal?’

				‘No chance,’ said the Home Secretary quickly. ‘I wouldn’t have that lunatic back inside the gates for all the gold in Spittle. It took us months to mop the blood off the clock tower. This city has suffered enough humiliation at the hands of mercen—’

				The rest of his sentence was drowned out by screams, which erupted from the almshouses across the street. The council hurried to the windows and looked down at the scene unfolding below. People were pouring out of the small doorway, trampling over each other and screaming for help.

				One woman’s cry was clearly audible amid the uproar. She was yelling at the top of her voice, ‘RATS! RATS! RAAATTSSS!’

				As the council looked on, the writhing sea of humanity swarmed towards Market Place, turned a corner and disappeared.

				‘All right,’ said Tambor, massaging an injury he’d picked up during his dash to the window. ‘Let’s have a vote of hands, shall we? One, two, four, eight – yes, I think we’re pretty much decided. I’ll get a message to the duke. Perhaps he can decorate things a little, you know, for the public.’
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