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  The Discworld Series is a continuous history of a world not totally unlike our own except that it is a flat disc carried on the backs of four elephants astride a giant turtle floating through space, and that it is peopled by, among others, wizards, dwarves, policemen, thieves, beggars, vampires and witches. Within the history of Discworld there are many individual stories, which can be read in any order, but reading them in sequence can increase your enjoyment through the accumulation of all the fine detail that contributes to the teeming imaginative complexity of this brilliantly conceived world.
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  THE FIFTH ELEPHANT


  They say the world is flat and supported on the back of four elephants who themselves stand on the back of a giant turtle.


  They say that the elephants, being such huge beasts, have bones of rock and iron, and nerves of gold for better conductivity over long distances.1


  They say that the fifth elephant came screaming and trumpeting through the atmosphere of the young world all those years ago and landed hard enough to split continents and raise mountains.


  No one actually saw it land, which raised the interesting philosophical question: when millions of tons of angry elephant come spinning through the sky, and there is no one to hear it, does it – philosophically speaking – make a noise?


  And if there was no one to see it hit, did it actually hit?


  In other words, wasn’t it just a story for children, to explain away some interesting natural occurrences?


  As for the dwarfs, whose legend it is, and who mine a lot deeper than other people, they say that there is a grain of truth in it.


  On a clear day, from the right vantage point on the Ramtops, a watcher could see a very long way across the plains. If it was high summer, they could count the columns of dust as the ox trains plodded on, at a top speed of two miles an hour, each pair pulling a train of two wagons carrying four tons apiece. Things took a long time to get anywhere, but when they did, there was certainly a lot of them. To the cities of the Circle Sea they carried raw material, and sometimes people who were off to seek their fortune and a fistful of diamonds.


  To the mountains they brought manufactured goods, rare things from across the oceans, and people who had found wisdom and a few scars.


  There was usually a day’s travelling between each convoy. They turned the landscape into an unrolled time machine. On a clear day you could see last Tuesday.


  Heliographs twinkled in the distant air as the columns flashed messages back and forth, about bandit presence, cargoes and the best place to get double egg, treble chips and a steak that overhung the plate all round.


  Lots of people travelled on the carts. It was cheap, it beat walking, and you got there eventually.


  Some people travelled for free.


  The driver of one wagon was having problems with his team. They were skittish. He’d expect this in the mountains, where all sorts of wild creatures might regard the oxen as a travelling meal, but here there was nothing more dangerous than cabbages.


  Behind him, down in a narrow space between the loads of cut lumber, something slept.


  It was just another day in Ankh-Morpork …


  Sergeant Colon balanced on a shaky ladder at one end of the Brass Bridge, one of the city’s busiest thoroughfares. He clung by one hand to the tall pole with the box on top of it, and with the other he held up a home-made picture book to the slot in the front of the box.


  ‘And this is another sort of cart,’ he said. ‘Got it?’


  ‘’s,’ said a very small voice from within the box.


  ‘O-kay,’ said Colon, apparently satisfied. He dropped the book and pointed down the length of the bridge.


  ‘Now, you see those two markers what has been painted across the cobbles?’


  ‘’s.’


  ‘And they mean …?’


  ‘If-a-cart-g’s-tween-dem-in-less’na-minute-’s-goin-too-fas,” the little voice parroted.


  ‘Well done. And then you …?’


  ‘Painta-pic-cher.’


  ‘Taking care to show …?’


  ‘Driver’s-face-or-cart-licence.’


  ‘And if it’s night-time you …?’


  ‘Use-der-sal’mander-to-make-it-bright …’


  ‘Well done, Rodney. And one of us will come along every day and collect your pictures. Got everything you want?’


  ‘’s.’


  ‘What’s that, sergeant?’


  Colon looked down at the very large, brown, upturned face, and smiled.


  ‘Afternoon, All,’ he said, climbing ponderously down the ladder. ‘What you’re looking at, Mister Jolson, is the modern Watch for the new millenienienum … num.’


  ‘’s a bit big, Fred,’ said All Jolson, looking at it critically. ‘I’ve seen lots of smaller ones.’


  ‘Watch as in City Watch, All.’


  ‘Ah, right.’


  ‘Anyone goes too fast around here and Lord Vetinari’ll be looking at his picture next morning. The iconographs do not lie, All.’


  ‘Right, Fred. ’cos they’re too stupid.’


  ‘His lordship’s got fed up with carts speeding over the bridge, see, and asked us to do something about it. I’m Head of Traffic now, you know.’


  ‘Is that good, Fred?’


  ‘I should just think so!’ said Sergeant Colon expansively. ‘It’s up to me to keep the, er, arteries of the city from clogging up, leadin’ to a complete breakdown of commerce and ruination for us all. Most vital job there is, you could say.’


  ‘And it’s just you doing it, is it?’


  ‘Well, mainly. Mainly. Corporal Nobbs and the other lads help, of course.’


  All Jolson scratched his nose. ‘It was on a similar subject that I wanted to talk to you, Fred,’ he said.


  ‘No problem, All.’


  ‘Something very odd’s turned up outside my restaurant, Fred.’


  Sergeant Colon followed the huge man around the corner. Fred usually liked All’s company because, next to All, he was very skinny indeed. All Jolson was a man who’d show up on an atlas and change the orbit of small planets. Paving stones cracked under his feet. He combined in one body – and there was plenty of room left over – Ankh-Morpork’s best chef and its keenest eater, a circumstance made in mashed potato heaven. Sergeant Colon couldn’t remember what the man’s real first name had been; he’d picked up the nickname by general acclaim, since no one seeing him in the street for the first time could believe that it was all Jolson.


  There was a big cart on Broad Way. Other traffic was backed up trying to manoeuvre around it.


  ‘Had my meat delivered at lunchtime, Fred, and when my carter came out …’ All Jolson pointed to the large triangular construction locked around one wheel of the cart. It was made of oak and steel, with yellow paint sloshed over it.


  Fred tapped it carefully. ‘I can see where your problem is, right here,’ he said. ‘So how long was your carter in there?’


  ‘Well. I gave him lunch …’


  ‘And very good lunches you do, All, I’ve always said. What was the special today?’


  ‘Smitten steak with cream sauce and slumpie, and black death meringue to follow,’ said All Jolson.


  There was a moment of silence as they both pictured this meal. Fred Colon gave a little sigh.


  ‘Butter on the slumpie?’


  ‘You wouldn’t insult me by suggesting I’d leave it off, would you?’


  ‘A man could linger a long time over a meal like that,’ said Fred. ‘The trouble is, the Patrician, All, gets very short about carts parking on the street for more than ten minutes. He reckons that’s a sort of crime.’


  ‘Taking ten minutes to eat one of my lunches isn’t a crime, Fred, it’s a tragedy,’ said All. ‘It says here “City Watch – $15 removal”, Fred. That’s a couple of days’ profits, Fred.’


  ‘Thing is,’ said Fred Colon, ‘it’ll be paperwork, see? I can’t just wave that away. I only wish I could. There’s all them counterfoils on the spike in my office. If it was me running the Watch, of course … but my hands are tied, see …’


  The two men stood some way apart, hands in pockets, apparently paying little attention to one another. Sergeant Colon began to whistle under his breath.


  ‘I know a thing or two,’ said All, carefully. ‘People think waiters ain’t got ears.’


  ‘I know lots of stuff, All,’ said Colon, jingling his pocket change.


  Both men stared at the sky for a while.


  ‘I may have some honey ice cream left over from yesterday—’


  Sergeant Colon looked down at the cart.


  ‘Here, Mister Jolson,’ he said, in a voice of absolute surprise. ‘Some complete bastard’s put some sort of clamp on your wheel! Well, we’ll soon see about that.’


  Colon pulled a couple of round, white-painted paddles from his belt, sighted on the Watch House semaphore tower peeking over the top of the old lemonade factory, waited until the watching gargoyle signalled him, and with a certain amount of verve and flair ripped off an impression of a man with stiff arms playing two games of table tennis at once.


  ‘The team’ll be along any minute – ah, watch this …’


  A little further along the street two trolls were carefully clamping a hay wagon. After a minute or two one of them happened to glance at the Watch House tower, nudged his colleague, produced two bats of his own and, with rather less elan than Sergeant Colon, sent a signal. When it was answered the trolls looked around, spotted Colon and lumbered towards him.


  ‘Ta-da!’ said Colon proudly.


  ‘Amazing, this new technology,’ said All Jolson admiringly. ‘And they must’ve been, what, forty or fifty yards away?’


  ‘’s’right, All. In the old days I’d’ve had to blow a whistle. And they’ll arrive here knowin’ it was me who wanted ’em, too.’


  ‘Instead of having to look and see it was you,’ said Jolson.


  ‘Well, yeah,’ said Colon, aware that what had transpired might not be the brightest ray of light in the new dawn of the communications revolution. ‘Of course, it’d have worked just as well if they’d been streets away. On the other side of the city, even. And if I told the gargoyle to, as we say, “put” it on the “big” tower over on the Tump they’d have got it in Sto Lat within minutes, see?’


  ‘And that’s twenty miles.’


  ‘At least.’


  ‘Amazing, Fred.’


  ‘Time moves on, All,’ said Colon, as the trolls reached them.


  ‘Constable Chert, who told you to clamp my friend’s cart?’ he demanded.


  ‘Well, sarge, dis morning you said we was to clamp every—’


  ‘Not this cart,’ said Colon. ‘Unlock it right now, and we’ll say no more about it, eh?’


  Constable Chert seemed to reach the conclusion that he wasn’t being paid to think, and this was just as well because Sergeant Colon did not believe trolls gave value for money in that department. ‘If you say so, sarge …’


  ‘While you’re doing that, me and All here will have a little chat, right, All?’ said Fred Colon.


  ‘That’s right, Fred.’


  ‘Well, I say chat, but I’ll be mostly listenin’, on account of having my mouth full.’


  Snow cascaded from the fir branches. The man forced his way through, stood fighting for breath for a moment, and then set off across the clearing at a fast trot.


  Across the valley he heard the first blast on the horn.


  He had an hour, then, if he could trust them. He might not make it to the tower, but there were other ways out.


  He had plans. He could outwit them. Keep off the snow as much as you can, double back, make use of the streams … It was possible, it had been done before. He was sure of that.


  A few miles away sleek bodies set out through the forest. The hunt was on.


  Elsewhere in Ankh-Morpork, the Fools’ Guild was on fire.


  This was a problem, because the Guild’s fire brigade consisted largely of clowns.


  And this was a problem because if you show a clown a bucket of water and a ladder he knows only one way to act. Years of training take over. It’s something in the red nose speaking to him. He can’t help himself.


  Sam Vimes of the Ankh-Morpork City Watch leaned against a wall and watched the show.


  ‘We really must put that proposal for a civic fire service to the Patrician again,’ he said. Across the street a clown picked up a ladder, turned, knocked the clown behind him into a bucket of water, then turned again to see what the commotion was, thus sending his rising victim into the bucket again with a surprising parping noise. The crowd watched silently. If it was funny, clowns wouldn’t be doing it.


  ‘The Guilds are all very much against it,’ said Captain Carrot Ironfoundersson, his second in command, as the clown with the ladder had a bucket of water poured down his trousers. ‘They say it’d be trespass.’


  The fire had taken hold in a first-floor room.


  ‘If we let it burn it’d be a blow for entertainment in this city,’ said Carrot earnestly.


  Vimes looked sideways at him. That was a true Carrot comment. It sounded as innocent as hell, but you could take it a different way.


  ‘It certainly would,’ he said. ‘Nevertheless, I suppose we’d better do something.’ He stepped forward and cupped his hands.


  ‘All right, this is the Watch! Bucket chain!’ he shouted.


  ‘Aw, must we?’ said someone in the crowd.


  ‘Yes, you must,’ said Captain Carrot. ‘Come on, everyone, if we form two lines we’ll have this done in no time at all! What d’you say, eh? It might even be fun!’


  And they did it, Vimes noted. Carrot treated everyone as if they were jolly good chaps and somehow, in some inexplicable way, they couldn’t resist the urge not to prove him wrong.


  And to the disappointment of the crowd the fire was soon put out, once the clowns were disarmed and led away by kind people.


  Carrot reappeared, wiping his forehead, as Vimes lit a cigar.


  ‘Apparently the fire-eater was sick,’ he said.


  ‘It’s just possible we might never be forgiven,’ said Vimes as they set off on patrol again. ‘Oh, no … what now?’


  Carrot was staring upwards, towards the nearest clacks tower.


  ‘Riot in Cable Street,’ he said. ‘It’s All Officers, sir.’


  They broke into a run. You always did for an All Officers. The people in trouble might well be you.


  There were more dwarfs on the streets as they got nearer, and Vimes recognized the signs. The dwarfs all wore preoccupied looks and were walking in the same direction.


  ‘It’s over,’ he said, as they rounded a corner. ‘You can tell by the sudden increase of suspiciously innocent bystanders.’


  Whatever else the emergency had been, it had been a big one. The street was strewn with debris, and a fair amount of dwarfs. Vimes slowed down.


  ‘Third time this week,’ he said. ‘What’s got into them?’


  ‘Hard to say, sir,’ said Carrot. Vimes shot him a glance. Carrot had been raised by dwarfs. He also, if he could possibly avoid it, never told a lie.


  ‘That isn’t the same as I don’t know, is it?’ he said.


  The captain looked awkward.


  ‘I think it’s … sort of political,’ he said.


  Vimes noted a throwing axe buried in a wall.


  ‘Yes, I can see that,’ he said.


  Someone was coming along the street, and was probably the reason why the riot had broken up. Lance-Constable Bluejohn was the biggest troll Vimes had ever met. He loomed. He was so big that he didn’t stand out in a crowd because he was the crowd; people failed to see him because he was in the way. And, like many overgrown people, he was instinctively gentle and rather shy and inclined to let others tell him what to do. If fate had led him to join a gang, he’d be the muscle. In the Watch, he was the riot shield. Other watchmen were peering around him.


  ‘Looks like it started in Gimlet’s Delicatessen,’ said Vimes, as the rest of the Watch moved in. ‘Get a statement off Gimlet.’


  ‘Not a good idea, sir,’ said Carrot firmly. ‘He didn’t see anything.’


  ‘How do you know he didn’t see anything? You haven’t asked him.’


  ‘I know, sir. He didn’t see anything. He didn’t hear anything, either.’


  ‘With a mob trashing his restaurant and scrapping in the street outside?’


  ‘That’s right, sir.’


  ‘Ah. I get it. There’s none so deaf as those that won’t hear, are you saying?’


  ‘Something like that, sir, yes. Look, it’s all over, sir. I don’t think anyone’s seriously hurt. It’ll be for the best, sir. Please?’


  ‘Is this one of those private dwarf things, captain?’


  ‘Yes, sir—’


  ‘Well, this is Ankh-Morpork, captain, not some mine in the mountains, and it’s my job to keep the peace, and this, captain, doesn’t look like it. What’re people going to say about rioting in the streets?’


  ‘They’ll say it’s another day in the life of the big city, sir,’ said Carrot woodenly.


  ‘Yes, I suppose they would, at that. However—’ Vimes picked up a groaning dwarf. ‘Who did this?’ he demanded. ‘I’m not in the mood for being messed around. Come on, I want a name!’


  ‘Agi Hammerthief,’ muttered the dwarf, struggling.


  ‘All right,’ said Vimes, letting him go. ‘Write that down, Carrot.’


  ‘No, sir,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Excuse me?’


  ‘There is no Agi Hammerthief in the city, sir.’


  ‘You know every dwarf?’


  ‘A lot of them, sir. But Agi Hammerthief is only found down mines, sir. He’s a sort of mischievous spirit, sir. For example, “Put it where Agi puts the coal,” sir, means—’


  ‘Yes, I can guess,’ said Vimes. ‘You’re telling me that that dwarf just said this riot was started by Sweet Fanny Adams?’ The dwarf had disappeared smartly around a corner.


  ‘More or less, sir. Excuse me a moment, sir.’ Carrot stepped across the street, pulling two white-painted paddles out of his belt. ‘I’ll just get a line of sight on a tower,’ he said. ‘I’d better send a clacks.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, we’ve kept the Patrician waiting, sir, so it’d be good manners to let him know we’re late.’


  Vimes pulled out his watch and stared at it. It was turning out to be one of those days … the sort that you got every day.


  ***


  It is in the nature of the universe that the person who always keeps you waiting ten minutes will, on the day you are ten minutes tardy, have been ready ten minutes early and will make a point of not mentioning this.


  ‘Sorry we’re late, sir,’ said Vimes as they entered the Oblong Office.


  ‘Oh, are you late?’ said Lord Vetinari, looking up from his paperwork. ‘I really hadn’t noticed. Nothing serious, I trust.’


  ‘The Fools’ Guild caught fire, sir,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Many casualties?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Well, that is a blessing,’ said Lord Vetinari carefully. He put down his pen.


  ‘Now … what do we have to discuss …?’ He pulled another document towards him and read it swiftly.


  ‘Ah … I see that the new traffic division is having the desired effect.’ He indicated a large pile of paper. ‘I am getting any amount of complaints from the Carters’ and Drovers’ Guild. Well done. Do pass on my thanks to Sergeant Colon and his team.’


  ‘I will, sir.’


  ‘I see in one day they clamped seventeen carts, ten horses, eighteen oxen and one duck.’


  ‘It was parked illegally, sir.’


  ‘Indeed. However, a strange pattern seems to emerge.’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘Many of the carters say that they were not in fact parked but had merely halted while an extremely old and extremely ugly lady crossed the road extremely slowly.’


  ‘That’s their story, sir.’


  ‘They know she was an old lady by her constant litany on the lines of “Oh deary me, my poor old feet,” and similar expressions.’


  ‘Certainly sounds like an old lady to me, sir,’ said Vimes, his face wooden.


  ‘Quite so. What is rather strange is that several of them then report seeing the old lady subsequently legging it away along an alley rather fast. I’d discount this, of course, were it not for the fact that the lady has apparently been seen crossing another street, very slowly, some distance away shortly afterwards. Something of a mystery, Vimes.’


  Vimes put his hand over his eyes. ‘It’s one I intend to solve quite quickly, sir.’


  The Patrician nodded and made a short note on the list in front of him.


  As he went to move it aside he uncovered a much grubbier, much-folded scrap of paper. He picked up two letter knives and, using them fastidiously, unfolded the paper and inched it across the desk towards Vimes.


  ‘Do you know anything about this?’ he said.


  Vimes read, in large, round, crayoned letters:


  ‘DeEr Cur, The CruELt to HOMLIss DoGs In thIs CITy Is A DIssGrays, WaT arE The WaTCH Do Ing A BouT IT¿ SiNeD The LeAK AgyANsct CrUle T To DoGs.’


  ‘Not a thing,’ he said.


  ‘My clerks say that one like it is pushed under the door most nights,’ said the Patrician. ‘Apparently no one is seen.’


  ‘Do you want me to investigate?’ said Vimes. ‘It shouldn’t be hard to find someone in this city who dribbles when he writes and spells even worse than Carrot.’


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Carrot.


  ‘None of the guards report noticing anyone,’ said the Patrician. ‘Is there any group in Ankh-Morpork particularly interested in the welfare of dogs?’


  ‘I doubt it, sir.’


  ‘Then I shall ignore it pro tem,’ said Vetinari. He let the soggy letter splash into the wastepaper basket.


  ‘On to more pressing matters,’ he said briskly. ‘Now, then … What do you know about Bonk?’


  Vimes stared.


  There was a polite cough from Carrot. ‘The river or the town, sir?’ he said.


  The Patrician smiled. ‘Ah, captain, you have long ago ceased to surprise me. Yes, I was referring to the town.’


  ‘It’s one of the major towns in Uberwald, sir,’ said Carrot. ‘Exports: precious metals, leather, timber and of course fat from the deep fat mines at Schmaltzberg—’


  ‘There’s a place called Bonk?’ said Vimes, still marvelling at the speed with which they’d got here from a damp letter about dogs.


  ‘Strictly speaking, sir, it’s more correctly pronounced Beyonk,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Even so—’


  ‘And in Beyonk, sir, “Morpork” sounds exactly like their word for an item of ladies’ underwear,’ said Carrot. ‘There’s only so many syllables in the world, when you think about it.’


  ‘How do you know all this stuff, Carrot?’


  ‘Oh, you pick it up, sir. Here and there.’


  ‘Really? So exactly which item of—’


  ‘Something extremely important will be taking place there in a few weeks,’ said Lord Vetinari. ‘Something which, I have to add, is vital to the future prosperity of Ankh-Morpork.’


  ‘The crowning of the Low King,’ said Carrot.


  Vimes stared from him to the Patrician, and back again.


  ‘Is there some kind of circular that goes around which doesn’t get as far as me?’ he said.


  ‘The dwarf community has been talking about little else for months, sir.’


  ‘Really?’ said Vimes. ‘You mean the riots? Those fights every night in the dwarf bars?’


  ‘Captain Carrot is correct, Vimes. It will be a grand occasion, attended by representatives of many governments. And from various Uberwald principalities, of course, because the Low King only rules those areas of Uberwald that are below ground. His favour is valuable. Borogravia and Genua will be there, without a doubt, and probably even Klatch.’


  ‘Klatch? But they’re even further from Uberwald than we are! What are they bothering to go for?’


  He paused for a moment and then added: ‘Hah. I’m being stupid. Where’s the money?’


  ‘I beg your pardon, commander?’


  ‘That’s what my old sergeant used to say when he was puzzled, sir. Find out where the money is and you’ve got it half solved.’


  Vetinari stood up and walked over to the big window, with his back to them.


  ‘A large country, Uberwald,’ he said, apparently addressing the glass. ‘Dark. Mysterious. Ancient …’


  ‘Huge untapped reserves of coal and iron ore,’ said Carrot. ‘And fat, of course. The best candles, lamp oils and soap come ultimately from the Schmaltzberg deposits.’


  ‘Why? We’ve got our own slaughterhouse, haven’t we?’


  ‘Ankh-Morpork uses a great many candles, sir.’


  ‘It certainly doesn’t use much soap,’ said Vimes.


  ‘There are so many uses for fats and tallows, sir. We couldn’t possibly supply ourselves.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Vimes.


  The Patrician sighed. ‘Obviously I hope that we may strengthen our trading links with the various nations within Uberwald,’ he said. ‘The situation there is volatile in the extreme. Do you know much about Uberwald, Commander Vimes?’


  Vimes, whose knowledge of geography was microscopically detailed within five miles of Ankh-Morpork and merely microscopic beyond that, nodded uncertainly.


  ‘Only that it’s not really a country,’ said Vetinari. ‘It’s—’


  ‘It’s rather more what you get before you get countries,’ said Carrot. ‘It’s mainly fortified towns and fiefdoms with no real boundaries and lots of forest in between. There’s always some sort of feud going on. There’s no law apart from whatever the local lords enforce, and banditry of all kinds is rife.’


  ‘So unlike the home life of our own dear city,’ said Vimes, not quite under his breath. The Patrician gave him an impassive glance.


  ‘In Uberwald the dwarfs and trolls haven’t settled their old grievances,’ Carrot continued, ‘there are large areas controlled by feudal vampire or werewolf clans, and there are also tracts with much higher than normal background magic. It is a chaotic place, indeed, and you’d hardly think you were in the Century of the Fruitbat. It is to be hoped that things will improve, however, and Uberwald will, happily, be joining the community of nations.’


  Vimes and Vetinari exchanged looks. Sometimes Carrot sounded like a civics essay written by a stunned choirboy.


  ‘Well put,’ said the Patrician at last. ‘But until that joysome day Uberwald remains a mystery inside a riddle wrapped in an enigma.’


  ‘Let me see if I’ve got this right,’ said Vimes. ‘Uberwald is like this big suet pudding that everyone’s suddenly noticed, and now with this coronation as an excuse we’ve all got to rush there with knife, fork and spoon to shovel as much on our plates as possible?’


  ‘Your grasp of political reality is masterly, Vimes. You lack only the appropriate vocabulary. Ankh-Morpork must send a representative, obviously. An ambassador, as it were.’


  ‘You’re not suggesting I should go to this affair, are you?’ said Vimes.


  ‘Oh, I couldn’t send the Commander of the City Watch,’ said Lord Vetinari. ‘Most of the Uberwald countries have no concept of a modern civil peace-keeping authority.’


  Vimes relaxed.


  ‘I’m sending the Duke of Ankh instead.’


  Vimes sat bolt upright.


  ‘They are mostly feudal systems,’ Vetinari went on. ‘They set great store by rank—’


  ‘I’m not being ordered to go to Uberwald!’


  ‘Ordered, your grace?’ Vetinari looked shocked and concerned. ‘Good heavens, I must have misunderstood Lady Sybil … She told me yesterday that a holiday a long way from Ankh-Morpork would do you the world of good …’


  ‘You spoke to Sybil?’


  ‘At the reception for the new President of the Tailors’ Guild, yes. I believe you left early. You were called away. Some emergency, I understand. Lady Sybil happened to mention how you seemed to be, as she put it, constantly on the job, and one thing led to another. Oh dear, I do hope I haven’t caused some marital misunderstanding …’


  ‘I can’t leave the city now of all times!’ said Vimes desperately. ‘There’s so much to do!’


  ‘That is exactly why Sybil says you ought to leave the city,’ said Vetinari.


  ‘But there’s the new training school—’


  ‘Ticking over nicely now, sir,’ said Carrot.


  ‘The whole carrier-pigeon network is a complete mess—’


  ‘More or less sorted out, sir, now we’ve changed their feed. Besides, the clacks seems to be functioning very well.’


  ‘We’ve got to get the River Watch set up—’


  ‘Can’t do much for a week or two, sir, until we’ve dredged up the boat.’


  ‘The drains at the Chitterling Street station are—’


  ‘I’ve got the plumbers working on it, sir.’


  Vimes knew that he had lost. He had lost as soon as Sybil was involved, because she was always a reliable siege engine against the walls of his defences. But there was such a thing as going down fighting.


  ‘You know I’m no good at diplomatic talk,’ he said.


  ‘On the contrary, Vimes, you appear to have amazed the diplomatic corps here in Ankh-Morpork,’ said Lord Vetinari. ‘They’re not used to plain speech. It confuses them. What was it you said to the Istanzian ambassador last month?’ He riffled through the papers on his desk. ‘Let me see, the complaint is here somewhere … Oh, yes, on the matter of military incursions across the Slipnir river, you indicated that further transgressions would involve him, personally, that is to say the ambassador, and I quote “going home in an ambulance”.’


  ‘I’m sorry about that, sir, but it had been a long day and he was really getting on my—’


  ‘Since when their armed forces have pulled back so far that they are nearly in the next country,’ said Lord Vetinari, moving the paper aside. ‘I have to say that your observation complied only with the general thrust of my view in this matter but was, at least, succinct. Apparently you also looked at the ambassador in a very threatening way.’


  ‘It was only the way I usually look.’


  ‘To be sure. Happily, in Uberwald you will only need to look friendly.’


  ‘Ah, but you don’t want me saying things like “How about selling us all your fat really cheap?” do you?’ said Vimes desperately.


  ‘You will not be required to do any negotiating, Vimes. That will be dealt with by one of my clerks, who will set up the temporary embassy and discuss such matters with his opposite numbers among the courts of Uberwald. All clerks speak the same language. You will simply be as ducal as you can. And, of course, you will take a retinue. A staff,’ Vetinari added, seeing Vimes’s blank look. He sighed. ‘People to go with you. I suggest Sergeant Angua, Sergeant Detritus, and Corporal Littlebottom.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Carrot, nodding encouragingly.


  ‘Sorry?’ said Vimes. ‘I think there must have been a whole piece of conversation just then that I must have missed.’


  ‘A werewolf, a troll and a dwarf,’ said Carrot. ‘Ethnic minorities, sir.’


  ‘… but in Uberwald they are ethnic majorities,’ said Lord Vetinari. ‘All three officers come from there originally, I believe. Their presence will speak volumes.’


  ‘So far it hasn’t sent me a postcard,’ said Vimes. ‘I’d rather take—’


  ‘Sir, it will show people in Uberwald that Ankh-Morpork is a multicultural society, you see?’ said Carrot.


  ‘Oh, I see. “People like us”. People you can do business with,’ said Vimes glumly.


  ‘Sometimes,’ Vetinari said testily, ‘it really does seem to me that the culture of cynicism in the Watch is … is …’


  ‘Insufficient?’ said Vimes. There was silence. ‘All right,’ he sighed, ‘I’d better go off and polish the knobs on my coronet, hadn’t I …?’


  ‘The ducal coronet, if I remember my heraldry, does not have knobs on. It is decidedly … spiky,’ said the Patrician, pushing across the desk a small pile of papers topped by a gold-edged invitation card. ‘Good. I will have a … a clacks sent immediately. You will be more fully briefed later. Do give my regards to the Duchess. And now, please do not let me detain you further …’


  ‘He always says that,’ muttered Vimes as the two men hurried down the stairs. ‘He knows I don’t like being married to a duchess.’


  ‘I thought you and Lady Sybil—’


  ‘Oh, being married to Sybil is fine, fine,’ said Vimes hurriedly. ‘It’s just the duchess bit I don’t like. Where is everyone tonight?’


  ‘Corporal Littlebottom’s on pigeon duty, Detritus is on night patrol with Swires, and Angua’s on special duty in the Shades, sir. You remember? With Nobby?’


  ‘Oh gods, yes. Well, when they come in tomorrow you’d better get them to report to me. Incidentally, get that bloody wig off Nobby and hide it, will you?’ Vimes leafed through the paperwork. ‘I’ve never heard of the Low King of the dwarfs. I thought that “king” in dwarfish just meant a sort of senior engineer.’


  ‘Ah, well, the Low King is rather special,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, it all starts with the Scone of Stone, sir.’


  ‘The what?’


  ‘Would you mind a little detour on the way back to the Yard, sir? It’ll make things clearer.’


  The young woman stood on a corner in the Shades. Her general stance indicated that she was, in the specialized patois of the area, a lady-in-waiting. To be more precise, a lady-in-waiting for Mr Right, or at least Mr Right Amount.


  She idly swung her handbag.


  This was a very recognizable signal, for anyone with the brains of a pigeon. A member of the Thieves’ Guild would have passed carefully by on the other side of the lane, giving her nothing more than a gentlemanly and above all non-aggressive nod. Even the less-polite freelance thieves who lurked in this area would have thought twice before eyeing the handbag. The Seamstresses’ Guild operated a very swift and non-reversible kind of justice.


  The skinny body of Done It Duncan, however, did not have the brains of a pigeon. The little man had been watching the bag like a cat for fully five minutes, and now the very thought of its contents had hypnotized him. He could practically taste the money. He rose on his toes, lowered his head, dashed out of the alley, grabbed the bag and got several inches before the world exploded behind him and he ended up flat in the mud.


  Something right by his ear started to drool. And there was a long, very long-drawn-out growl, not changing in tone at all, just unrolling a deep promise of what would happen if he tried to move.


  He heard footsteps, and out of the corner of his eyes saw a swirl of lace.


  ‘Oh, Done It,’ said a voice. ‘Bag-snatching? That’s a bit low, isn’t it? Even for you. You could’ve got really hurt. It’s only Duncan, miss. He’ll be no trouble. You can let him up.’


  The weight was removed from Duncan’s back. He heard something pad off into the gloom of an alley.


  ‘I done it, I done it!’ said the little thief desperately as Corporal Nobbs helped him to his feet.


  ‘Yes, I know you did, I saw you,’ said Nobby. ‘And you know what’d happen to you if the Thieves’ Guild spotted you? You’d be dead in the river with no time off for good behaviour.’


  ‘They hate me ’cos I’m so good,’ said Duncan through his matted beard. ‘’ere, you know the robbery at All Jolson’s last month? I done that.’


  ‘That’s right, Duncan. You done that.’


  ‘An’ that haul at the gold vaults last week, I done that too. It wasn’t Coalface and his boys.’


  ‘No, it was you, wasn’t it, Duncan?’


  ‘An’ that job at the goldsmith’s that everyone says Crunchie Ron done—’


  ‘You done it, did you?’


  ‘’s’right,’ said Duncan.


  ‘And it was you what stole fire from the gods, too, wasn’t it, Duncan?’ said Nobby, grinning evilly under his wig.


  ‘Yeah, that was me.’ Duncan nodded. He sniffed. ‘I was a bit younger then, of course.’ He peered short-sightedly at Nobby Nobbs.


  ‘Why’ve you got a dress on, Nobby?’


  ‘It’s hush-hush, Duncan.’


  ‘Ah, right.’ Duncan shifted uneasily. ‘You couldn’t spare me a bob or two, could you, Nobby? I ain’t eaten for two days.’


  Small coins gleamed in the dark.


  ‘Now push off,’ said Corporal Nobbs.


  ‘Thanks, Nobby. You got any unsolved crimes, you know where to find me.’


  Duncan lurched off into the night.


  Sergeant Angua appeared behind Nobby, buckling on her breastplate.


  ‘Poor old devil,’ she said.


  ‘He was a good thief in his day,’ said Nobby, taking a notebook out of his handbag and jotting down a few lines.


  ‘Kind of you to help him,’ said Angua.


  ‘Werl, I can get the money back out of petty cash,’ said Nobby. ‘An’ now we know who did the bullion job, don’t we? That’ll be a feather in my cap with Mister Vimes.’


  ‘Bonnet, Nobby.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your bonnet, Nobby. It’s got a rather fetching band of flowers around it.’


  ‘Oh … yeah …’


  ‘It’s not that I’m complaining,’ said Angua, ‘but when we were assigned this job I thought it was me who was going to be the decoy and you who was going to be the back-up, Nobby.’


  ‘Yeah, but what with you bein’ …’ Nobby’s expression creased as he edged his way into unfamiliar linguistic territory, ‘… mor … phor … log … ic … ally gifted …’


  ‘A werewolf, Nobby. I know the word.’


  ‘Right … well, obviously, you’d be a lot better at lurkin’, an’ … an’ obviously it’s not right, women havin’ to act as decoys in police work …’


  Angua hesitated, as she so often did when attempting to talk to Nobby on difficult matters, and waved her hands in front of her as if trying to shape the invisible dough of her thoughts.


  ‘It’s just that … I mean, people might …’ she began. ‘I mean … well, you know what people call men who wear wigs and gowns, don’t you?’


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  ‘You do?’


  ‘Yes, miss. Lawyers, miss.’


  ‘Good. Yes. Good,’ said Angua slowly. ‘Now try another one …’


  ‘Er … actors, miss?’


  Angua gave up. ‘You look good in taffeta, Nobby,’ she said.


  ‘You don’t think it makes me look too fat?’


  Angua sniffed. ‘Oh, no …’ she said quietly.


  ‘I thought I’d better put scent on for very-sillymitude,’ said Nobby quickly.


  ‘What? Oh …’Angua shook her head, took another breath. ‘I can smell … some … thing … else …’


  ‘That’s surprising, ’cos this stuff’s a bit on the pungent side and frankly I don’t think lily of the valley is supposed to smell like this …’


  ‘It’s not perfume.’


  ‘… but the lavender stuff they had you could clean brass with …’


  ‘Can you get back to the Chitterling station by yourself, Nobby?’ said Angua. Despite her rising panic, she mentally added: after all, what could happen? I mean, really?


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  ‘There’s something I’d better … sort out.’


  Angua hurried away, the new scent filling her nostrils. It would have to be powerful to combat Eau de Nobbs, and it was. Oh, it was.


  Not here, she thought. Not now.


  Not him.


  The running man swung along a branch wet with snow, and managed at last to lower himself on to a branch belonging to the next tree. That took him a long way from the stream. How good was their sense of smell? Pretty damn good, he knew. But this good?


  He’d got out of the stream on to another overhanging branch. If they followed the banks, and they’d be bright enough to do that, they’d surely never know he’d left the stream.


  There was a howl, away to the left.


  He headed right, into the gloom of the forest.


  Vimes heard Carrot scrabble around in the gloom, and the sound of a key in the lock.


  ‘I thought the Campaign for Equal Heights was running this place now,’ he said.


  ‘It’s so hard to find volunteers,’ said Carrot, ushering him through the low door and lighting a candle. ‘I come in every day just to keep an eye on things, but no one else seems very interested.’


  ‘I can’t imagine why,’ said Vimes, looking around the Dwarf Bread Museum.


  The one positive thing you could say about the bread products around him was that they were probably as edible now as they had been on the day they were baked.


  ‘Forged’ was a better term. Dwarf bread was made as a meal of last resort and also as a weapon and a currency. Dwarfs were not, as far as Vimes knew, religious in any way, but the way they thought about bread came close.


  There was a tinkle and a scrabbling noise somewhere in the gloom.


  ‘Rats,’ said Carrot. ‘They never stop trying to eat dwarf bread, poor things. Ah, here we are. The Scone of Stone. A replica, of course.’


  Vimes stared at the misshapen thing on its dusty display stand. It was vaguely scone-like, but only if someone pointed this out to you beforehand. Otherwise, the term ‘a lump of rock’ was pretty accurate. It was about the size, and shape, of a well sat-on cushion. There were a few fossilized currants visible.


  ‘My wife rests her feet on something like that when she’s had a long day,’ he said.


  ‘It’s fifteen hundred years old,’ said Carrot, with something like awe in his voice.


  ‘I thought this was the replica.’


  ‘Well, yes … but it’s a replica of a very important thing, sir,’ said Carrot.


  Vimes sniffed. The air had a certain pungent quality. ‘Smells strongly of cats in here, doesn’t it?’


  ‘I’m afraid they get in after the rats, sir. A rat who’s nibbled on dwarf bread tends not to be able to run very fast.’


  Vimes lit a cigar. Carrot gave it a look of uncertain disapproval. ‘We do thank people for not smoking in here, sir,’ he said.


  ‘Why? You don’t know they’re not going to,’ said Vimes. He leaned against the display cabinet. ‘All right, captain. Why am I really going to … Bonk? I don’t know a lot about diplomacy, but I do know it’s never just about one thing. What’s the Low King? Why’re our dwarfs scrapping?’


  ‘Well, sir … Have you heard of kruk?’


  ‘Dwarf mining law?’ said Vimes.


  ‘Well done, sir. But it’s a lot more than that. It’s about … how you live. Laws of ownership, marriage laws, inheritance, rules for dealing with disputes of all kinds, that sort of thing. Everything, really. And the Low King … well, you could call him the final court of appeal. He’s advised, of course, but he’s got the last word. Still with me?’


  ‘Makes sense so far.’


  ‘And he is crowned on the Scone of Stone and sits on it to give his judgements because all the Low Kings have done that ever since B’hrian Bloodaxe, fifteen hundred years ago. It … gives authority.’


  Vimes nodded dourly. That made sense, too. You did something because it had always been done, and the explanation was ‘But we’ve always done it this way.’ A million dead people can’t have been wrong, can they?


  ‘Does he get elected, or born or what?’ he said.


  ‘I suppose you could say he’s elected,’ said Carrot. ‘But really a lot of senior dwarfs arrange it among themselves. After listening to other dwarfs, of course. Taking soundings, it’s called. Traditionally he’s from one of the big families. But … er …’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Things are a little different this year. Tempers are a bit … stretched.’


  Ah, thought Vimes.


  ‘Wrong dwarf won?’ he said.


  ‘Some dwarfs would say so. But it’s more that the whole process has been called into question,’ said Carrot. ‘By the dwarfs in the biggest dwarf city outside Uberwald.’


  ‘Don’t tell me, that must be that place Hubwards of—’


  ‘It’s Ankh-Morpork, sir.’


  ‘What? We’re not a dwarf city!’


  ‘Fifty thousand dwarfs now, sir.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  Of course he is, Vimes thought. He probably knows them all by name.


  ‘You have to understand, sir, that there’s a sort of big debate going on,’ said Carrot. ‘On how you define a dwarf.’


  ‘Well, some people might say that they’re called dwarfs because—’


  ‘No, sir. Not size. Nobby Nobbs is shorter than many dwarfs, and we don’t call him a dwarf.’


  ‘We don’t call him a human, either,’ said Vimes.


  ‘And, of course, I am also a dwarf.’


  ‘You know, Carrot, I keep meaning to talk to you about that—’


  ‘Adopted by dwarfs, brought up by dwarfs. To dwarfs I’m a dwarf, sir. I can do the rite of k’zakra, I know the secrets of h’ragna, I can ha’lk my g’rakha correctly … I am a dwarf.’


  ‘What do those things mean?’


  ‘I’m not allowed to tell non-dwarfs.’ Carrot tactfully tried to stand out of the way of the cigar smoke. ‘Unfortunately, some of the mountain dwarfs think that dwarfs who’ve moved away aren’t proper dwarfs either. But this time the kingship has been swung by the views of the Ankh-Morpork dwarfs, and a lot of dwarfs back home don’t like it. There’s been a lot of bad feeling all round. Families falling out, that sort of thing. Much pulling of beards.’


  ‘Really?’ Vimes tried not to smile.


  ‘It’s not funny if you’re a dwarf.’


  ‘Sorry.’


  ‘And I’m afraid this new Low King is only going to make matters worse, although of course I wish him well.’


  ‘Tough, is he?’


  ‘Er, I think you can assume, sir, that any dwarf who rises sufficiently in dwarf society to even be considered as a candidate for the kingship did not get there by singing the hi-ho song and bandaging wounded animals in the forest. But by dwarf standards, King Rhys Rhysson is a modern thinker, although I hear he doesn’t like Ankh-Morpork very much.’


  ‘Sounds like a very clear thinker, too.’


  ‘Anyway, this has upset a lot of the more, er, traditional mountain dwarfs who thought the next king would be Albrecht Albrechtson.’


  ‘Who is not a modern thinker?’


  ‘He thinks even coming up above ground is dangerously non-dwarfish.’


  Vimes sighed. ‘Well, I can see there’s a problem, Carrot, but the thing about this problem, the key point, is that it’s not mine. Or yours, dwarf or not.’ He tapped the Scone’s case.


  ‘Replica, eh?’ he said. ‘Sure it’s not the real one?’


  ‘Sir! There is only one real Scone. We call it the “thing and the whole of the thing”.’


  ‘Well, if it’s a good replica, who’d know?’


  ‘Any dwarf would, sir.’


  ‘Only joking.’


  There was a hamlet down there, where two rivers met. There would be boats.


  This was working. The slopes behind him were white and free of dark shapes. No matter how good they were, let them try to outswim a boat …


  Hard-packed snow crunched under his feet. He staggered past the few rough hovels, saw the jetty, saw the boats, fought with the frozen rope that moored the nearest one, grabbed an oar and pushed himself out into the current.


  There was still no movement on the hills.


  Now, at last, he could take stock. It was a bigger boat than one man could handle, but all he had to do was fend off the banks. That’d do for tonight. In the morning he could leave it somewhere, perhaps ask someone to get a message through to the tower, and then he’d buy a horse and …


  Behind him, under the tarpaulin in the bows, something started to growl.


  They really were very clever.


  In a castle not far away the vampire Lady Margolotta sat quietly, leafing through Twurp’s Peerage.


  It wasn’t a very good reference book for the countries on this side of the Ramtops, where the standard work was The Almanac de Gothick, in which she herself occupied almost four pages,2 but if you needed to know who thought they were who in Ankh-Morpork it was invaluable.


  Her copy was now bristling with bookmarks. She sighed and pushed it away.


  Beside her was a fluted glass containing a red liquid. She took a sip and made a face. Then she stared at the candlelight, and tried to think like Lord Vetinari.


  How much did he suspect? How much news got back? The clacks tower had only been up for a month, and it was being roundly denounced throughout Bonk as an intrusion. But it seemed to be doing a good if stealthy local traffic.


  Who would he send?


  His choice would tell her everything, she was sure. Someone like Lord Rust or Lord Selachii …? Well, she’d think a lot less of him. From all that she had heard, and Lady Margolotta heard a lot of things, the Ankh-Morpork diplomatic corps as a whole could not find its backside with a map. Of course, it was good business for a diplomat to appear stupid, right up to the moment where he’d stolen your socks, but Lady Margolotta had met some of Ankh-Morpork’s finest and no one could act that well.


  The growing howling outside began to get on her nerves. She rang for her butler.


  ‘Yeth, mithtreth?’ said Igor, materializing out of the shadows.


  ‘Go and tell the children of the night to make vonderful music somevhere else, vill you? I have a headache.’


  ‘Indeed, mithtreth.’


  Lady Margolotta yawned. It had been a long night. She’d think better after a good day’s sleep.


  As she went to blow out the candle she glanced again at the book. There was a marker in the Vs.


  But … surely even the Patrician couldn’t know that much …


  She hesitated and then pulled the bellrope above the coffin. Igor reappeared, in the way of Igors.


  ‘Those keen young men at the clacks tower vill be avake, von’t they?’


  ‘Yeth, mithtreth.’


  ‘Send a clacks to our agent asking for everything about Commander Vimes of the Vatch, vill you?’


  ‘Ith he a diplomat, mithtreth?’


  Lady Margolotta lay back. ‘No, Igor. He’s the reason for diplomats. Close the lid, vill you?’


  Sam Vimes could parallel-process. Most husbands can. They learn to follow their own line of thought while at the same time listening to what their wives say. And the listening is important, because at any time they could be challenged and must be ready to quote the last sentence in full. A vital additional skill is being able to scan the dialogue for telltale phrases, such as ‘and they can deliver it tomorrow’ or ‘so I’ve invited them for dinner’ or ‘they can do it in blue, really quite cheaply’.


  Lady Sybil was aware of this. Sam could coherently carry an entire conversation while thinking about something completely different.


  ‘I’ll tell Willikins to pack winter clothes,’ she said, watching him. ‘It’ll be pretty cold up there at this time of year.’


  ‘Yes. That’s a good idea.’ Vimes continued to stare at a point just above the fireplace.


  ‘We’ll have to host a party ourselves, I expect, so we ought to take a cartload of typical Ankh-Morpork food. Show the flag, you know. Do you think I should take a cook along?’


  ‘Yes, dear. That would be a good idea. No one outside the city knows how to make a knuckle sandwich properly.’


  Sybil was impressed. Ears operating entirely on automatic had nevertheless triggered the mouth into making a small but pertinent contribution.


  She said, ‘Do you think we ought to take the alligator with us?’


  ‘Yes, that might be advisable.’


  She watched his face. Small furrows formed on Vimes’s brow as the ears nudged the brain. He blinked.


  ‘What alligator?’


  ‘You were miles away, Sam. In Uberwald, I expect.’


  ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Is there a problem?’


  ‘Why’s he sending me, Sybil?’


  ‘I’m sure Havelock shares with me a conviction that you have hidden depths, Sam.’


  Vimes sank gloomily into his armchair. It was, he felt, a persistent flaw in his wife’s otherwise practical and sensible character that she believed, against all evidence, that he was a man of many talents. He knew he had hidden depths. There was nothing in them that he’d like to see float to the surface. They contained things that should be left to lie.


  There was also a nagging worry that he couldn’t quite pin down. Had he been able to, he might have expressed it like this: policemen didn’t go on holiday. Where you got policemen, as Lord Vetinari was wont to remark, you got crime. So if he went to Bonk, however you pronounced the damn place, there would be a crime. It was something the world always laid on for policemen.


  ‘It’ll be nice to see Serafine again,’ said Sybil.


  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Vimes.


  In Bonk he would not, officially, be a policeman. He did not like this at all. He liked this even less than all the other things.


  On the few occasions he’d been outside Ankh-Morpork and its surrounding fiefdom he’d either been going to other local cities where the Ankh-Morpork badge carried some weight or he had been in hot pursuit, that most ancient and honourable of police procedures. From the way Carrot talked, in Bonk his badge would merely figure as extra roughage on someone’s menu.


  His brow wrinkled again. ‘Serafine?’


  ‘Lady Serafine von Uberwald,’ said Sybil. ‘Sergeant Angua’s mother? You remember me telling you last year? We were at finishing school together. Of course, we all knew she was a werewolf, but nobody would ever dream of talking about that sort of thing in those days. Well, you just didn’t. There was all that business over the ski instructor, of course, but I’m certain in my own mind that he must have fallen down some crevasse or other. She married the Baron, and they live just outside Beyonk. I write to her with a little news every Hogswatch. A very old werewolf family.’


  ‘A good pedigree,’ said Vimes absently.


  ‘You know you wouldn’t like Angua to hear you say that, Sam. Don’t worry so. You’ll have a chance to relax, I’m sure. It’ll be good for you.’


  ‘Yes, dear.’


  ‘It’ll be like a second honeymoon,’ said Sybil.


  ‘Yes indeed,’ said Vimes, remembering that what with one thing and another they’d never really had a first one.


  ‘On that, er, subject,’ said Sybil, a little more hesitantly, ‘you remember I told you I was going to see old Mrs Content?’


  ‘Oh, yes, how is she?’ Vimes was staring at the fireplace again. It wasn’t just old schoolfriends. Sometimes it seemed Sybil kept in touch with anyone she’d ever met. Her Hogswatch card list ran to a second volume.


  ‘Quite well, I believe. Anyway, she agrees that—’


  There was a knocking at the door.


  She sighed. ‘It’s Willikins’s evening off,’ she said. ‘You’d better answer it, Sam. I know you want to.’


  ‘I’ve told them not to disturb me unless it’s serious,’ said Vimes, getting up.


  ‘Yes, but you think all crime is serious, Sam.’


  Carrot was on the doorstep. ‘It’s a bit … political, sir,’ he said.


  ‘What’s so political at a quarter to ten at night, captain?’


  ‘The Dwarf Bread Museum’s been broken into, sir,’ said Carrot.


  Vimes looked into Carrot’s honest blue eyes.


  ‘A thought occurs to me, captain,’ he said slowly. ‘And the thought is: a certain item has gone missing.’


  ‘That’s right, sir.’


  ‘And it’s the replica Scone.’


  ‘Yes, sir. Either they broke in just after we left, or,’ Carrot licked his lips nervously, ‘they were hiding while we were there.’


  ‘Not rats, then.’


  ‘No, sir. Sorry, sir.’


  Vimes fastened his cloak and took his helmet off its peg.


  ‘So someone has stolen a replica of the Scone of Stone a few weeks before the real one is due to be used in a very important ceremony,’ he said. ‘I find this intriguing.’


  ‘That’s what I thought too, sir.’


  Vimes sighed. ‘I hate the political ones.’


  When they’d gone, Lady Sybil sat for a while staring at her hands. Then she took a lamp into the library and pulled down a slim volume bound in white leather on which had been embossed in gold the words ‘Our Wedding’.


  It had been a strange event. Ankh-Morpork’s high society – so high that it’s stinking, Sam always said – had turned up, mostly out of curiosity. She was Ankh-Morpork’s most eligible spinster, who’d never thought she’d be married, and he was a mere captain of the guard who tended to annoy a lot of people.


  And here were the iconographs of the event. There she was, looking rather more expansive than radiant, and there Sam was, scowling at the viewer with his hair hastily smoothed down. There was Sergeant Colon with his chest inflated so much his feet had almost left the ground, and Nobby grinning widely or perhaps just making a face; it was so hard to tell with Nobby.


  Sybil turned over the pages with care. She had put a sheet of tissue between each one to protect them.


  In many ways, she told herself, she was very lucky. She was proud of Sam. He worked hard for a lot of people. He cared about people who weren’t important. He always had far more to cope with than was good for him. He was the most civilized man she’d ever met. Not a gentleman, thank goodness, but a gentle man.


  She never really knew what it was he did. Oh, she knew what the job was, but by all accounts he didn’t spend much time behind his desk. When he eventually came to bed, he tended to drop his clothes straight into the laundry basket, so she’d only hear later from the laundry girl about the bloodstains and the mud. There were rumours of chases over rooftops, hand-to-hand and knee-to-groin fights with men who had names like Harry ‘The Boltcutter’ Weems …


  There was a Sam Vimes she knew, who went out and came home again, and out there was another Sam Vimes who hardly belonged to her and lived in the same world as all those men with the dreadful names.


  Sybil Ramkin had been brought up to be thrifty, thoughtful, genteel in an outdoor sort of way, and to think kindly of people.


  She looked at the pictures again, in the silence of the house. Then she blew her nose loudly and went off to do the packing and other sensible things.


  Corporal Cheery Littlebottom pronounced her name ‘Cheri’. She was a she, and therefore a rare bloom in Ankh-Morpork.


  It wasn’t that dwarfs weren’t interested in sex. They saw the vital need for fresh dwarfs to leave their goods to and continue the mining work after they had gone. It was simply that they also saw no point in distinguishing between the sexes anywhere but in private. There was no such thing as a dwarfish female pronoun or, once the children were on solids, any such thing as women’s work.


  Then Cheery Littlebottom had arrived in Ankh-Morpork and had seen that there were men out there who did not wear chain-mail or leather underwear3, but did wear interesting colours and exciting makeup, and these men were called ‘women’.4 And in the little bullet head the thought had arisen: ‘Why not me?’


  Now she was being denounced in cellars and dwarf bars across the city, as the first dwarf in Ankh-Morpork to wear a skirt. It was hard-wearing brown leather and as objectively erotic as a piece of wood but, as some older dwarfs would point out, somewhere under there were his knees.5


  Worse, they were now finding that among their sons were some – they choked on the word – ‘daughters’. Cheery was only the frothy bit on the tip of the wave. Some younger dwarfs were shyly wearing eyeshadow and declaring that, as a matter of fact, they didn’t like beer. A current was running through dwarf society.


  Dwarf society was not against a few well-thrown rocks in the direction of those bobbing on the current, but Captain Carrot had put the word on the street that this would be assault on an officer, a subject on which the Watch held views, and however short the miscreants their feet really would not touch the ground.


  Cheery had retained her beard and round iron helmet, of course. It was one thing to declare that you were female, but quite unthinkable to declare that you weren’t a dwarf.


  ‘Open and shut case, sir,’ she said when she saw Vimes come in. ‘They opened the window in the back room to get in, a very neat job, and didn’t shut the front door after they left. Smashed the Scone’s case. There’s the glass all round the stand. Didn’t take anything else that I can see. Left a lot of footprints in the dust. I took a few pictures, but they’re scuffed up and weren’t much good in the first place. That’s about it, really.’


  ‘No dropped fag-ends, wallets or bits of paper with an address on them?’ said Vimes.


  ‘No, sir. They were inconsiderate thieves.’


  ‘They certainly were,’ said Carrot grimly.


  ‘A question that springs to mind,’ said Vimes, ‘is: why does it reek even worse of cat’s piss now?’


  ‘It is rather sharp, isn’t it?’ said Cheery. ‘With a hint of sulphur, too. Constable Ping said it was like this when he arrived, but there’s no cat prints.’


  Vimes crouched down and looked at the broken glass. ‘How did we find out about this?’ he said, prodding a few fragments.


  ‘Constable Ping heard the tinkle, sir. He went round the back and saw the window was open. Then the crooks got out through the front door.’


  ‘Sorry about that, sir,’ said Ping, stepping forward and saluting. He was a cautious-looking young man who appeared permanently poised to answer a question.


  ‘We all make mistakes,’ said Vimes. ‘You heard glass break?’


  ‘Yessir. And someone swore.’


  ‘Really? What did they say?’


  ‘Er … “Bugger”, sir.’


  ‘And you went around the back and saw the broken window and you …?’


  ‘I called out, “Is there anyone there?” sir.’


  ‘Really? And what would you have done if a voice had said “No”? No, don’t answer that. What happened next?’


  ‘Er … I heard a lot more glass break and when I got round to the front the door was open and they were gone. So I legged it back to the Yard and told Captain Carrot, sir, knowing he sets a lot of store by this place.’


  ‘Thank you … Ping, is it?’


  ‘Yessir.’ Entirely unasked, but obviously prepared to answer, Ping said, ‘It’s a dialect word meaning “water-meadow”, sir.’


  ‘Off you go, then.’


  The lance-constable visibly sagged with relief, and left.


  Vimes let his mind unfocus a little. He enjoyed moments like these, the little bowl of time when the crime lay before him and he believed that the world was capable of being solved. This was the time you really looked to see what was there, and sometimes the things that weren’t there were the most interesting things of all.


  The Scone had been kept on a plinth about three feet high, inside a case made of five sheets of glass forming a box that was screwed down on the plinth.


  ‘They smashed the glass by accident,’ he said eventually.


  ‘Really, sir?’


  ‘Look here, see?’ Vimes pointed to three loose screws, neatly lined up. ‘They were trying to take the box apart carefully. It must have slipped.’


  ‘But what’s the point?’ said Carrot. ‘It’s just a replica, sir! Even if you could find a buyer, it’s not worth more than a few dollars.’


  ‘If it’s a good one you could swap it with the real thing,’ said Vimes.


  ‘Well, yes, I suppose you could try,’ said Carrot. ‘There would be a bit of a problem, though.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Dwarfs aren’t stupid, sir. The replica has got a big cross carved into the underside. And it’s only made of plaster in any case.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘But it was a good idea, sir,’ Carrot said encouragingly. ‘You weren’t to know.’


  ‘I wonder if the thieves knew.’


  ‘Even if they didn’t, they wouldn’t have a hope of getting away with it, sir.’


  ‘The real Scone is very well guarded,’ said Cheery. ‘It’s very rare that most dwarfs get a chance to see it.’


  ‘And other people would notice if you had a great lump of rock up your jumper,’ said Vimes, more or less to himself. ‘So, this was a stupid crime. But it doesn’t feel stupid. I mean, why go to all this trouble? The lock on that door is a joke. You could kick it right out of the woodwork. If I was going to pinch this thing, I could be in here and out again before the glass had stopped tinkling. What would be the point of being quiet at this time of night?’


  The dwarf had been rummaging under a nearby display cabinet. She drew her hand out. Drying blood glistened on the blade of a screwdriver.


  ‘See?’ said Vimes. ‘Something slipped, and someone cut their hand. What’s the point of all this, Carrot? Cat’s piss and sulphur and screwdrivers … I hate it when you get too many clues. It makes it so damn hard to solve anything.’


  He threw the screwdriver down. By sheer luck it hit the floorboards tip first and stood there shuddering.


  ‘I’m going home,’ he said. ‘We’ll find out what this is all about when it starts to smell.’


  Vimes spent the following morning trying to learn about two foreign countries. One of them turned out to be called Ankh-Morpork.


  Uberwald was easy. It was five or six times bigger than the whole of the Sto Plains, and stretched all the way up to the Hub. It was so thickly forested, so creased by little mountain ranges and beset by rivers, that it was largely unmapped. It was mostly unexplored, too.6 The people who lived there had other things on their minds, and the people from outside who came to explore went into the forests and never came out again. And for centuries no one had bothered about the place. You couldn’t sell things to people hidden by too many trees.


  It was probably the coach road that had changed everything, a few years back, when they drove it all the way through to Genua. A road is built to follow. Mountain people had always gravitated to the plains, and in recent years Uberwald folk had joined them. The news got back home: there’s money to be made in Ankh-Morpork, bring the kids. You don’t need to bring the garlic, though, because all the vampires work down at the kosher butchers’. And if you’re pushed in Ankh-Morpork, you’re allowed to push back. No one cares enough about you to want to kill you.


  Vimes could just about tell the difference between the Uberwald dwarfs and the ones from Copperhead, who were shorter, noisier and rather more at home among humans. The Uberwald dwarfs were quiet, tended to scuttle around corners, and often didn’t speak Morporkian. In some of the alleys off Treacle Mine Road you could believe you were in another country. But they were what every copper desires in a citizen. They were no trouble. They mostly had jobs working for one another, they paid their taxes rather more readily than humans did, although to be honest there were small piles of mouse droppings that yielded more money than most Ankh-Morpork citizens, and generally any problems they had they sorted out amongst themselves. If such people ever come to the attention of the police, it’s usually only as a chalk outline.


  It turned out, though, that within the community, behind the grubby façades of all those tenements and workshops in Cable Street and Whalebone Lane, there were vendettas and feuds that had their origins in two adjoining mine shafts five hundred miles away and a thousand years ago. There were pubs you only drank in if you were from a particular mountain. There were streets you didn’t walk down if your clan mined a particular lode. The way you wore your helmet, the way you parted your beard spoke complicated volumes to other dwarfs. They didn’t even hand a piece of paper to Vimes.


  ‘Then there’s the way you krazak your G’ardrgh,’ said Corporal Littlebottom.


  ‘I won’t even ask,’ said Vimes.


  ‘I’m afraid I can’t explain in any case,’ said Cheery.


  ‘Have I got a Gaadrerghuh?’ said Vimes.


  Cheery winced at the mispronunciation. ‘Yes, sir. Everyone has. But only a dwarf can krazak his properly,’ she said. ‘Or hers,’ she added.


  Vimes sighed and looked down at the pages of scrawl in his notebook under the heading ‘Uberwald’. He wasn’t strictly aware of it, but he treated even geography as if he was investigating a crime (‘Did you see who carved out the valley? Would you recognize that glacier if you saw it again?’).


  ‘I’m going to make a lot of mistakes, Cheery,’ he said.


  ‘I shouldn’t worry about that, sir. Humans always do. But most dwarfs can spot if you’re trying not to make them.’


  ‘Are you sure you don’t mind coming?’


  ‘Got to face it sooner or later, sir.’


  Vimes shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t get it, Cheery. There’s all this fuss about a female dwarf trying to act like, like—’


  ‘A lady, sir?’


  ‘Right, and yet no one says anything about Carrot being called a dwarf, but he’s a human—’


  ‘No, sir. Like he says, he’s a dwarf. He was adopted by dwarfs, he’s performed the Y’grad, he observes the j’kargra insofar as that’s possible in a city. He’s a dwarf.’


  ‘He’s six foot high!’


  ‘He’s a tall dwarf, sir. We don’t mind if he wants to be a human as well. Not even the drudak’ak would have a problem with that.’


  ‘I’m running out of throat sweets here, Cheery. What was that?’


  ‘Look, sir, most of the dwarfs here are … well, I suppose you’d call them liberal, sir. They’re mainly from the mountains behind Copperhead, you know? They get along with humans. Some of them even acknowledge that … they’ve got daughters, sir. But some of the more … old-fashioned … Uberwald dwarfs haven’t got out so much. They act as if B’hrian Bloodaxe was still alive. That’s why we call them drudak’ak.’


  Vimes had a go, but he knew that to really speak dwarfish you needed a lifetime’s study and, if at all possible, a serious throat infection.


  ‘“above ground” … “they negatively” …’ he faltered.


  ‘“They do not get out in the fresh air enough,”’ Cheery supplied.


  ‘Ah, right. And everyone thought the new king was going to be one of these?’


  ‘They say Albrecht’s never seen sunlight in his life. His clan never goes above ground in daylight. Everyone was certain it’d be him.’


  And as it turned out it wasn’t, thought Vimes. Some of the Uberwald dwarfs hadn’t supported him. And the world had moved on. There were plenty of dwarfs around now who had been born in Ankh-Morpork. Their kids went around with their helmets on back to front and spoke dwarfish only at home. Many of them wouldn’t know a pick-axe if you hit them with it.7 They weren’t about to be told how to run their lives by an old dwarf sitting on a stale bun under some distant mountain.


  He tapped his pencil on his notebook thoughtfully. And because of this, he thought, dwarfs are punching one another on my streets.


  ‘I’ve seen more of those dwarf sedan chair things around lately,’ he said. ‘You know, the ones carried by a couple of trolls. They have thick leather curtains …’


  ‘Drudak’ak,’ said Cheery. ‘Very … traditional dwarfs. If they have to go out in daylight, they don’t look at it.’


  ‘I don’t recall them a year ago.’


  Cheery shrugged. ‘There’s lots of dwarfs here now, sir. The drudak’ak feel they’re among dwarfs now. They don’t have to deal with humans for anything.’


  ‘They don’t like us?’


  ‘They won’t even talk to a human. They’re fairly choosy about talking to most dwarfs, to tell you the truth.’


  ‘That’s daft!’ said Vimes. ‘How do they get food? You can’t live on fungi! How do they trade ore, dam streams, get wood for shoring up their shafts?’


  ‘Well, either other dwarfs are paid to do it or humans are employed,’ said Cheery. ‘They can afford it. They’re very good miners. Well, they own very good mines, in any case.’


  ‘Sounds to me they’re a bunch of—’ Vimes stopped himself. He was aware that a wise man should always respect the folkways of others, to use Carrot’s happy phrase, but Vimes often had difficulty with this idea. For one thing, there were people in the world whose folkways consisted of gutting other people like clams and this was not a procedure that commanded, in Vimes, any kind of respect at all.


  ‘I’m not thinking diplomatically, am I?’ he said. Cheery watched him with a carefully blank expression.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know about that, sir,’ she said. ‘You didn’t actually finish the sentence. And, well, a lot of dwarfs respect them. You know … feel better for seeing them.’


  Vimes looked puzzled. Then understanding dawned.


  ‘Oh, I get it,’ he said. ‘I bet they say things like “Thank goodness people are keeping up the old ways,” eh?’


  ‘That’s right, sir. I suppose that inside every dwarf in Ankh-Morpork is a little part of him – or her – that knows real dwarfs live underground.’


  Vimes doodled on his notepad. ‘Back home,’ he thought. Carrot had innocently talked about dwarfs ‘back home’. To all dwarfs far away, the mountains were ‘back home’. It was funny how people were people everywhere you went, even if the people concerned weren’t the people the people who made up the phrase ‘people are people everywhere’ had traditionally thought of as people. And even if you weren’t virtuous, as you had been brought up to understand the term, you did like to see virtue in other people, provided it did not cost you anything.


  ‘Why have these d’r … these traditional dwarfs come here, though? Ankh-Morpork’s full of humans. They must have their work cut out avoiding humans.’


  ‘They’re … needed, sir. Dwarf law is complicated, and there’s often disputes. And they conduct marriages and that sort of thing.’


  ‘You make them sound more like priests.’


  ‘Dwarfs aren’t religious, sir.’


  ‘Of course. Oh, well. Thank you, corporal. Off you go. Any fallout from last night? No sulphurous incontinent cats have come forward to confess?’


  ‘No, sir. The Campaign for Equal Heights has put out a pamphlet saying it was another example of the second-class treatment of dwarfs in the city, but it was the same one they always put out. You know, the one with blanks to fill in the details.’


  ‘Nothing changes, Cheery. See you tomorrow morning, then. Send Detritus up.’


  Why him? Ankh-Morpork was lousy with diplomats. It was practically what the upper classes were for, and it was easy for them because half the foreign bigwigs they’d meet were old chums they’d played Wet Towel Tag with back at school. They tended to be on first-name terms, even with people whose names were Ahmed or Fong. They knew which forks to use. They hunted, shot and fished. They moved in circles that more or less overlapped the circles of their foreign hosts, and were a long way from the rather grubby circles that people like Vimes went around in every working day. They knew all the right nods and winks. What chance had he got against a tie and a crest?


  Vetinari was throwing him amongst the wolves. And the dwarfs. And the vampires. Vimes shuddered. And Vetinari never did anything without a reason.


  ‘Come in, Detritus.’


  It always amazed Sergeant Detritus that Vimes knew he was at the door. Vimes had never mentioned that the office wall creaked and bent inwards as the big troll made his way along the corridor.


  ‘You want to see me, sir.’


  ‘Yes. Sit down, man. It’s this Uberwald business.’


  ‘Yessir.’


  ‘How do you feel about visiting the old country?’


  Detritus’s face remained impassive, as it always did when he was waiting patiently for things to make sense.


  ‘Uberwald, I mean,’ Vimes prompted.


  ‘Dunno, sir. I was just a pebble when we left dere. Dad wanted a better life in der big city.’


  ‘There’ll be a lot of dwarfs, Detritus.’ Vimes didn’t bother to mention vampires and werewolves. Either of those who attacked a troll was making the last big mistake of its career in any case. Detritus carried a 2,000lb-draw crossbow as a hand weapon.


  ‘Dat’s okay, sir. I’m very modern ’bout dwarfs.’


  ‘These might be a bit old-fashioned about you, though.’


  ‘Dem deep-down dwarfs?’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘I heard about dem.’


  ‘There’s still wars with trolls up near the Hub, I hear. Tact and diplomacy will be called for.’


  ‘You have come to der right troll for dat, sir,’ said Detritus.


  ‘You did push that man through that wall last week, Detritus.’


  ‘It was done with tact, sir. Quite a fin wall.’


  Vimes let it go at that. The man in question had just laid out three watchmen with a club, which Detritus had broken in one hand before selecting the suitably tactful wall.


  ‘See you tomorrow, then. Best dress armour, remember. Send Angua now, please.’


  ‘She’s not here, sir.’


  ‘Blast. Put out some messages for her, will you?’


  Igor lurched through the castle corridors, dragging one foot after the other in the approved fashion.


  He was Igor, son of Igor, nephew of several Igors, brother of Igors and cousin of more Igors than he could remember without checking up in his diary. Igors did not change a winning formula.8


  And, as a clan, Igors liked working for vampires. Vampires kept regular hours, were generally polite to their servants and, an important extra, didn’t require much work in the bedmaking and cookery department, and tended to have cool, roomy cellars where an Igor could pursue his true calling. This more than made up for those occasions when you had to sweep up their ashes.


  He entered Lady Margolotta’s crypt and knocked politely on the coffin lid. It moved aside a fraction.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Thorry to wake you in the middle of the afternoon, your ladythip, but you did thay—’


  ‘All right. And—?’


  ‘It’s going to be Vimeth, ladythip.’


  A dainty hand came out of the partly opened coffin and punched the air.


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Yeth, ladythip.’


  ‘Vell, vell. Samuel Vimes. Poor devil. Do the doggies know?’


  Igor nodded. ‘The Baron’th Igor wath altho collecting a methage, ladythip.’


  ‘And the dwarfs?’


  ‘It ith an official appointment, ladythip. Everyone knowth. Hith Grathe the Duke of Ankh-Morpork, Thir Thamuel Vimeth, Commander of the Ankh-Morpork Thity Watch.’


  ‘Then the midden has hit the windmill, Igor.’


  ‘Very well put, ladythip. No one liketh a thort thower of thit.’


  ‘I imagine, Igor, that he’ll leave them behind.’


  Let us consider a castle from the point of view of its furniture.


  This one has chairs, yes, but they don’t look very lived in. There is a huge sofa near the fire, and that is ragged with use, but other furnishings look as if they’re there merely for show.


  There is a long oak table, well polished and looking curiously unused for such an old piece of furniture. Possibly the reason for this is that on the floor around it are a large number of white earthenware bowls.


  One of them has ‘Father’ written on it.


  The Baroness Serafine von Uberwald slammed shut Twurp’s Peerage, irritably.


  ‘The man is a … a nothing,’ she said. ‘A paper man. A man of straw. An insult.’


  ‘The name Vimes goes back a long time,’ said Wolfgang von Uberwald, who was doing one-handed press-ups in front of the fire.


  ‘So does the name Smith. What of it?’


  Wolf changed to the other hand, in mid-air. He was naked. He liked his muscles to get an airing. They shone. Someone with an anatomical chart could have picked out every one. They might also have remarked on the unusual way his blond hair grew not only on his head but down and across his shoulders as well.


  ‘He is a duke, Mother.’


  ‘Hah! Ankh-Morpork hasn’t even got a king!’


  ‘… nineteen, twenty … I hear stories about that, Mother …’


  ‘Oh, stories. Sybil writes silly little letters to me every year! Sam this, Sam that. Of course, she had to be grateful for what she could get, but … the man is just a thief-taker, after all. I shall refuse to see him.’


  ‘You will not do that, Mother,’ Wolf grunted. ‘That would be … twenty-nine, thirty … dangerous. What do you tell Lady Sybil about us?’


  ‘Nothing! I don’t write back, of course. A rather sad and foolish woman.’


  ‘And she still writes every year? … thirty-six, thirty-seven …’


  ‘Yes. Four pages, usually. And that tells you everything about her you need to know. Where is your father?’


  A flap in the bottom of a nearby door swung back and a large, heavy-set wolf trotted in. It glanced around the room and then shook itself vigorously. The Baroness bridled.


  ‘Guye! You know what I said! It’s after six! Change when you come in from the garden!’


  The wolf gave her a look and strolled behind a massive oak screen at the far end of the room. There was a … noise, soft and rather strange, not so much an actual sound as a change in the texture of the air.


  The Baron walked around from behind the screen, doing up the cord of a tattered dressing gown. The Baroness sniffed.


  ‘At least your father wears clothes,’ she said.


  ‘Clothes are unhealthy, Mother,’ said Wolf calmly. ‘Nakedness is purity.’


  The Baron sat down. He was a large, red-faced man, insofar as a face could be seen under the beard, hair, moustache and eyebrows, which were engaged in a bitter four-way war over the remaining areas of bare skin.


  ‘Well?’ he growled.


  ‘Vimes the thief-taker from Ankh-Morpork is going to be the alleged ambassador!’ snapped the Baroness.


  ‘Dwarfs?’


  ‘Of course they’ll be told.’


  The Baron sat staring at nothing, with the same expression Detritus used when a new thought was being assembled.


  ‘Bad?’ he ventured, at last.


  ‘Guye, I’ve told you about this a thousand times!’ said the Baroness. ‘You’re spending far too much time changed! You know what you’re like afterwards. Supposing we had official visitors?’


  ‘Bite ’em!’


  ‘You see? Go on off to bed and don’t come down until you’re fit to be human!’


  ‘Vimes could ruin everything, Father,’ said Wolfgang. He was now doing handstands, using one hand.


  ‘Guye! Down!’


  The Baron stopped trying to scratch his ear with his leg. ‘Do?’ he said.


  Wolfgang’s gleaming body dipped a moment as he changed hands again.


  ‘City life makes men weak. Vimes will be fun. They do say he likes running, though.’ He gave a little laugh. ‘We shall have to see how fast he is.’


  ‘His wife says he’s very soft-hearted— Guye! Don’t you dare do that! If you’re going to do that sort of thing do it upstairs!’


  The Baron looked only moderately ashamed, but readjusted his clothing anyway.


  ‘Bandits!’ he said.


  ‘Yes, they could be a problem at this time of year,’ said Wolfgang.


  ‘At least a dozen,’ said the Baroness. ‘Yes, that should—’


  Wolf grunted, upside down. ‘No, Mother. You are being stupid. His coach must get here safely. You understand? When he is here … that is a different matter.’


  The Baron’s massive eyebrows tangled with a thought. ‘Plan! King!’


  ‘Exactly.’


  The Baroness sighed. ‘I don’t trust that little dwarf.’


  Wolf somersaulted on to his feet. ‘No. But trustworthy or not, he’s all we’ve got. Vimes must get here, with his soft heart. He may even be useful. Perhaps we should … assist matters.’


  ‘Why?’ snapped the Baroness. ‘Let Ankh-Morpork look after their own!’


  There was a knock on the door while Vimes was having breakfast. Willikins ushered in a small thin man in neat but threadbare black clothes, whose overlarge head gave him the appearance of a lolly nearing the last suck. He carried a black bowler hat the way a soldier carries his helmet, and walked like a man who had something wrong with his knees.


  ‘I am so sorry to disturb your grace …’


  Vimes laid down his knife. He’d been peeling an orange. Sybil insisted he eat fruit.


  ‘Not your grace,’ he said. ‘Just Vimes. Sir Samuel, if you must. Are you Vetinari’s man?’


  ‘Inigo Skimmer, sir. Mhm-mhm. I am to travel with you to Uberwald.’


  ‘Ah, you’re the clerk who’s going to do all the whispering and winking while I hand around the cucumber sandwiches, are you?’


  ‘I will try to be of service, sir, although I’m not much of a winker. Mhm-mhm.’


  ‘Would you like some breakfast?’


  ‘I ate already, sir. Mhm-mhm.’


  Vimes looked the clerk up and down. It wasn’t so much that his head was big, it was simply that someone appeared to have squeezed the bottom half of it and forced everything up into the top. He was going bald, too, and had carefully teased the remaining strands of hair across the pink dome. It was hard to tell his age. He could be twenty-five and a big worrier, or a fresh-faced forty. Vimes inclined to the former – the man had the look of someone who had spent his life watching the world over the top of a book. And there was that … well, was it a nervous laugh? A giggle? An unfortunate way of clearing his throat?


  And that strange way he walked …


  ‘Not even some toast? A piece of fruit? These oranges are fresh from Klatch, I really can recommend them.’


  Vimes tossed one at the man. It bounced off his arm, and Skimmer took a step backwards, mildly appalled at the upper class’s habit of fruit-hurling.


  ‘Are you all right, sir? Mhm-mhm?’


  ‘Sorry about that,’ said Vimes. ‘I was carried away by fruit.’


  He laid aside his napkin and got up from the table, putting his arm around Skimmer’s shoulders.


  ‘I’ll just take you into the Mildly Yellow drawing room where you can wait,’ he said, walking him towards the door and patting him on the arm in a friendly way. ‘The coaches are loaded up. Sybil is regrouting the bathroom, learning Ancient Klatchian and doing all those other little last-minute things women always do. You’re with us in the big coach.’


  Skimmer recoiled. ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that, sir! I’ll travel with your retinue. Mhm-mhm. Mhm-mhm.’


  ‘If you mean Cheery and Detritus, they’re in there with us,’ said Vimes, noting the look of horror deepen slightly. ‘You need four for a decent game of cards and the road’s as boring as hell for most of the way.’


  ‘And, er, your servants?’


  ‘Willikins and the cook and Sybil’s maid are in the other coach.’


  ‘Oh.’


  Vimes smiled inwardly. He remembered the saying from his childhood: too poor to paint, but too proud to whitewash …


  ‘Bit of a tough choice, is it?’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you what, you can come in our coach but we’ll give you a hard seat and patronize you from time to time, how about that?’


  ‘I am afraid you are making a mockery of me, Sir Samuel. Mhm-mhm.’


  ‘No, but I may be assisting. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to nip down to the Yard to sort out a few last-minute things …’


  A quarter of an hour later Vimes walked into the charge room at the Yard. Sergeant Stronginthearm looked up, saluted, and then ducked to avoid the orange that was tossed at his head.


  ‘Sir?’ he said, bewildered.


  ‘Just testing, Stronginthearm.’


  ‘Did I pass, sir?’


  ‘Oh, yes. Keep the orange. It’s full of vitamins.’


  ‘My mother always told me those things could kill you, sir.’


  Carrot was waiting patiently in Vimes’s office. Vimes shook his head. He knew all the places to tread in the corridor and he knew he didn’t make a sound, and he’d never once caught Carrot reading his paperwork, not even upside down. Just once it’d be nice to catch him out at something. If the man was any straighter you could use him as a plank.


  Carrot stood up and saluted.


  ‘Yes, yes, we haven’t got a lot of time for that now,’ said Vimes, sitting behind his desk. ‘Anything new overnight?’


  ‘An unattributed murder, sir. A tradesman called Wallace Sonky. Found in one of his own vats with his throat cut. No Guild seal or note or anything. We’re treating it as suspicious.’


  ‘Yes, I think that sounds fairly suspicious,’ said Vimes. ‘Unless he has a record as a very careless shaver. What kind of vat?’


  ‘Er, rubber, sir.’


  ‘Rubber comes in vats? Wouldn’t he bounce out?’


  ‘No, sir. It’s a liquid in the vat, sir. He makes rubber … things.’


  ‘Hang on, I remember seeing something once … Don’t they make things by dipping them in the rubber? You make, sort of, the right shapes and dip them in to get gloves, boots … that sort of thing?’


  ‘Er, that, er, sort of thing, sir.’


  Something about Carrot’s uneasy manner got through to Vimes. And the little file at the back of his brain eventually waved a card.


  ‘Sonky, Sonky … Carrot, we’re not talking about Sonky as in “a packet of Sonkies”, are we?’


  Now Carrot was bright red with embarrassment. ‘Yes, sir!’


  ‘My gods, what was he dipping in the vat?’


  ‘He’d been thrown in, sir. Apparently.’


  ‘But he’s practically a national hero!’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘Captain, the housing shortage in Ankh-Morpork would be a good deal worse if it wasn’t for old man Sonky and his penny-a-packet preventatives. Who’d want to do away with him?’


  ‘People do have Views, sir,’ said Carrot coldly.


  Yes, you do, don’t you? Vimes thought. Dwarfs don’t hold with that sort of thing.


  ‘Well, put some men on it. Anything else?’


  ‘A carter assaulted Constable Swires last night for clamping his cart.’


  ‘Assault?’


  ‘Tried to stamp on him, sir.’


  Vimes had a mental picture of Constable Swires, a gnome six inches tall but a mile high in pent-up aggression.


  ‘How is he?’


  ‘Well, the man can speak, but it’ll be a little while before he can climb back on a cart again. Apart from that, it’s all run-of-the-mill stuff.’


  ‘Nothing more about the Scone theft?’


  ‘Not really. Lots of accusations in the dwarf community, but no one really knows anything. Like you say, sir, we’ll probably know more when it goes bad.’


  ‘Any word on the street?’


  ‘Yes, sir. It’s “Halt”, sir. Sergeant Colon painted it at the top of Lower Broadway. The carters are a lot more careful now. Of course, someone has to shovel the manure off every hour or so.’


  ‘This whole traffic thing is not making us very popular, captain.’


  ‘No, sir. But we aren’t popular anyway. And at least it’s bringing in money for the city treasury. Er … there is another thing, sir.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Have you seen Sergeant Angua, sir?’


  ‘Me? No. I was expecting her to be here.’ Then Vimes noticed just the very edge of concern in Carrot’s voice. ‘Something wrong?’


  ‘She didn’t turn up for duty last night. It wasn’t full moon, so it’s a bit … odd. Nobby said she was rather concerned about something when they were on duty the other day.’


  Vimes nodded. Of course, most people were concerned about something if they were on duty with Nobby. They tended to look at clocks a lot.


  ‘Have you been to her lodgings?’


  ‘Her bed hadn’t been slept in,’ said Carrot. ‘Or her basket, either,’ he added.


  ‘Well, I can’t help you there, Carrot. She’s your girlfriend.’


  ‘She’s been a bit worried about the future, I think,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Um, you … she … the, er, werewolf thing?’ Vimes stopped, acutely embarrassed.


  ‘It preys on her mind,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Perhaps she’s just gone somewhere to think about things.’ Like how on earth could she go out with a young man who, magnificent though he was, blushed at the idea of a packet of Sonkies.


  ‘That’s what I hope, sir,’ Carrot said. ‘She does that sometimes. It’s really quite stressful, being a werewolf in a big city. I know we’d have heard if she’d run into any trouble—’


  There was the sound of a harness outside, and the rattle of a coach. Vimes was relieved. Seeing Carrot worried was so unusual that it had the shock of the unfamiliar.


  ‘Well, we’ll have to go without her,’ he said. ‘I want to be kept in touch about everything, captain. A fake Scone going missing a week or two before a big dwarf coronation— That sounds like another shoe is about to drop and it might just hit me. And while you’re about it, put the word out that I’m to be sent anything about Sonky, will you? I don’t like mysteries. The clacks do a skeleton service as far as Uberwald now, don’t they?’


  Carrot brightened up. ‘It’s wonderful, sir, isn’t it? In a few months they say we’ll be able to send messages all the way from Ankh-Morpork to Genua in less than a day!’


  ‘Yes indeed. I wonder if by then we’ll have anything sensible to say to each other.’


  Lord Vetinari stood at his window watching the semaphore tower on the other side of the river. All eight of the big shutters facing him were blinking furiously – black, white, white, black, white …


  Information was flying into the air. Twenty miles behind him, on another tower in Sto Lat, someone was looking through a telescope and shouting out numbers.


  How quickly the future comes upon us, he thought. He always suspected the poetic description of Time like an ever-rolling stream. Time, in his experience, moved more like rocks … sliding, pressing, building up force underground and then, with one jerk that shakes the crockery, a whole field of turnips mysteriously slips sideways by six feet.


  Semaphore had been around for centuries, and everyone knew that knowledge had a value, and everyone knew that exporting goods was a way of making money. And then, suddenly, someone realized how much money you could make by exporting to Genua by tomorrow things known in Ankh-Morpork today. And some bright young man in the Street of Cunning Artificers had been unusually cunning.


  Knowledge, information, power, words … flying through the air, invisible …


  And suddenly the world was tap-dancing on quicksand.


  In that case, the prize went to the best dancer. Lord Vetinari turned away, took some papers from a desk drawer, walked to a wall, touched a certain area, and stepped quickly through the hidden door that noiselessly swung open.


  Beyond was a corridor, lit by borrowed light from high windows and paved with small flagstones. He walked forward, hesitated, said ‘No, this is Tuesday,’ and moved his descending foot so that it landed on a stone that in every respect appeared to be exactly the same as its fellows.9


  Anyone overhearing his progress along the passages and stairs might have caught muttered phrases on the lines of ‘The moon is waxing …’ and ‘Yes, it is before noon.’ A really keen listener would have heard the faint whirring and ticking inside the walls.


  A really keen and paranoid listener would have reflected that anything Lord Vetinari said aloud even while he was alone might not be totally worth believing. Not, certainly, if your life depended on it.


  Eventually he reached a door, which he unlocked. There was a large attic room beyond, suddenly airy and bright and cheerful with sunlight from the windows in the roof. It seemed to be a cross between a workshop and a storeroom. Several bird skeletons hung from the ceiling and there were a few other bones on the worktables, along with coils of wire and metal springs and tubes of paint and more tools, many of them probably unique, than you normally saw in any one place. Only a narrow bed, wedged between a thing like a loom with wings and a large bronze statue, suggested that someone actually lived here. They were clearly someone who was obsessively interested in everything.


  What interested Lord Vetinari right now was the device all by itself on a table in the middle of the room. It looked like a collection of copper balls balanced on one another. Steam was hissing gently from a few rivets, and occasionally the device went blup—


  ‘Your lordship!’


  Vetinari looked around. A hand was waving desperately at him from behind an upturned bench.


  And something made him look up, as well. The ceiling above him was crusted with some brownish substance, which hung from it like stalactites.


  Blup


  With quite surprising speed the Patrician was behind the bench. Leonard of Quirm smiled at him from underneath his home-made protective helmet.


  ‘I do apologize,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting anyone to come in. I’m sure it will work this time, however.’


  Blup


  ‘What is it?’ said Vetinari.


  Blup


  ‘I’m not quite sure, but I hope it’s a—’


  And then it was, suddenly, too noisy to talk.


  Leonard of Quirm never dreamed that he was a prisoner. If anything, he was grateful to Vetinari for giving him this airy work space, and regular meals, and laundry, and protecting him from those people who for some reason always wanted to take his perfectly innocent inventions, designed for the betterment of mankind, and use them for despicable purposes. It was amazing how many of them there were – both the people and the inventions. It was as if all the genius of a civilization had funnelled into one head which was, therefore, in a constant state of highly inventive spin. Vetinari often speculated upon the fate of mankind should Leonard keep his mind on one thing for more than an hour or so.


  The rushing noise died away. Blup.


  Leonard peered cautiously over the bench and smiled broadly. ‘Ah! Happily, we appear to have achieved coffee,’ he said.


  ‘Coffee?’


  Leonard walked over to the table and pulled a small lever on the device. A light brown foam cascaded into a waiting cup with a noise like a clogged drain.


  ‘Different coffee,’ he said. ‘Very fast coffee. I rather think you will like it. I’m calling this the Very-Fast-Coffee machine.’


  ‘And that’s today’s invention, is it?’ said Vetinari.


  ‘Well, yes. It would have been a scale model of a device for reaching the moon and other celestial bodies, but I was thirsty.’


  ‘How fortunate.’ Lord Vetinari carefully removed an experimental pedal-powered shoe-polishing machine from a chair and sat down. ‘And I’ve brought you some more little … messages.’


  Leonard almost clapped his hands. ‘Oh, good! And I’ve finished the other ones you gave me last night.’


  Lord Vetinari carefully removed a moustache of frothy coffee from his upper lip. ‘I beg your—? All of them? You broke the cyphers on all those messages from Uberwald?’


  ‘Oh, they were quite easy after I’d finished the new device,’ said Leonard, rummaging through the piles of paper on a bench and handing the Patrician several closely written sheets. ‘But once you realize that there are only a limited number of birth dates a person can have, and that people do tend to think the same way, cyphers are really not very hard.’


  ‘You mentioned a new device?’ said the Patrician.


  ‘Oh, yes. The … thingy. It’s all very crude at the moment, but it suffices for these simple codes.’


  Leonard pulled a sheet off something vaguely rectangular. It seemed to Vetinari to be all wooden wheels and long thin spars which, he saw when he moved closer, were inscribed thickly with letters and numbers. A number of the wheels were not round but oval or heart-shaped or some other curious curve. When Leonard turned a handle, the whole thing moved with a complex oiliness quite disquieting in something merely mechanical.


  ‘And what are you calling it?’


  ‘Oh, you know me and names, my lord. I think of it as the Engine for the Neutralizing of Information by the Generation of Miasmic Alphabets, but I appreciate that it does not exactly roll off the tongue. Er …’


  ‘Yes, Leonard?’


  ‘Er … it’s not … wrong, is it – reading other people’s messages?’


  Vetinari sighed. The worried man in front of him, who was so considerate of life that he carefully dusted around spiders, had once invented a device that fired lead pellets with tremendous speed and force. He thought it would be useful against dangerous animals. He’d designed a thing that could destroy whole mountains. He thought it would be useful in the mining industries. Here was a man who, in his tea break, would doodle an instrument for unthinkable mass destruction in the blank spaces around an exquisite drawing of the fragile beauty of the human smile. With a list of numbered parts. And if you taxed him with it he’d say: ah, but such a thing would make war completely impossible, you see? Because no one would dare use it.


  Leonard brightened up as a thought apparently struck him. ‘But, on the other hand, the more we know about one another the more we will learn to understand. Now, you asked me to construct some more cyphers for you. I’m sorry, my lord, but I must have misunderstood your requirements. What was wrong with the first ones I did?’


  Vetinari sighed. ‘I’m afraid they were unbreakable, Leonard.’


  ‘But surely—’


  ‘It’s hard to explain,’ said Vetinari, aware that what to him were the lucid waters of politics were so much mud to Leonard. ‘These new ones you have are … merely devilishly difficult?’


  ‘You specified fiendishly, sir,’ said Leonard, looking worried.


  ‘Oh, yes.’


  ‘There does not appear to be a common standard for fiends, my lord, but I did some research in the more accessible occult texts and I believe these cyphers will be considered “difficult” by more than 96 per cent of fiends.’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘They may perhaps verge on the diabolically difficult in places—’


  ‘That is not a problem. I shall use them forthwith.’


  Leonard still seemed to have something on his mind. ‘It would be so easy to make them arch-demonically diff—’


  ‘But these will suffice, Leonard,’ said Vetinari.


  ‘My lord,’ Leonard almost wailed, ‘I really cannot guarantee that sufficiently clever people will be unable to read your messages!’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘But, my lord, they will know what you are thinking!’


  Vetinari patted him on the shoulder. ‘No, Leonard. They will merely know what is in my messages.’


  ‘I really do not understand, my lord.’


  ‘No, but on the other hand I cannot make exploding coffee. What would the world be like if we were all alike?’


  Leonard’s face clouded for a moment. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said, ‘but if you’d like me to work on the problem I may be able to devise a—’


  ‘It was merely a figure of speech, Leonard.’


  Vetinari shook his head ruefully. It often seemed to him that Leonard, who had pushed intellect into hitherto undiscovered uplands, had discovered there large and specialized pockets of stupidity. What would be the point of cyphering messages that very clever enemies couldn’t break? You’d end up not knowing what they thought you thought they were thinking …


  ‘There was one rather strange message from Uberwald, my lord,’ said Leonard. ‘Yesterday morning.’


  ‘Strange?’


  ‘It was not cyphered.’


  ‘Not at all? I thought everyone used codes.’


  ‘Oh, the sender and recipient are code names, but the message is quite plain. It was a request for information about Commander Vimes, of whom you have often spoken.’


  Lord Vetinari went quite still.


  ‘The return message was mostly clear, too. A certain amount of … gossip.’


  ‘All about Vimes? Yesterday morning? Before I—?’


  ‘My lord?’


  ‘Tell me,’ said the Patrician. ‘This message from Uberwald. It yields no clue at all to the sender?’


  Sometimes, like a ray of light through clouds, Leonard could be quite perceptive. ‘You think you might know the originator, my lord?’


  ‘Oh, in my younger days I spent some time in Uberwald,’ said the Patrician. ‘In those days rich young men from Ankh-Morpork used to go on what we called the Grand Sneer, visiting far-flung countries and cities in order to see at first hand how inferior they were. Or so it seemed, at any rate. Oh, yes. I spent some time in Uberwald.’


  It was not often that Leonard of Quirm paid attention to what people around him were doing, but he saw the faraway look in Lord Vetinari’s eye.


  ‘You have fond memories, my lord?’ he ventured.


  ‘Hmm? Oh, she was a very … unusual lady but, alas, rather older than me,’ said Vetinari. ‘Much older, I have to say. But it was a long time ago. Life teaches us its small lessons and we move on.’ There was that distant look again. ‘Well, well, well …’


  ‘And no doubt the lady is now dead,’ said Leonard. He was not much good at this sort of conversation.


  ‘Oh, I very much doubt that,’ said Vetinari. ‘I have no doubt she thrives.’ He smiled. The world was becoming more … interesting. ‘Tell me, Leonard,’ he said. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that one day wars will be fought with brains?’


  Leonard picked up his coffee cup. ‘Oh dear. Won’t that be rather messy?’ he said.


  Vetinari sighed again. ‘Not perhaps as messy as the other sort,’ he said, trying the coffee. It really was rather good.


  The ducal coach rolled past the last of the outlying buildings and on to the vast, flat Sto Plains. Cheery and Detritus had tactfully decided to ride on the top for the morning, leaving the Duke and Duchess alone inside. Skimmer was indulging in some uneasy class solidarity and riding with the servants for a while.


  ‘Angua seems to have gone into hiding,’ said Vimes, watching the cabbage fields pass by.


  ‘Poor girl,’ said Sybil. ‘The city’s not really the place for her.’


  ‘Well, you couldn’t winkle Carrot out of it with a big pin,’ said Vimes. ‘And that’s the problem, I suppose.’


  ‘Part of the problem,’ said Sybil.


  Vimes nodded. The other part, which no one talked about, was children.


  Sometimes it seemed to Vimes that everyone knew that Carrot was the true heir to the redundant throne of the city. It just so happened that he didn’t want to be. He wanted to be a copper, and everyone went along with the idea. But kingship was a bit like a grand piano – you could put a cover over it, but you could still see what shape it was underneath.


  Vimes wasn’t sure what you got if a human and a werewolf had kids. Possibly you just got someone who had to shave twice a day around full moon and occasionally felt like chasing carts. And when you remembered what some of the city’s rulers had been like, a known werewolf as ruler ought to hold no terrors. It was the buggers who looked human all the time that were the problem. That was just his view, though. Other people might see things differently. No wonder she’d gone off to think about things.


  He realized he was looking, unseeing, out of the window.


  To take his mind off this he opened the package of papers that Skimmer had handed him just as he got on the coach. It was called ‘briefing material’. The man seemed to be an expert on Uberwald, and Vimes wondered how many other clerks there were in the Patrician’s palace, beavering away, becoming experts. He settled down glumly and began to read.


  The first page showed the crest of the Unholy Empire that had once ruled most of the huge country. Vimes couldn’t recall much about it, except that one of the emperors once had a man’s hat nailed to his head for a joke. Uberwald seemed to be a big, cold, depressing place, so perhaps people would do anything for a laugh.


  The crest was altogether too florid for Vimes’s taste, and was dominated by a double-headed bat.


  The first document was entitled: The Fat-bearing Strata of the Schmaltzberg Region (‘the Land of the Fifth Elephant’).


  He knew the legend, of course. There had once been five elephants, not four, standing on the back of Great A’Tuin, but one had lost its footing or had been shaken loose and had drifted off into a curved orbit before eventually crashing down, a billion tons of enraged pachyderm, with a force that had rocked the entire world and split it up into the continents people know today. The rocks that fell back had covered and compressed the corpse and the rest, after millennia of underground cooking and rendering, was fat history. According to legend, gold and iron and all the other metals were also part of the carcase. After all, an elephant big enough to support the world on its back wasn’t going to have ordinary bones, was it?


  The notes in front of him were a little more believable, talking about some unknown catastrophe that had killed millions of the mammoths, bison and giant shrews and then covered them over, pretty much like the Fifth Elephant in the story. There were notes about old troll sagas and legends of the dwarfs. Possibly ice had been involved. Or a flood. In the case of the trolls, who were believed to be the first species in the world, maybe they’d been there and seen the elephant trumpeting across the sky.


  The result, anyway, was the same. Everyone – well, everyone except Vimes – knew the best fat came from the Schmaltzberg wells and mines. It made the whitest, brightest candles, the creamiest soap, the hottest, cleanest lamp oil. The yellow tallow from Ankh-Morpork’s boilers didn’t come close.


  Vimes didn’t see the point. Gold … now that was important. People died for it. And iron – Ankh-Morpork needed iron. Timber, too. Stone, even. Silver, now, was very …


  He flicked back to a page headed ‘Natural Resources’, and under ‘Silver’ read: ‘Silver has not been mined in Uberwald since the Diet of Bugs in AM 1880, and the possession of the metal is technically illegal.’


  There was no explanation. He made a note to ask Inigo. After all, where you got werewolves, didn’t you need silver? And things must have been pretty bad if everyone had to eat insects.


  Anyway, silver was useful, too, but fat was just … fat. It was like biscuits, or tea, or sugar. It was just something that turned up in the cupboard. There was no style to it, no romance. It was stuff in tubs.


  A note was clipped to the next page. He read:


  ‘The Fifth Elephant as a metaphor also appears in the Uberwald languages. Depending on context it can mean “a thing that does not exist” (as we would say, “Klatchian mist”), “a thing that is other than it seems” and “a thing that, while unseen, controls events” (in the same way that we would use the term éminence grise).’


  I wouldn’t, thought Vimes. I don’t use words like that.


  ‘Constable Shoe,’ said Constable Shoe, when the door of the bootmaker’s factory was opened. ‘Homicide.’


  ‘You come ’bout Mister Sonky?’ said the troll who’d opened the door. Warm damp air blew out into the street, smelling of incontinent cats and sulphur.


  ‘I meant I’m a zombie,’ said Reg Shoe. ‘I find that telling people right away saves embarrassing misunderstandings later on. But coincidentally, yes, we’ve come about the alleged deceased.’


  ‘We?’ said the troll, making no comment about Reg’s grey skin and stitch marks.


  ‘Doon here, bigjobs!’


  The troll looked down, not a usual direction in Ankh-Morpork, where people preferred not to see what they were standing in.


  ‘Oh,’ he said, and took a few steps backwards.


  Some people said that gnomes were no more belligerent than any other race, and this was true. However, the belligerence was compressed down into a body six inches high and, like many things when they are compressed, had an inclination to explode. Constable Swires had been on the force only for a few months, but news had gone around and already he inspired respect, or at least the bladder-trembling terror that can pass for respect on these occasions.


  ‘Don’t just stand there gawpin’, where’s yon stiff?’ said Swires, striding into the factory.


  ‘We put him in der cellar,’ said the troll. ‘And now we got half a ton of liquid rubber runnin’ to waste. He’d be livid ’bout that … if he was alive, o’course.’


  ‘Why’s it wasted?’ said Reg.


  ‘Gone all thick and manky, hasn’t it? I’m gonna have to dump it later on, and dat’s not easy. We was supposed to be dippin’ a load of Ribbed Magical Delights today, too, but all der ladies felt faint when I hauls him outa der vat and dey went off home.’


  Reg Shoe looked shocked. He was not, for various reasons, a patron of Mr Sonky’s wares, romance not being a regular feature of the life of the dead, but surely the world of the living had some standards, didn’t it?


  ‘You employ ladies here?’ he said.


  The troll looked surprised. ‘Yeah. Sure. It’s good steady work. Dey’re good workers, too. Always laughing and tellin’ jokes while dey’re doin’ der dippin’ and packin’, ’specially when we’re doin’ der Big Boys.’ The troll sniffed. ‘Pers’nally, I don’t unnerstan’ der jokes.’


  ‘Them Big Boys are bloody good value for a penny,’ said Buggy Swires.


  Reg Shoe stared at his tiny partner. There was just no way that he was going to ask the question. But Swires must have seen his expression.


  ‘After a bit of work wi’ yon scissors, ye won’t find a better mackintosh in the whole city,’ said the gnome, and laughed nastily.


  Constable Shoe sighed. He knew that Mr Vimes had an unofficial policy of getting ethnic minorities into the Watch,10 but he wasn’t sure this was wise in the case of gnomes, even though there was, admittedly, no ethnic group that was more minor. They had an inbuilt resistance to rules. This didn’t just apply to the law, but to all the invisible rules that most people obeyed unthinkingly, like ‘Do not attempt to eat this giraffe’ or ‘Do not headbutt people in the ankle just because they won’t give you a chip’. It was best to think of Constable Swires simply as a small independent weapon.


  ‘You’d better show us the d— the person who is currently vitally challenged,’ he said. They were led downstairs. What was hanging from a beam there would have frightened the life out of anyone who wasn’t already a zombie.


  ‘Sorry ’bout dat,’ said the troll, pulling it down and tossing it into a corner, where it coiled into a rubbery heap.


  ‘What d’heel wazzit?’ said Constable Swires.


  ‘We had to pull der rubber off’f him,’ said the troll. ‘Sets quick, see? Once you get it out in der air.’


  ‘Hey, that’s a’ biggest Sonky I ever saw,’ chuckled Buggy. ‘A whole-body Sonky! Reckon that’s the way he wanted to go?’


  Reg looked at the corpse. He didn’t mind being sent out on murders, even messy ones. The way he saw it, dying was really just a career change. Been there, done that, worn the shroud … And then you got over it and got on with your life. Of course, he knew that many people didn’t, for some reason, but he thought of them as not prepared to make the effort.


  There was a ragged wound in the neck.


  ‘Any next of kin?’ he said.


  ‘He got a brother in Uberwald. We’ve sent word,’ the troll added. ‘On der clacks. It cost twenty dollars! Dat’s murder!’


  ‘Can you think of any reason why someone would kill him?’


  The troll scratched his head. ‘Well, ’cos dey wanted him dead, I reckon. Dat’s a good reason.’


  ‘And why would anyone want him dead, do you think?’ Reg Shoe could be very, very patient. ‘Has there been any trouble?’


  ‘Business ain’t been so good, I know dat.’


  ‘Really? I’d have thought you’d be coining money here.’


  ‘Oh, yeah, dat’s what you’d fink, but not everyfing people calls a Sonky is made by us, see? It’s to do wid us becomin’’ – the troll’s face screwed up with cerebral effort – ‘jer-nair-rick. Lots of other buggers are jumpin’ up and down on der bandwagon, and dey got better plant and new ideas like makin’ ’em in cheese-and-onion flavour an’ wid bells on an’ stuff like dat. Mister Sonky won’t have nothin’ to do wid dat kind of fing and dat’s been costin’ us sales.’


  ‘I can see this would worry him,’ said Reg, in a keep-on-talking tone of voice.


  ‘He’s been locking himself in his office a lot.’


  ‘Oh? Why’s that?’ said Reg.


  ‘He’s der boss. You don’t ask der boss. But he did say dat dere was a special job comin’ up and dat’d put us back on our feets.’


  ‘Really?’ said Reg, making a mental note. ‘What kind of job?’


  ‘Dunno. You don’t—’


  ‘—ask the boss,’ said Reg. ‘Right. I suppose no one saw the murder, did they?’


  Once again the troll screwed up his enormous face in thought.


  ‘Der murderer, yeah, an’ prob’ly Mister Sonky.’


  ‘Was there a third party?’


  ‘I dunno, I never get invited to dem fings.’


  ‘Apart from Mister Sonky and the murderer,’ said Shoe, still as patient as the grave, ‘was there anyone else here last night?’


  ‘Dunno,’ said the troll.


  ‘Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,’ said Shoe. ‘We’ll have a look around, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Sure.’


  The troll went back to his vat.


  Reg Shoe hadn’t expected to find anything and was not disappointed. But he was thorough. Zombies usually are. Mr Vimes had told him never to get too excited about clues, because clues could lead you a dismal dance. They could become a habit. You ended up finding a wooden leg, a silk slipper and a feather at the scene of a crime and constructing an elegant theory involving a one-legged ballet dancer and a production of Chicken Lake.


  The door to the office was open. It was hard to tell if anything had been disturbed; Shoe got the impression that the mess was normal. A desk was awash with paperwork, Mr Sonky having followed the usual ‘put it down somewhere’ method of filing. A bench was covered with samples of rubber, bits of sacking, large bottles of chemicals and some wooden moulds that Reg refrained from looking at too closely.


  ‘Did you hear Corporal Littlebottom talking about that museum theft when we came on duty today, Buggy?’ he said, opening a jar of yellow powder and sniffing it.


  ‘No.’


  ‘I did,’ said Reg.


  He put the lid on the sulphur again and sniffed the air of the factory. It smelled of liquid rubber, which is very much like the smell of incontinent cats.


  ‘And some things stick in the mind,’ he said. ‘Special job, eh?’


  It was Constable Visit-The-Infidel-With-Explanatory-Pamphlets’s week as Communications Officer, which largely meant looking after the pigeons and keeping an eye on the clacks, with of course the assistance of Constable Downspout. Constable Downspout was a gargoyle. When it came to staring fixedly at one thing you couldn’t beat a gargoyle. The gargoyles were getting a lot of employment in the clacks industry.


  Constable Visit quite enjoyed the pigeons. He sang them hymns. They listened to short homilies, cocking their heads from side to side. After all, he reasoned, had not Bishop Horn preached to the molluscs of the sea? And there was no record of them actually listening, whereas he was certain that the pigeons were taking it in. And they seemed to be interested in his pamphlets on the virtues of Omnianism, admittedly as nesting material at the moment, but this was certainly a good start.


  A pigeon fluttered in as he was scraping the perches.


  ‘Ah, Zebedinah,’ he said, lifting her up and removing the message capsule from her leg. ‘Well done. This is from Constable Shoe. And you shall have some corn, provided locally by Josiah Frument and Sons, Seed Merchants, but ultimately by the grace of Om.’


  There was a whirr of wings and another pigeon settled on the perch. Constable Visit recognized it as Wilhelmina, one of Sergeant Angua’s pigeons.


  He removed the message capsule. The thin paper inside was tightly folded and on it someone had written ‘Cpt. Carrot, Personal.’


  He hesitated, then put the message from Reg Shoe into the pneumatic tube and heard the whoosh of the suction as it headed off to the main office. The other one, he decided, required a more careful delivery.


  Carrot was working in Vimes’s office but, Visit noticed, not at the Commander’s desk. Instead he’d set up a folding table in the corner. The tottering piles of paperwork on the desk were slightly less alpine than yesterday. There were even occasional patches of desktop.


  ‘Personal message for you, captain.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘And Constable Shoe wants a sergeant down at Sonky’s boot factory.’


  ‘Did you send the message down to the office?’


  ‘Yes, sir. The pneumatic tube is very useful,’ Visit added dutifully.


  ‘Commander Vimes isn’t very keen on it but I’m sure it will eventually save us time,’ said Carrot. He unfolded the note.


  Visit watched him. Carrot’s lips moved slightly as he read.


  ‘Where did the pigeon come from?’ he said at last, screwing up the note.


  ‘It looks pretty worn out, sir. Not from inside the city, I’m sure.’


  ‘Ah. Right. Thank you.’


  ‘Bad news, sir?’ Visit angled.


  ‘Just news, constable. Don’t let me detain you.’


  ‘Right, sir.’


  When the disappointed Visit had gone, Carrot went and looked out of the window. There was a typical Ankh-Morpork street scene outside, although people were trying to separate them.


  After a few minutes he went back to his table, wrote a short note, put it into one of the little carriers and sent it away with a hiss of air.


  A few minutes later Sergeant Colon came panting along the corridor. Carrot was very keen on modernizing the Watch, and in some strange way sending a message via the tube was so much more modern than simply opening the door and shouting, which is what Mr Vimes did.


  Carrot gave Colon a bright smile. ‘Ah, Fred. Everything going well?’


  ‘Yessir?’ said Fred Colon uncertainly.


  ‘Good. I’m off to see the Patrician, Fred. As senior sergeant you are in charge of the Watch until Mister Vimes gets back.’


  ‘Yessir. Er … until you get back, you mean …’


  ‘I shall not be coming back, Fred. I am resigning.’


  The Patrician looked at the badge on his desk.


  ‘… and well-trained men,’ Carrot was saying, somewhere in front of him. ‘After all, a few years ago there were only four of us in the Watch. Now it’s functioning just like a machine.’


  ‘Yes, although bits of it do go boing occasionally,’ said Lord Vetinari, still staring at the badge. ‘Could I invite you to reconsider, captain?’


  ‘I’ve reconsidered several times, sir. And it’s not captain, sir.’


  ‘The Watch needs you, Mister Ironfoundersson.’


  ‘The Watch is bigger than one man, sir,’ said Carrot, still looking straight ahead.


  ‘I’m not sure if it’s bigger than Sergeant Colon, though.’


  ‘People get mistaken about old Fred, sir. He’s a man with a solid bottom to his character.’


  ‘He’s got a solid bottom to his bottom, ca— Mister Ironfoundersson.’


  ‘I mean he doesn’t flap in an emergency, sir.’


  ‘He doesn’t do anything in an emergency,’ said the Patrician. ‘Except possibly hide. I might go so far as to say that the man appears to consist of an emergency in his own right.’


  ‘My mind is made up, sir.’


  Lord Vetinari sighed, sat back and stared up at the ceiling for a moment.


  ‘Then all I can do is thank you for your services, captain, and wish you good luck in your future endeavour. Do you have enough money?’


  ‘I’ve saved quite a lot, sir.’


  ‘Nevertheless, it is a long way to Uberwald.’


  There was silence.


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘How did you know?’


  ‘Oh, people measured it years ago. Surveyors and so forth.’


  ‘Sir!’


  Vetinari sighed. ‘I think the term is … deduction. Be that as it may – captain – I am choosing to believe that you are merely taking an extended leave of absence. I understand that you’ve never taken a holiday while you’ve been here. I’m sure you’re owed a few weeks.’


  Carrot said nothing.


  ‘And if I was you, I’d begin my search for Sergeant Angua at the Shambling Gate,’ Vetinari added.


  After a while Carrot said quietly: ‘Is that as a result of information received, my lord?’


  Vetinari smiled a thin little smile. ‘No. But Uberwald is going through some troubling times, and of course she is from one of the aristocratic families. I surmise that she has been called away. Beyond that, I cannot be of much help. You will have to follow, as they say, your nose.’


  ‘No, I think I can find a much more reliable nose than mine,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Good.’ Lord Vetinari went back to his desk and sat down. ‘I wish you well in your search. Nevertheless, I’m sure we’ll be seeing you again. A lot of people here depend on you.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Good day to you.’


  When Carrot had gone, Lord Vetinari got up and walked across to the other side of the room, where a map of Uberwald was unrolled on a table. It was quite old, but in recent years any mapmakers who had wandered off the beaten track in that country had spent all their time trying to find it again. There were a few rivers, their courses mostly guesswork, and the occasional town or at least the name of a town, probably put in to save the cartographer the embarrassment of filling his chart with, as they said in the trade, MMBU.11


  The door opened and Vetinari’s head clerk, Drumknott, eased his way in with the silence of a feather falling in a cathedral.


  ‘A somewhat unexpected development, my lord,’ he said quietly.


  ‘An uncharacteristic one, certainly,’ said Vetinari.


  ‘Do you wish me to send a clacks to Vimes, sir? He could be back in a day or so.’


  Vetinari was looking intently at the blind, blank map. It was, he felt, very much like the future; a few things were outlined, there were some rough guesses, but everything else was waiting to be created …


  ‘Hmm?’ he said.


  ‘Do you wish me to recall Vimes, sir?’


  ‘Good heavens, no. Vimes in Uberwald will be more amusing than an amorous armadillo in a bowling alley. And who else could I send? Only Vimes could go to Uberwald.’


  ‘But surely this is an emergency, sir?’


  ‘Hmm?’


  ‘What else are we to call it, sir, when a young man of such promise throws away his career for the pursuit of a girl?’


  The Patrician stroked his beard and smiled at something.


  There was a line across the map: the progress of the semaphore towers. It was mathematically straight, a statement of intellect in the crowding darkness of miles and miles of bloody Uberwald.


  ‘Possibly, a bonus,’ he said. ‘Uberwald has much to teach us. Fetch me the papers on the werewolf clans, will you? Oh, and although I swore I would never ever do this, please prepare a message for Sergeant Colon, too. Promotion, alas, beckons.’


  A grubby cloth cap lay on the pavement. On the pavement beside the cap someone had written in damp chalk: Plese HelP This LiTTle doGGie.


  Beside it sat a small dog.


  It was not cut out by nature to be a friendly little waggy-tailed dog, but it was making the effort. Whenever someone walked by it sat up on its hind legs and whined pitifully.


  Something landed in the cap. It was a washer.


  The charitable pedestrian had gone only a few steps further along the road when he heard: ‘And I hope your legs fall off, mister.’


  The man turned. The dog was watching him intently.


  ‘Woof?’ it said.


  He looked puzzled, shrugged, and then turned and walked on.


  ‘Yeah, bloody woof woof,’ said the strange voice, as he was about to turn the corner.


  A hand reached down and picked up the dog by the scruff of its neck. ‘Hello, Gaspode. I believe I’ve solved a little mystery.’


  ‘Oh, no …’ the dog moaned.


  ‘That’s not being a good dog, Gaspode,’ said Carrot, lifting the dog so they could meet eye to eye.


  ‘All right, all right, put me down, will you? This hurts, you know.’


  ‘I need your help, Gaspode.’


  ‘Not me. I don’t help the Watch. Nothing personal, but it doesn’t do anything for my street cred.’


  ‘I’m not talking about helping the Watch, Gaspode. This is personal. I need your nose.’ Carrot lowered the dog to the pavement and rubbed his hand on his shirt. ‘Unfortunately, this means I need the rest of you as well, although of course I am aware that under that itchy exterior beats a heart of gold.’


  ‘Really,’ said Gaspode. ‘Nothing good starts with “I need your help.”’


  ‘It’s Angua.’


  ‘Oh dear.’


  ‘I want you to track her.’


  ‘Huh, not many dogs could track a werewolf, mister. They’re cunning.’


  ‘Go to the best, I always say,’ said Carrot.


  ‘Finest nose known to man or beast,’ said Gaspode, wrinkling it. ‘Where’s she gone, then?’


  ‘To Uberwald, I think.’


  Carrot moved fast. Gaspode’s flight was hindered by the hand gripping his tail.


  ‘That’s hundreds of miles away! And dog miles is seven times longer! Not a chance!’


  ‘Oh? All right, then. Silly of me to suggest it,’ said Carrot, letting go. ‘You’re right. It’s ridiculous.’


  Gaspode turned, suddenly full of suspicion. ‘No, I didn’t say it was ridiculous,’ he said. ‘I just said it was hundreds of miles away …’


  ‘Yes, but you said you had no chance.’


  ‘No, I said that you had no chance of getting me to do it.’


  ‘Yes, but winter’s coming on and, as you say, a werewolf is very hard to track and on top of that Angua’s a copper. She’ll work out that I’d use you, so she’ll be covering her trail.’


  Gaspode whined. ‘Look, mister, respect is hard to earn in this dog’s town. If I’m not smelled around the lamp-posts for a couple of weeks my stock is definitely in the gutter, right?’


  ‘Yes, yes, I understand. I’ll make some other arrangements. Nervous Nigel’s still around, isn’t he?’


  ‘What? That spaniel? He couldn’t smell his own bottom if you put it in front of him!’


  ‘They say he’s pretty good, nasally.’


  ‘And he widdles every time anyone looks at him!’ snapped Gaspode.


  ‘I heard he can smell a dead rat two miles away.’


  ‘Yeah? Well, I can smell what colour it is!’


  Carrot sighed. ‘Well, I’ve got no choice, I’m afraid. You can’t do it, so I’ll—’


  ‘I didn’t say—’ Gaspode stopped, and then went on, ‘I’m going to do it, aren’t I? I’m bloody well going to do it. You’re going to trick me or blackmail me or whatever it takes, aren’t you …?’


  ‘Yes. How do you manage to write, Gaspode?’


  ‘I holds the chalk in me mouth. Easy.’


  ‘You’re a smart dog. I’ve always said so. The world’s only talking dog, too.’


  ‘Lower your voice, lower your voice!’ said Gaspode, looking around. ‘Here, Uberwald’s wolf country, isn’t it?’


  ‘Oh, yes.’


  ‘I could’ve bin a wolf, you know. With diff’rent parents, of course.’ Gaspode sniffed and looked furtively up and down the street again.


  ‘Steak?’


  ‘Every night.’


  ‘Right.’


  Sergeant Colon was a picture of misery drawn on a lumpy pavement in bad crayon on a wet day. He sat on a chair and occasionally glanced at the message that had just been delivered, as if hoping that the words would somehow fade away.


  ‘Bloody hell, Nobby,’ he moaned.


  ‘There, there, Fred,’ said Nobby, currently a vision in organdie.


  ‘I can’t be promoted! I’m not an officer! I am base, common and popular!’


  ‘I’ve always said that about you, Fred. You got common off to a treat.’


  ‘But it’s writ down, Nobby! Look, his lordship’s signed it!’


  ‘We-ell, the way I see it, you’ve got three choices,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘You can go and tell him you’re not doing it …’


  The panic in Colon’s face was replaced by glazed grey terror.


  ‘Thank you very much, Nobby,’ he said bitterly. ‘Let me know if you’ve got any more suggestions like that, ’cos I’ll need to go and change my underwear.’


  ‘Or you could accept it and make such a cock-up of it that he takes it away from you …’


  ‘You’re doing this on purpose, Nobby!’


  ‘Might be worth a try, Fred.’


  ‘Yeah, but the thing about cock-ups, Nobby, is that it’s hard for you to be, you know, precise. You might think you’re making a little cock-up and then it blows up in your face and it turns out to be in fact a big cock-up, and in those circumstances, Nobby, I’m sort of worried that what his lordship might take away from me wouldn’t just be the job. I hope I don’t have to draw you a picture.’


  ‘Good point, Fred.’


  ‘What I’m saying is, cock-ups is like … well, cock-ups is … well, the thing about cock-ups is you never know what size they’re going to be.’


  ‘Well, Fred, the third choice is you putting up with it.’


  ‘That’s not helpful, Nobby.’


  ‘It’ll only be for a couple of weeks, then Mister Vimes’ll be back.’


  ‘Yeah, but supposing he isn’t? Nasty place, Uberwald. I heard where it’s a misery wrapped in a enema. That doesn’t sound too good. You can fall down things. Then I’m stuck, right? I don’t know how to do officering.’


  ‘No one knows how to do officering, Fred. That’s why they’re officers. If they knew anything, they’d be sergeants.’


  Now Colon’s face screwed up again in desperate thought. As a lifelong uniformed man, a three-striped peg that had found a three-striped hole very early in its career, he subscribed automatically and unthinkingly to the belief that officers as a class could not put their own trousers on without a map. He conscientiously excluded Vimes and Carrot from the list, elevating them to the rank of honorary sergeant.


  Nobby was watching him with an expression of combined concern, friendliness and predatory intent.


  ‘What shall I do, Nobby?’


  ‘Well, “captain”,’ said Nobby, and then he gave a little cough, ‘what officers mainly have to do, as you know, is sign things—’


  The door was knocked on and opened at the same time by a flustered constable.


  ‘Sarge, Constable Shoe says he really does need an officer down at Sonky’s factory.’


  ‘What, the rubber wally man?’ said Colon. ‘Right. An officer. Right. We’ll be along.’


  ‘And that’s Captain Colon,’ said Nobby quickly.


  ‘Er … er … yes, and that’s Captain Colon, thank you very much,’ said Colon, adding as his resolve stiffened, ‘and I’ll thank you not to forget it!’


  The constable stared at them, and then stopped trying to understand.


  ‘And there’s a troll downstairs who insists on speaking to whoever’s in charge—’


  ‘Can’t Stronginthearm deal with it?’


  ‘Er … is Sergeant Stronginthearm still a sergeant?’ said the constable.


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Even unconscious?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He’s flat on the floor right now, sar— captain.’


  ‘What’s the troll want?’


  ‘Right now he wants to kill someone, but mainly I think he wants someone to take the clamp off’f his foot.’


  Gaspode ran up and down, nose barely an inch from the ground. Carrot waited, holding his horse. It was a good one. Carrot hadn’t spent a lot of his wages, up until now.


  Finally the dog sat down and looked depressed.


  ‘So tell me about this wonderful nose the Patrician has got, then,’ he said.


  ‘Not a trace?’


  ‘You’d better get Vetinari down here, if he’s so good,’ said Gaspode. ‘What’s the point of starting here? Worst place in the whole city! It’s the gate to the cattle market, am I right? Trying not to smell stuff is the trick here, is the point I’m makin’. There’s ground-in stink. If you wanted to get on the trail of somebody, this is the last place I’d start.’


  ‘Very good point,’ said Carrot carefully. ‘So, what’s the strongest smell heading Hubwards?’


  ‘Dung carts, o’course. Yesterday. Always a big clear-out of the pens first thing Friday morning.’


  ‘You can follow the smell?’


  Gaspode rolled his eyes. ‘With my head in a bucket.’


  ‘Good. Let’s go.’


  ‘So,’ said Gaspode, as they began to leave the gate’s bustle behind, ‘we’re chasing this girl, right?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Just you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Not like with dogs, then, where there might be twenty or thirty?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘So we’re not looking at a bucket of cold water here?’


  ‘No.’


  Constable Shoe saluted, but a little testily. He’d been waiting rather a long time. ‘Afternoon, sergeant—’


  ‘That’s captain,’ said Captain Colon. ‘See the pip on my shoulder, Reg?’


  Reg looked closely. ‘I thought it was bird doings, sarge.’


  ‘That’s captain,’ said Colon automatically. ‘It’s only chalk now because I ain’t got time to get it done properly,’ he said. ‘So don’t be cheeky.’


  ‘What’s up with Nobby?’ said Reg. Corporal Nobbs was holding a damp cloth over one eye.


  ‘Bit of a contry tomps with an illegally parked troll,’ said Captain Colon.


  ‘Shows what kind of troll he was, striking a lady,’ muttered Nobby.


  ‘But you ain’t a lady, Nobby. You’re just wearing your traffic-calming disguise.’


  ‘He wasn’t to know.’


  ‘You’d got your helmet on. Anyway, you shouldn’t have clamped him.’


  ‘He was parked, Fred.’


  ‘He’d been knocked down by a cart,’ said Captain Colon. ‘And that’s captain.’


  ‘Well, they always have excuses,’ said Nobby sullenly.


  ‘You’d better show us the corpus, Reg,’ said Colon.


  The body in the cellar was duly inspected.


  ‘… and I remember Cheery saying there was a smell of cat’s pee and sulphur at the Dwarf Bread Museum,’ said Reg.


  ‘Certainly hangs about,’ said Colon. ‘You wouldn’t have blocked sinuses if you worked here for a day.’


  ‘And I thought, “I wonder if someone’d tried to make a mould of the replica Scone”, sir,’ said Reg.


  ‘Now that is clever,’ said Fred Colon. ‘You’d get the real one back then, wouldn’t you?’


  ‘Er, no, sarge— captain. But you’d get a copy of the replica.’


  ‘Would that be legal?’


  ‘Can’t say, sir. I wouldn’t think so. It wouldn’t fool a dwarf for five minutes.’


  ‘Then who’d want to kill him?’


  ‘A father of thirteen kids, maybe?’ said Nobby. ‘Haha.’


  ‘Nobby, will you stop pinching the merchandise?’ said Colon. ‘And don’t argue, I just saw you put a couple of dozen in your handbag.’


  ‘Dat don’t matter,’ rumbled the troll. ‘Mister Sonky always said dey was free to the Watch.’


  ‘That was very … civic of him,’ said Captain Colon.


  ‘Yeah, he said der last fing we wanted was more bloody coppers around the city.’


  A pigeon chose that diplomatic moment to flutter into the factory and land on Colon’s shoulder, where it promoted him. Colon reached up, removed the message capsule and unfolded the contents.


  ‘It’s from Visit,’ he said. ‘There’s a Clue, he says.’


  ‘What to?’ said Nobby.


  ‘Not to anything, Nobby. Just a Clue.’ He took off his helmet and wiped his brow. This was what he’d hoped to avoid. In his heart of battered hearts, he suspected that Vimes and Carrot were good at putting clues next to other clues and thinking about them. That was their talent. He had others … well, he was good with people, and he had a shiny breastplate, and he could sergeant in his sleep.


  ‘All right, write up your report,’ he said. ‘Well done. We’re going back to the Yard.


  ‘I can see this is going to get on top of me,’ said Colon, as they walked away. ‘There’s paperwork, too. You know me and paperwork, Nobby.’


  ‘You’re a very thorough reader, that’s all, Fred,’ said Nobby. ‘I’ve seen you take ages over just one page. Digesting it magisterially, I thought.’


  Colon brightened a little. ‘Yes, that’s what I do,’ he said.


  ‘Even if it’s only the menu down at the Klatchian Take-Away, I’ve seen you staring at one line for a minute at a time.’


  ‘Well, obviously you can’t let people put one over on you,’ said Colon, sticking out his chest, or at least sticking it further up.


  ‘What you need is an aide de camp,’ said Nobby, lifting his dress to step over a puddle.


  ‘I do?’


  ‘Oh, yes. ’Cos of you being a figurehead and setting an example to your men,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Ah. Right. Yes,’ said Colon, grasping the idea with relief. ‘A man can’t be expected to do all that and read long words, am I right?’


  ‘Exactly. And, of course, we’re down one sergeant at the Yard now,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Good point, Nobby. It’s going to be busy.’


  They walked on for a while.


  ‘You could promote someone,’ Nobby prompted.


  ‘Could I?’


  ‘What good’s being the boss if you can’t?’


  ‘That’s true. And it’s sort of an emergency. Hmm … any thoughts, Nobby?’


  Nobby sighed inwardly. A penny could drop through wet cement faster than it could drop for Fred Colon.


  ‘A name springs to mind,’ he said.


  ‘Ah, right. Yes. Reg Shoe, right? Good at writing, a keen thinker, and of course he’s cool headed,’ said Colon. ‘Icy, practically.’


  ‘But a bit on the dead side,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Yes, I suppose that counts against him.’


  ‘And he goes to pieces unpredictably,’ said Nobby.


  ‘That’s true,’ said Captain Colon. ‘No one likes shaking hands and ending up with more fingers than they started with.’


  ‘So p’raps it might be best to consider someone who has been unreasonably overlooked,’ said Nobby, going for broke. ‘Someone whose face dunt fit, p’raps. Someone whose experience in the Watch gen’rally and in Traffic in particular could be of great service to the city if people wouldn’t go on about one or two lapses which didn’t happen in any case.’


  The dawn of intelligence rose across the vistas of Colon’s face.


  ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I see. Well, why didn’t you come right out with that at the start, Nobby?’


  ‘Well, it’s your decision, Fred … I mean, captain,’ said Nobby earnestly.


  ‘But s’posing Mister Vimes doesn’t agree? He’ll be back in a couple of weeks.’


  ‘That’ll be long enough,’ said Nobby.


  ‘And you don’t mind?’


  ‘Me? Mind? Not me. You know me, Fred, always ready to do my bit.’


  ‘Nobby?’


  ‘Yes, Fred?’


  ‘The dress …’


  ‘Yes, Fred?’


  ‘I thought we weren’t doing the … traffic calming any more?’


  ‘Yes, Fred. But I thought I’d keep it on ready to swing into action just in case you decided that we should.’


  A chilly wind blew across the cabbage fields.


  To Gaspode it brought, besides the overpowering fumes of the cabbage and the dark red smell of the dung carts, hints of pine, mountains, snow, sweat and stale cigar smoke. The last came from the cart men’s habit of smoking large, cheap cigars. They kept the flies off.


  It was better than vision. The world of smell stretched before Gaspode.


  ‘My paws hurt,’ he said.


  ‘There’s a good dog,’ said Carrot.


  The road forked. Gaspode stopped and snuffled around. ‘Well, here’s an int’resting fing,’ he said. ‘Some of the dung’s jumped down off’f the cart and headed away across the fields here. You were right.’


  ‘Can you smell water anywhere around?’ said Carrot, scanning the flat plain.


  Gaspode’s mottled nose wrinkled up in effort. ‘Pond,’ he said. ‘Not very big. ’bout a mile away.’


  ‘She’ll be heading towards it. Very meticulous about cleanliness, Angua. That’s not usual in werewolves.’


  ‘Never been one for water myself,’ said Gaspode.


  ‘Is that a fact?’


  ‘Here, no need for that! I had a B–A–T–H once, you know, it’s not as if I don’t know what it’s like.’


  The pond was in a clump of wind-blown trees. Dry grass rustled in the breeze. A single coot scuttled into the reeds as Carrot and Gaspode approached.


  ‘Yeah, here we are,’ said Gaspode. ‘A lot of muck goes in, and’ – he sniffed at the stirred-up mud – ‘er, yeah, she comes out. Um.’


  ‘Is there a problem?’ said Carrot.


  ‘What? Oh, no. Clear scent. Headin’ for the mountains, just like you said. Um.’ Gaspode sat down and scratched himself with a hind leg.


  ‘There’s a problem, isn’t there …?’ said Carrot.


  ‘Well, supposin’ there was something really bad that you wouldn’t really want to know, and I knew what it was … How’d you feel about me tellin’ you? I mean, some people’d rather not know. It’s a pers’nal thing.’


  ‘Gaspode!’


  ‘She’s not alone. There’s another wolf.’


  ‘Ah.’ Carrot’s mild, uninformative smile did not change.


  ‘Er, of the male persuasion,’ said Gaspode. ‘A boy wolf. Er. Very much so.’


  ‘Thank you, Gaspode.’


  ‘Extremely male. Um. In a very def’nite way. Unmistakably.’


  ‘Yes, I think I understand.’


  ‘And this is just words. In smell, it’s a lot more, well, emphatic.’


  ‘Thank you for that, Gaspode. And they’re heading …’


  ‘Still straight for the mountains, boss,’ said Gaspode, as kindly as he could. He wasn’t certain of all the details of human sexual relationships, and the ones he was certain of he still couldn’t quite believe, but he knew that they were a lot more complicated than those enjoyed by the doggy fraternity.


  ‘This smell …’


  ‘The extremely male one I was talkin’ about?’


  ‘The very one, yes,’ said Carrot levelly. ‘You could still smell it if you were on the horse, could you?’


  ‘I could smell it with my nose in a sack of onions.’


  ‘Good. Because I think we should move a little faster now.’


  ‘Yes, I thought you’d think that.’


  Constable Visit saluted when Nobby and Colon entered Pseudopolis Yard.


  ‘I thought you ought to know about this right away, sir,’ he said, flourishing a square of paper. ‘I just got it off Rodney.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘The imp on the bridge, sir. He paints pictures of carts going too fast? No one had been feeding him,’ Visit added, in a mildly accusing tone.


  ‘Oh. Someone speeding,’ said Colon. ‘So?’ He looked again. ‘That’s one of those sedan chairs the deep-down dwarfs use, isn’t it? Them trolls must’ve been moving!’


  ‘It was just after the Scone was stolen,’ said Visit. ‘Rodney writes the time in the corner, see? A bit odd, I thought. Like a kind of getaway vehicle, sir?’


  ‘What’d a dwarf want to steal a worthless lump of rock for?’ said Colon. ‘Especially them dark dwarfs. They give me the creeps in those stupid clothes they wear.’


  Angry silence rang like a dropped girder in a temple. There were three dwarfs in the room.


  ‘You two! You ought to be out on patrol!’ barked Sergeant Stronginthearm. ‘I’ve got business down at Chitterling Street!’


  All three dwarfs marched out, somehow contriving even to walk angrily.


  ‘Well, what was that about?’ said Fred Colon. ‘Bit touchy, aren’t they? Mister Vimes says that sort of thing all the time and no one minds.’


  ‘Yes, but that’s because he’s Sam Vimes,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Oh? And are you inferring I’m not?’ said Captain Colon.


  ‘Well, yes, Fred. You’re Fred Colon,’ said Nobby patiently.


  ‘Oh, I am, am I?’


  ‘Yes, Captain Colon.’


  ‘And they’d better bloody remember it!’ Colon snapped. ‘I’m not a soft touch, me. I’m not going to take insubordination like that! I’ve always said Vimes was a bit too soft on those dwarfs! They gets the same pay as us and they’re only half the size!’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Nobby, waving his hands placatingly in a desperate attempt to calm things down. ‘But, Fred, trolls are twice as big as us and they get paid the same, so it—’


  ‘But they’ve only got a quarter of the brains, so it’s just the same, like I said—’


  The noise they heard was long and drawn out and menacing. It was the sound of Lance-Constable Bluejohn’s chair being pushed back.


  The floor creaked as he shambled past Colon, removed his helmet from its peg with one enormous hand and headed for the door.


  ‘’m goin’ on patrol,’ he mumbled.


  ‘You’re not on patrol for another hour,’ said Constable Visit.


  ‘’m goin’ now,’ said Bluejohn. The room was darkened for a moment as he eclipsed the doorway, and then he was gone.


  ‘Why’s everyone so tetchy all of a sudden?’ said Colon. The remaining constables tried not to catch his eye.


  ‘Did I hear someone snigger?’ he demanded.


  ‘I didn’t hear anyone snigger, sarge,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Oh? Oh? You think I’m a sergeant, do you, Corporal Nobbs?’


  ‘No, Fred, I— Oh, gawds …’


  ‘I can see things have got pretty slack around here,’ said Captain Colon, an evil little gleam in his eye. ‘I bet you were all thinking, oh, it’s only fat old Fred Colon, it’s all going to be gravy from now on, eh?’


  ‘Oh, Fred, no one thinks you’re old— Oh, gawds …’


  ‘Just fat, eh?’ Fred glowered around the room. Suddenly, and against all previous evidence, everyone was vitally interested in their paperwork.


  ‘Right! Well, from now on things are going to be different,’ said Captain Colon. ‘Oh, yes. I’m on to all your little tricks— Who said that?’


  ‘Said what, captain?’ said Nobby, who’d also heard the little whispered ‘We learned ’em all from you, sarge,’ but at this moment would eat live coals rather than admit it.


  ‘Someone said something blotto voice,’ said Captain Colon.


  ‘I’m sure they didn’t, captain,’ said Nobby.


  ‘And I won’t be eyeballed like that, neither!’


  ‘No one’s looking at you!’ wailed Nobby.


  ‘Aha, you think I don’t know that one?’ Colon shouted. ‘There’s plenty of ways to eyeball someone without lookin’ at ’em, corporal. That man over there is earlobing me!’


  ‘I think Constable Ping is just really interested in the report he’s writing, Fre— sar— captain.’


  Colon’s ruffled feathers settled a little. ‘Well, all right. And now I’m going up to my office, all right? There’ll be some changes around here. And someone bring me a cup of tea.’


  They watched him go up the stairs, enter the office and slam the door.


  ‘Well, the—’ Constable Ping began, but Nobby, who had a lot more experience of the Colon personality, waved one hand frantically for silence while he held the other one to his ear, very theatrically.


  Then they all heard the door click open again, quietly.


  ‘A change is as good as a rest, I suppose,’ said Constable Ping.


  ‘As the prophet Ossory says, better an ox in the potters’ fields of Hersheba than a sandal in the wine presses of Gash,’ said Constable Visit.


  ‘Yeah, so I’ve heard,’ said Nobby. ‘Well, I’ll just make him his tea. Everyone feels better after a cup of tea.’


  A couple of minutes later the constables heard Colon shouting, even through the door.


  ‘What is wrong with this mug, corporal?!’


  ‘Nothing, sa— sir. It’s yer mug. You always have your tea in it.’


  ‘Ah, but, you see, it is a sergeant’s mug, corporal. And what is it that officers drink out of?’


  ‘Well, Carrot and Mister Vimes have got their own mugs—’


  ‘No, they may choose to drink out of mugs, corporal, but Watch regulations say officers have a cup and saucer. Says so right here, regulation 301, sub-section c. Do you understand me?’


  ‘I don’t think we’ve got any—’


  ‘You know where the petty cash is. Usually you’re the only person that does. You’re dismissed, corporal.’


  Nobby came down the stairs white-faced, holding the offending receptacle.


  The door opened again.


  ‘And none of you are to gob in it, neither!’ shouted Colon. ‘I know that one! And it’s to be stirred with a spoon, understand? I know that one, too.’ The door slammed.


  Constable Visit took the mug from Nobby’s shaking hand and patted him on the shoulder.


  ‘Chalky the troll does some very good seconds, I understand—’ he began.


  The door opened. ‘Bloody china, too!’


  The door slammed.


  ‘Anyone seen the petty cash lately?’ said Constable Ping.


  Nobby reached mournfully into his pocket and pulled out some dollars. He handed them to Visit.


  ‘Better go to that posh shop in Kings Way,’ he said. ‘Get one of those cups and saucers thin enough to see through. You know, with gold around the rim.’ He looked around the other constables. ‘What’re you lot doing here? You won’t catch many criminals in here!’


  ‘Does the petty cash count, Nobby?’ said Ping.


  ‘Don’t you Nobby me, Ping! You just get out there! And the rest of you!’


  Days rolled by. More accurately, they rattled by. It was a comfortable coach, as coaches went, and as coaches on this road went over continual potholes, it swayed and rocked like a cradle. Initially, the motion was soothing. After a day or two it palled. So did the scenery.


  Vimes stared glumly out of the window.


  There was another clacks tower on the horizon.


  They were putting them near the road, he recalled, even though that wasn’t the direct route. Only a fool would build them across the badlands. You had to remember, sometimes, that within a few hundred miles of Ankh-Morpork there were still trolls who hadn’t caught on to the fact that humans weren’t digestible. Besides, most of the settlements were near the road.


  The new Guild must be coining money. Even from here he could see the scaffolding, as workers feverishly attached still more gantries and paddles to the main tower. The whole thing would likely be matchsticks after the next hurricane, but by then the owners would probably have earned enough to build another five. Or fifty.


  It had all happened so fast. Who’d have believed it? But all the components had been there for years. Semaphore was ancient – a century ago the Watch had used a few towers to relay messages to patrolling officers. And gargoyles had nothing to do all day but sit and watch things, and usually were too unimaginative to make mistakes.


  What had happened was that people thought differently about news now. Once upon a time they’d have used something like this to relay information about troop movements and the death of kings. True, those were things that people needed to know, but they didn’t need to know them every day. No, what they needed to know every day were things like How much are cattle selling for in Ankh-Morpork today? Because if they weren’t fetching much maybe it was better to drive them to Quirm instead. People needed to know these little things. Lots and lots of little things. Little things like Did my ship get there safely? That’s why the Guild was driving hell-bent across the mountains on to Genua, four thousand miles away. It took many months for a ship to round Cape Terror. How much, exactly, would a trader pay to know, within a day, when it had arrived? And how much the cargo was worth? Had it been sold? Was there credit to the trader’s name in Ankh-Morpork?


  Coining money? Oh, yes!


  And it had caught on as fast as every other craze did in the big city. It seemed as though everybody who could put together a pole, a couple of gargoyles and some second-hand windmill machinery was in on the business. You couldn’t go out to dinner these days without seeing people nip out of the restaurant every five minutes to check that there weren’t any messages for them on the nearest pole. As for those who cut out the middleman and signalled directly to their friends across a crowded room, causing mild contusions to those nearby …


  Vimes shook his head. That was messages without meaning: telepathy without brains.


  But it had been good, hadn’t it, last week? When Don’t Know Jack had pinched that silver in Sto Lat and then galloped at speed to the sanctuary of the Shades in Ankh-Morpork? And Sergeant Edge of the Sto Lat Watch, who’d trained under Vimes, had put a message on the clacks which arrived on Vimes’s desk more than an hour before Jack sauntered through the city gates and into the waiting embrace of Sergeant Detritus? Legally it had been a bit tricky, since the offence hadn’t been committed on Ankh-Morpork soil and a semaphore message did not, strictly speaking, come under the heading of ‘hot pursuit’, but Jack had kindly solved that one by taking a wild swing at the troll, resulting in his arrest for Assault on a Watch Officer and treatment for a broken wrist …


  There was a gentle snore from Lady Sybil. A marriage is always made up of two people who are prepared to swear that only the other one snores.


  Inigo Skimmer was hunched in a corner, reading a book. Vimes watched him for some time.


  ‘I’m just going up top for some air,’ he said at last, opening the door. The clattering of the wheels filled the tiny, hot space, and dust blew in.


  ‘Your grace—’ Inigo began, standing up.


  Vimes, already clambering up the side of the coach, stuck his head back in. ‘You’re not making any friends with that attitude,’ he said, and kicked the door shut with his foot.


  Cheery and Detritus had made themselves comfortable on the roof. It was a lot less stuffy and at least there was a view, if vegetables were your idea of a panorama.


  Vimes worked himself into a niche between two bundles and leaned towards Cheery.


  ‘You know about the clacks, right?’ he said.


  ‘Well, sort of, sir …’


  ‘Good.’ Vimes passed her a piece of paper. ‘There’s bound to be a tower near where we stop tonight. Cypher this and send it to the Watch, will you? They ought to be able to turn it around in an hour, if they ask the right people. Tell them to try Washable Topsy, she does the laundry there. Or Gilbert Gilbert; he always seems to know what’s going on.’


  Cheery read the message, and then stared at Vimes.


  ‘Are you sure, sir?’ she said.


  ‘Maybe. Make sure you send the description. Names don’t mean much.’


  ‘May I ask what makes you think—’


  ‘His walk. And he didn’t catch an orange,’ said Vimes. ‘Mhm. Mhm.’


  Constable Visit was cleaning out the old pigeon loft when the message arrived on the clacks.


  He was spending more and more time with the pigeons these days. It wasn’t a popular job, so no one had tried to take it away from him, and at least up here the shouts and door-slammings were muffled.


  The perches gleamed.


  Constable Visit enjoyed his job. He didn’t have many friends in the city. Truth to tell, he didn’t have many friends in the Watch, either. But at least there were people to talk to, and he was making headway with the religious instruction of the pigeons.


  But now there was this …


  It was addressed to Captain Carrot. That meant it probably ought to be delivered to Captain Colon now, and personally, because Captain Colon thought that people were spying on his messages sent via the suction tube.


  Constable Visit had been fairly safe until now. Omnians were good at not questioning orders, even ones that made no sense. Visit instinctively respected authority, no matter how crazy, because he’d been brought up properly. And he had plenty of time to keep his armour bright. Brightly polished armour had suddenly become very important in the Watch, for some reason.


  Even so, going into Colon’s office needed all the courage that the legendary Bishop Horn had shown when entering the city of the Oolites, and everyone knew what they did to strangers.


  Visit climbed down from the loft and made his nervous way to the main building, taking care to walk smartly.


  The main office was more or less empty. There seemed to be fewer watchmen around these days. Usually people preferred to loaf indoors in this chilly weather, but suddenly everyone was keen to be out of Captain Colon’s view.


  Visit went up to the office and knocked on the door. He knocked again.


  When there was no reply he pushed open the door, walked carefully over to the sparkling clean desk, and went to tuck the message flimsy under the ink bottle in case it blew away—


  ‘Aha!’


  The ink soared up as Visit’s hand jerked. He had a vision of the blue-black shower passing his eye, and heard the splat as it hit something behind him.


  He turned like an automaton, to see a Captain Colon who would have been white-faced if it wasn’t for the ink.


  ‘I see,’ said Colon. ‘Assault on a superior officer, eh?’


  ‘It was an accident, captain!’


  ‘Oh, was it? And why, pray, were you sneaking into my office?’


  ‘I didn’t think you were in here, captain!’ Visit gabbled.


  ‘Aha!’


  ‘Sorry?’


  ‘Sneaking a look at my private papers, eh?’


  ‘No, captain!’ Visit rallied a little bit. ‘Why were you standing behind the door, captain?’


  ‘Oh? I’m not allowed to stand behind my own door, is that it?’


  It was then that Constable Visit made his next mistake. He tried to smile.


  ‘Well, it is a bit odd, sir—’


  ‘Are you suggesting there is anything odd about me, constable?’ said Captain Colon. ‘Is there anything about me that you finds funny?’


  Visit stared at the mottled face speckled with ink. ‘Not a thing, sir.’


  ‘You’ve been working acceptably, constable,’ said Colon, standing slightly too close to Visit, ‘and therefore I don’t intend to be harsh with you. No one could call me an unfair man. You is demoted to lance-constable, understand? Your pay will be adjusted and backdated to the beginning of the month.’


  Visit saluted. It was probably the only way to get out of there alive. One of Colon’s eyes was twitching.


  ‘However, you could redeem yourself,’ said Colon, ‘if you was to tell me who has been stealing, I said stealing, the sugar lumps.’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘I knows there was forty-three last night. I counted ’em very thoroughly. There’s forty-one this morning, constable. And they’re locked in the desk. Can you explain that?’


  If Visit had been suicidal and honest, he would have said: well, captain, while of course I think you have many worthy qualities, I have known you count your fingers twice and come up with different answers.


  ‘Er … mice?’ he said weakly.


  ‘Hah! Off you go, lance-constable, and just you think about what I said!’


  When the dejected Visit had gone, Captain Colon sat down at his big, clean desk.


  The little flickering part of his brain that was still sparking coherent thought through the fog of mind-numbing terror that filled Colon’s head was telling him that he was so far out of his depth that the fish had lights on their noses.


  Yes, he did have a clean desk. But that was because he was throwing all the paperwork away.


  It wasn’t that he was illiterate, but Fred Colon did need a bit of a think and a run-up to tackle anything much longer than a list and he tended to get lost in any word that had more than three syllables. He was, in fact, functionally literate. That is, he thought of reading and writing like he thought about boots – you needed them, but they weren’t supposed to be fun, and you got suspicious about people who got a kick out of them.


  Of course, Mr Vimes had kept his desk piled high with paperwork, but it occurred to Colon that maybe Vimes and Carrot between them had developed a way of keeping just ahead of the piles, by knowing what was important and what wasn’t. To Colon, it was all gut-wrenchingly mysterious. There were complaints and memos and invitations, and letters requesting ‘a few minutes of your time’ and forms to fill in, and reports to read, and sentences containing words like ‘iniquitous’ and ‘immediate action’, and they tottered in his mind like a great big wave, poised to fall on him.


  The sane core of Colon was wondering if the purpose of officers wasn’t to stand between the sergeants and all this sh— this slush, so that they could get on with sergeanting.


  Captain Colon took a deep, wobbly breath.


  On the other hand, if people were nicking the sugar lumps, no wonder things weren’t working properly! Get the sugar lumps right, and everything else would work out!


  That made sense!


  He turned and his eye caught the huge accusing heap of paperwork in the corner.


  And the empty fireplace, too.


  That was what officering was all about, wasn’t it? Making decisions!


  Lance-Constable Visit walked dejectedly back down to the main office, which had filled up for a Watch change.


  Everyone was clustered around one of the desks on which lay, looking slightly muddy, the Scone of Stone.


  ‘Constable Thighbiter found it in Zephire Street, just lying there,’ said Sergeant Stronginthearm. ‘The thief must’ve got scared.’


  ‘A long way from the museum, though,’ said Reg Shoe. ‘Why lug it all the way across the city and leave it in a posh part of town where someone’s bound to trip over it?’


  ‘Oh, woe is me, for I am undone,’ said Constable Visit, who felt he was playing a poor second fiddle to what he would call, if he had no use for his legs, a pagan image.


  ‘Could be draughty,’ said Corporal Nobbs, a man of little sympathy.


  ‘I mean I have been reduced to lance-constable,’ said Visit.


  ‘What? Why?’ said Sergeant Stronginthearm.


  ‘I’m … not sure,’ said Visit.


  ‘That just about does it!’ said the dwarf. ‘He sacked three of the officers up at Dolly Sisters yesterday. Well, I’m not waiting for it to happen to me. I’m off to Sto Lat. They’re always looking for trained watchmen. I’m a sergeant. I could name my price.’


  ‘But, look, Vimesy used to say that sort of thing too. I heard him,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Yeah, but that was different.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘That was Mister Vimes,’ said Stronginthearm. ‘Remember that riot in Easy Street last year? Bloke came after me with a club when I was on the ground, and Mister Vimes caught it on his arm and punched the man right in the head.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Constable Hacknee, another dwarf. ‘When your back’s against the wall, Mister Vimes is right behind you.’


  ‘But old Fred … you all know old Fred Colon, boys,’ Nobby wheedled, taking a kettle off the office stove and pouring the boiling water into a teapot. ‘He knows coppering inside and out.’


  ‘His kind of coppering, yeah,’ said Hacknee.


  ‘I mean, he’s been a copper longer than anyone in the Watch,’ said Nobby.


  One of the dwarfs said something in dwarfish. There were a few smiles from the shorter watchmen.


  ‘What was that?’ said Nobby.


  ‘Well, roughly translated,’ said Stronginthearm, ‘“My bum has been a bum for a very long time but I don’t have to listen to anything it says.”’


  ‘He fined me half a dollar for mumping,’ said Hacknee. ‘Fred Colon! He practically goes on patrol with a shopping bag! And all I had was a free pint at the Bunch of Grapes and I found out that Posh Wally is suddenly flashing a lot of money lately. That’s worth knowing. I remember going out on patrol with Fred Colon when I started and you could practically see him tucking his napkin under his chin whenever we walked past a café. “Oh, no, Sergeant Colon, wouldn’t dream of seeing you pay.” They used to lay the table when they saw him turn the corner.’


  ‘Everyone does it,’ said Stronginthearm.


  ‘Captain Carrot never did,’ said Nobby.


  ‘Captain Carrot was … special.’


  ‘But what am I supposed to do with this?’ said Visit, waving the ink-speckled message. ‘Mister Vimes wants some information urgently, he says!’


  Stronginthearm took the paper and read it.


  ‘Well, this shouldn’t be hard,’ he said. ‘Old Wussie Staid in Kicklebury Street was a janitor there for years and he owes me a favour.’


  ‘If we’re going to send a clacks to Mister Vimes then we ought to tell him about the Scone and Sonky,’ said Reg Shoe. ‘You know he left a message about that. I’ve done a report.’


  ‘Why? He’s hundreds of miles away.’


  ‘I’d just feel happier if he knew,’ said Reg. ‘’cos it worries me.’


  ‘What good will it do sending it to him, then?’


  ‘Because then it’ll worry him, and I can stop worrying,’ said Reg.


  ‘Corporal Nobbs!’


  ‘He listens at the door, I’ll swear he does,’ said Stronginthearm. ‘I’m off.’


  ‘Coming, captain!’ shouted Nobby. He pulled open the bottom drawer of his battered and stained desk and took out a packet of chocolate biscuits, some of which he arranged daintily on a plate.


  ‘Does me no good at all to see you acting like this,’ Stronginthearm went on, winking at the other dwarfs. ‘You’ve got it in you to be a really bad copper, Nobby. Breaks my heart to see you throwin’ it all away to become a really bad waitress.’


  ‘Ha ha ha,’ said Nobby. ‘Just you wait, that’s all I’m saying.’ He raised his voice. ‘Coming right now, captain!’


  There was a sharp smell of burned paper in the captain’s room when Nobby entered.


  ‘Nothing cheers up the day like a good fire, I always say,’ he said, putting the tray on the desk.


  But Captain Colon wasn’t paying any attention. He’d removed the sugar bowl from the locked drawer of his desk and had laid the cubes out in rows.


  ‘Do you see anything wrong with these lumps, corporal?’ he said quietly.


  ‘Well, they’re a bit manky where you’ve been handling them every—’


  ‘There’s thirty-seven, corporal.’


  ‘Sorry about that, captain.’


  ‘Visit must’ve pinched them when he was in here. He must’ve used some fancy foreign trick. They can do that, you know. Climb ropes and disappear up the top of ’em, that sort of thing.’


  ‘Did he have a rope?’ said Nobby.


  ‘Are you making fun of me, corporal?’


  Nobby saluted. ‘Nossir! Maybe it was a invisible one, sir. After all, if they can disappear up a rope, they can make the rope disappear, too. Obviously.’


  ‘Good thinking, corporal.’


  ‘On the subject of thinking, sir,’ said Nobby, plunging in, ‘have you had time in your busy schedule to give some thought to the promotion of the new sergeant?’


  ‘I have, as a matter of fact, put that very thing in hand, corporal.’


  ‘Good, sir.’


  ‘I’ve borne in mind everything you said, and the choice was starin’ me in the face.’


  ‘Yessir!’ said Nobby, sticking out his chest and saluting.


  ‘I just hope it don’t cause loss of morals. It can do that, when people are promoted. So if there’s any trouble like that, I want the sugar-stealing person reported to me right away, understand?’


  ‘Yessir!’ Nobby’s feet had almost left the ground.


  ‘And I shall rely on you, corporal, to let me know if Sergeant Flint has any trouble.’


  ‘Sergeant Flint,’ said Nobby, in a little voice.


  ‘I know he’s a troll, but I won’t have it said I’m an unfair man.’


  ‘Sergeant Flint.’


  ‘I knows I can rely on you, corporal.’


  ‘Sergeant Flint.’


  ‘That will be all. I’ve got to go and see his lordship in an hour and I want some time to think. That’s what my job is, thinking.’


  ‘Sergeant Flint.’


  ‘Yes. I should go and report to him if I was you.’


  White chicken feathers were scattered across the field. The farmer stood at the door of his henhouse, shaking his head. He glanced up as a horseman approached.


  ‘Good morrow, sir! Are you experiencing trouble?’


  The farmer opened his mouth for a witty or at least snappy response, but something stopped him. Perhaps it was the sword the horseman had slung across his back. Perhaps it was the man’s faint smile. The smile was somehow more frightening.


  ‘Er, somethin’s been at my fowls,’ he ventured. ‘Fox, I reckon.’


  ‘Wolf, I suspect,’ said the rider.


  The man opened his mouth to say, ‘Don’t be daft, we don’t get wolves down here this time of the year,’ but again the confident smile made him hesitate.


  ‘Got many hens, did they?’


  ‘Six,’ said the farmer.


  ‘And they got in by …’


  ‘Well, that’s the strange th— Here, keep that dog away!’


  A small mongrel had leapt down from the saddle and was sniffing around the henhouses.


  ‘He won’t be any trouble,’ said the rider.


  ‘I shouldn’t push your luck, mate, he’s in a funny mood,’ said a voice behind the farmer. He turned around quickly.


  The dog looked up at him innocently. Everyone knew that dogs didn’t talk.


  ‘Woof? Bark? Whine?’ it said.


  ‘He’s highly trained,’ said the rider.


  ‘Yeah, right,’ said the voice behind the farmer. He felt an overpowering desire to see the back of the horseman. The smile was getting on his nerves, and now he was hearing things.


  ‘I can’t see how they got in,’ he said. ‘The door’s latched …’


  ‘And wolves don’t usually leave payment, right?’ said the rider.


  ‘How the hell did you know that?’


  ‘Well, several reasons, sir, but I couldn’t help noticing that you clenched your fist tightly as soon as you heard me, and I surmise therefore that you found – let me see – three dollars left in the chicken house. Three dollars would buy six fine birds in Ankh-Morpork.’


  The man opened his fist, wordlessly. The coins glinted in the sunlight.


  ‘But … but I sells ’em at the gate for tenpence!’ he wailed. ‘They only had to arsk!’


  ‘Probably didn’t want to bother you,’ said the horseman. ‘Since I am here, sir, I would be grateful if you could sell me a chicken—’


  Behind the farmer the dog said, ‘Woof woof!’


  ‘—two chickens, and I will not trespass further upon your time.’


  ‘Woof woof woof.’


  ‘Three chickens,’ said the rider wearily. ‘And if you have them dressed and cooked while I tend to my horse I will gladly pay a dollar each.’


  ‘Woof, woof.’


  ‘Without garlic or any seasoning on two of the chickens, please,’ said the rider.


  The farmer nodded wordlessly. A dollar a chicken wasn’t chickenfeed. You didn’t turn up your nose at an offer like that. But most importantly, you didn’t disobey a man with that faint little smile on his face. It didn’t seem to move or change. As smiles went, you wanted this one to go as far away as possible.


  He hurried off to the yard that held his best fowls, reached down to select the fattest … and paused. A man who was mad enough to pay a dollar for a good chicken might be quite content with just a reasonable chicken, after all. He stood up.


  ‘Only the best, mister.’


  He spun around. There was no one except the little scruffy dog, which had followed him and was now raising a cloud of dust as it scratched itself.


  ‘Woof?’ it said.


  He threw a stone at it and it trotted off. Then he selected three of the very best chickens.


  Carrot was lying down under a tree, trying to make his head comfortable on a saddlebag.


  ‘Did you see where she’d almost rubbed out her footprints in the dust?’ said Gaspode.


  ‘Yes,’ said Carrot, closing his eyes.


  ‘Does she always pay for chickens?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Why?’


  Carrot turned over. ‘Because animals don’t.’


  Gaspode looked at the back of Carrot’s head. On the whole he enjoyed the unusual gift of speech, but something about the reddening of Carrot’s ears told him that this was the time to employ the even rarer gift of silence.


  He settled down in the pose he almost unconsciously categorized as Faithful Companion Keeping Watch, got bored, scratched himself absent-mindedly, curled up in the pose known as Faithful Companion Curled Up With His Nose Pressed On His Bottom12, and fell asleep.


  He awoke shortly afterwards to the sound of voices. There was also a faint smell of roast chicken coming from the direction of the farmhouse.


  Gaspode rolled over and saw the farmer talking to another man on a cart. He listened for a moment and then sat up, locked in a metaphysical conundrum.


  Finally he woke Carrot by licking his ear.


  ‘Fzwl … What?’


  ‘You got to promise to collect the roast chicken first, all right?’ said Gaspode urgently.


  ‘What?’ Carrot sat up.


  ‘Get the chickens and then we gotta go, right? You gotta promise.’


  ‘All right, all right, I promise. What’s happening?’


  ‘You ever heard of a town called Scant Cullot?’


  ‘I think it’s about ten miles from here.’


  ‘One of Mister Farmer’s neighbours has just told him that they’ve caught a wolf there.’


  ‘Killed it?’


  ‘No, no, no, but the wolf-hunters … there’s wolf-hunters in these parts, see, ’cos of the sheep up on the hills and … they have to train their dogs first remember you promised about the chickens!’


  At precisely eleven o’clock there was a smart rap on Lord Vetinari’s door. The Patrician gave the woodwork a puzzled frown. At last he said: ‘Come.’


  Fred Colon entered with difficulty. Vetinari watched him for a few moments until pity overcame even him.


  ‘Acting captain, it is not necessary to remain to attention at all times,’ he said kindly. ‘You are allowed to unbend enough for the satisfactory manipulation of a doorknob.’


  ‘Yes, sah!’


  Lord Vetinari raised a hand to his ear protectively. ‘You may be seated.’


  ‘Yes, sah!’


  ‘You may be quieter, too.’


  ‘Yes, sah!’


  Lord Vetinari retreated to the protection of his desk. ‘May I commend you on the gleam of your armour, acting captain—’


  ‘Spit and polish, sah! No substitute for it, sah!’ Sweat was streaming down Colon’s face.


  ‘Oh, good. Clearly you have been purchasing extra supplies of spit. Now then, let me see …’ Lord Vetinari drew a sheet of paper from one of the small stacks in front of him.


  ‘Now then, acti—’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘To be sure. I have here another complaint of over-enthusiastic clamping. I’m sure you know to what I refer.’


  ‘It was causing serious traffic congestion, sah!’


  ‘Quite so. It is well known for it. But it is, in fact, the opera house.’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘The owner feels that big yellow clamps at each corner detract from what I might call the tone of the building. And, of course, they do prevent him from driving it away.’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘Indeed. I think that this is a case where discretion might be advisable, acting captain!’


  ‘Got to make an example to the others, sah!’


  ‘Ah. Yes.’ The Patrician held another piece of paper delicately between thumb and forefinger, as though it was some rare and strange creature. ‘The others being … let me see if I can recall, some things do stick in the mind so … ah, yes … three other buildings, six fountains, three statues and the gibbet in Nonesuch Street. Oh, and my own palace.’


  ‘I fully understand you’re parked on business, sah!’


  Lord Vetinari paused. He found it difficult to talk to Frederick Colon. He dealt on a daily basis with people who treated conversation as a complex game, and with Colon he had to keep on adjusting his mind in case he overshot.


  ‘Pursuing the business of your recent career with, I have to admit, some considerable and growing fascination, I am moved to ask you why the Watch now appears to have a staff of twenty.’


  ‘Sah?’


  ‘You had around sixty a little while ago, I’m sure.’


  Colon mopped his face. ‘Cutting out the dead wood, sah! Making the Watch leaner an’ fitter, sah!’


  ‘I see. The number of internal disciplinary charges you have laid against your men’ – and here the Patrician picked up a much thicker document – ‘seems somewhat excessive. I see no fewer than one hundred and seventy-three offences of eyeballing, earlobing and nostrilling, for example.’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘Nostrilling, acting captain?’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘Oh. And I see, ah yes, one charge of “making his arm fall off in an insubordinate way” laid against Constable Shoe. Commander Vimes has always given me glowing reports about this officer.’


  ‘’e’s a nasty piece of work, sah! You can’t trust the dead ones!’


  ‘Nor, it would seem, most of the live ones.’


  ‘Sah!’ Colon leaned forward, his face twisted in a ghastly grimace of conspiratoriality. ‘Between you and me, sir, Commander Vimes was a good deal too soft on them. He let them get away with too much. No sugar is safe, sah!’


  Vetinari’s eyes narrowed, but the telescopes on Planet Colon were far too unsophisticated to detect his mood.


  ‘I certainly recall him mentioning a couple of officers whose time-keeping, demeanour, and all-round uselessness were a dreadful example to the rest of the men,’ said the Patrician.


  ‘There’s my point,’ said Colon triumphantly. ‘One bad apple ruins the whole barrel!’


  ‘I think there’s only a basket now,’ said the Patrician. ‘A punnet, possibly.’


  ‘Don’t you worry about a thing, your lordship! I’ll turn things around. I’ll soon get them smartened up!’


  ‘I am sure you have it in you to surprise me even further,’ said Vetinari, leaning back. ‘I shall definitely keep my eye on you as the man to watch. And now, acting captain, do you have anything else to report?’


  ‘All nice and quiet, sah!’


  ‘I would that it was,’ said Vetinari. ‘I was just wondering if there was anything going on involving any person in this city called’ – he looked down at another sheet of paper – ‘Sonky?’


  Captain Colon almost swallowed his tongue. ‘Minor matter, sah!’ he managed.


  ‘So, Sonky is alive?’


  ‘Er … found dead, sah!’


  ‘Murdered?’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘Dear me. Many people would not consider that a minor matter, acting captain. Sonky, for one.’


  ‘Well, sah, not everyone agrees with what he does, sah.’


  ‘Are we by any chance talking about Wallace Sonky? The manufacturer of rubber goods?’


  ‘Sah!’


  ‘Boots and gloves seem non-controversial to me, acting captain.’


  ‘It’s, er, the other stuff, sah!’ Colon coughed nervously. ‘He makes them rubber wallies, sah.’


  ‘Ah. The preventatives.’


  ‘Lot of people don’t agree with that sort of thing, sah.’


  ‘So I understand.’


  Colon drew himself up to attention again. ‘Not natural, in my view, sah. Not in favour of unnatural things.’


  Vetinari looked perplexed. ‘You mean, you eat your meat raw and sleep in a tree?’


  ‘Sah?’


  ‘Oh, nothing, nothing. Someone in Uberwald seems to be taking an interest in him lately. And now he’s dead. I would not dream of telling the Watch their job, of course.’


  He watched Colon carefully to see if this had sunk in.


  ‘I said that it is entirely up to you to choose what to investigate in this bustling city,’ he prompted.


  Colon was lost in unfamiliar country without a map. ‘Thank you, sah!’ he barked.


  Vetinari sighed. ‘And now, acting captain, I’m sure there’s much that needs your attention.’


  ‘Sah! I’ve got plans to—’


  ‘I meant, do not let me detain you.’


  ‘Oh, that’s all right, sir, I’ve got plenty of time—’


  ‘Goodbye, Acting Captain Colon.’


  Out in the anteroom Fred Colon stood very still for a while, until his heartbeat wound down from a whine to at least a purr.


  It had, on the whole, gone quite well. Very well. Amazingly well, really. His lordship had practically taken him into his confidence. He’d called him ‘a man to watch’.


  Fred wondered why he’d been so scared of officering all these years. There was nothing to it, really, once you got the bull between your teeth. If only he’d started years ago! Of course, he wouldn’t hear a word said about Mr Vimes, who should certainly be looking after himself in those dangerous foreign parts … but, well, Fred Colon had been a sergeant when Sam Vimes was a rookie, hadn’t he? It was only his nat’ral deference that’d held him back all these years. When Sam Vimes came back, and with the Patrician there to put in a good word for him, Fred Colon would definitely be on the promotion ladder.


  Only to full captain, of course, he thought as he strutted down the stairs – with great care, because strutting is usually impossible while walking downwards. He wouldn’t want to outrank Captain Carrot. That would be … wrong.


  This fact shows that, however crazed with power someone may be, a tiny instinct for self-preservation always remains.
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