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Koppen
The first rule of pickpocketing? Target the old folk.
They tended to be wealthier, did the oldies, and they were a lot less likely to catch you if
things took a turn and ended in a game of chase. But also, alas for them, the old folk were careless.
The young folk of Hamelyn, why, they lived hand to mouth for the most part, and treated their
money (such as it was) with due care, stashing it in the firmest of purses and buttoned pockets,
nooks and crannies from which it could not well be lifted, at least not without attracting attention.
But the old folk? Not a bit of it. Rather, they displayed their trinkets for all to see, coin and
jewellery sat loose and exposed in the open pockets of their gowns, clinking and jangling as they
strutted about the town, precious metal glimmering about their persons, positively begging to be
taken.
Koppen sat on his haunches, quivering as he eyed up his prey: an elderly man across the
market square, who wore a smart tunic and britches, a man of wealth if ever he saw one. Kop was
a sly lad of ten: blink and you’ll miss him, a poverty-thin wretch in the barest brown smock and
town trousers, his bare feet caked with filth and his hair overlong and riddled with lice, itching and
breeding on his scalp, a relentless annoyance from which there was little respite. Used to be that
mother dearest had shaved his hair for him, right down to stubble, whenever he caught the lice.
Had she not died two years prior, no doubt, his hair would currently be a smooth fuzz, lice free,
his scalp visible beneath. It was true that Yjen had offered to shave his head, but he politely (and
immediately) declined the offer. Though he loved Yjen with all his heart, he did not trust her with
a razor. She was drunk more often than sober, and though thankfully this didn’t affect her temper,
it certainly rendered her balance askew, and the very notion of letting her loose with a sharp object
was enough to make him wince.
Like a cat, he prowled from the gloom of the alleyway and slid between two of the market
stalls, one selling salt pork, and the other cask ale. He glanced at the ale, and was painfully
reminded that the majority of whatever he stole today would likely go towards drink for Yjen,
leaving precious little for himself. Credit where it’s due, she made certain that the orphans never
went too hungry, though he often wondered how much better they’d all eat, were it not for her
drinking.
He padded inconspicuously into the midst of the market, his eyes not leaving his prey, who
stood with his back to Koppen, chatting amicably with the woman on the jewellery store.
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“Watch yourself boy!” snapped an uppity young man, who glared at Koppen with a
wrinkled nose, as though the lad were little more than the afterthought of a dog’s dinner.
“Yes sir,” Koppen said meekly, “sorry sir.”
“Wretched foundling.” The man spat, pushing him aside and continuing on his way.
Koppen glowered after him, and was half tempted to fire off some obscenities. No. A hunter could
ill afford such distraction, so he cast the man immediately from his mind and fought his way
through the scrum of peasantry, who’d brought their custom to market that day. The stench was
dreadful, unwashed clothes and sour sweat, amplified tenfold by the intense heat of the day,
masking all the finer smells of the market, the roasted meat and the chestnuts, and the turned tang
of ale, cyder and wine, all hidden beneath the gruesome reek of humanity.
He finally drew level with his prey, who was embroiled in negotiations with the jeweller.
She was a pretty woman, was the jeweller, which was all the better for Koppen. No tricks of the
trade were alien to him, and he well knew that the best kind of distraction was a pretty one; whether
they were part of the plot, or simply an innocent bystander, like the jeweller.
Koppen loitered about ten yards behind the man, carving a path in the dirt with his toe,
trying his best to look like an innocent young beggar, there only to plead food from sympathetic
rich folk. He had little doubt that this ruse wasn’t particularly effective, that most of the punters
knew exactly why he was at the market, though he knew also that none cared so greatly as to
challenge him, unless and until he were to strike. Many a time had he nearly been caught, not by
his prey, but by somebody watching from afar, just waiting to pounce on him.
He gave the market square a cursory glance, and saw nobody watching him, nor thankfully
any glint of sunlight on steel, the mail shirts of the city watch, which glittered most helpfully on
clear, hot days such as this, eye-catching from a good distance away. There were no guards. It was
time.
Holding his breath, he crept upon his prey, who had striking posture for a man of old age:
straight backed and tall, no hint of a stoop about his shoulders. In the left pocket of his smart leather
britches, just waiting to be seized, sat a purse stuffed with coin, more than enough to buy three
loaves of bread and a big chunk of cheese. Correction – enough to buy one flask of cheap wine for
Yjen, and then two loaves of bread. Small loaves.
“I want an emerald ring, dear,” the man was saying, “at as cheap a price as you can offer.”
Koppen heard the woman laugh. “It is well that your lady wife isn’t here to hear you say
that!”
The old man huffed. “It’s not for my wife. That repellent old crone! No, it’s for the mistress.
She’s scarcely older than you are.”
“Goodness me.” The woman exclaimed. She offered him a ring and asked whether it was
adequate. Koppen, meanwhile, slipped his hand – oh so carefully – into the man’s open pocket.
“Name the price.”
“200 guilders.”
“Hilarious, woman! I like a jest as well as the next man!”
Koppen suppressed a chuckle, and gently prised a few of the coins from the old man’s
purse, using just his thumb and forefinger.
“Then how about this one?” the woman offered him another ring. Koppen relieved him of
a few more coins.
There was a painful pause, ‘til finally the old man grunted. “I like it well enough. And the
price?”
“Hundred guilders.”
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The old man boomed laughter. “You’ve a nerve, dear! I will take the ring, but not at such
a price as that.” Koppen took advantage of the idiot’s raised voice, and extracted no fewer than
eight guilders from his purse, stuffing the loot into the satchel slung over his scrawny shoulder.
“Make me an offer, then,” the woman said, rather sharply.
“Fifty guilders?”
“I can’t sell it for fifty. Not that ring, nor any ring.”
Koppen lifted another pinch of pennies from the man’s pocket; he was over halfway done.
“I’ll give you sixty five for it.”
“Eighty.”
“Seventy, final offer.”
“Seventy-five!” the woman snapped.
“I’m not moving from seventy,” the man shot back.
“Very well,” she said, “seventy, if you promise to recommend my wares to a friend.”
“Done.”
That was Koppen’s cue to leave. Lifting his hand quickly but carefully from the man’s
pocket, with one last pinch of coins between his thumb and forefinger, he beat a hasty retreat
through the market, cutting a swift path through the sea of punters towards the alleyway from
whence he came. He dimly heard a commotion behind him, heard the old idiot explode into bluster
as he discovered his purse far lighter than it’d been just moments ago. Koppen grinned and jangled
the coins in his satchel, dreaming of the dinner it’d buy him. A good hunt. Perhaps Yjen would
give him a thimble of wine, as congratulations. He didn’t much like the taste of wine, but he always
accepted it regardless; he liked how adult drinking it made him feel.
“Excuse me, you grotty little scamp!”
Oh dear. Koppen’s heart skipped a beat, as Florian the spice master blocked his path, a
rolling pin clutched in his hands.
“I know you, don’t I? You dirty little foundling!”
Koppen forced a smile. “No, sir. Apologies sir. I don’t believe you do.”
Just his luck! He hadn’t robbed the spice stall for weeks! Obviously Florian’s memory was
horribly astute.
“I do know you!” he exclaimed. “I do!”
“Again,” Koppen said meekly, “I fear you are mistaken. Sir.”
The spice master laughed. “I think not. You are thief! I spied you last week, stealing from
the tailor’s shop!”
There was nothing else for it. Koppen extracted two guilders from his satchel, and jingled
them in his hand.
“I’m sorry to contradict you, sir. But you are quite mistaken.”
Florian understood immediately. He smirked and tipped Koppen a sly wink, holding out a
subtle hand for the coins. “My apologies, boy. I confused you for somebody else.”
Koppen nodded, and grudgingly tipped the guilders into Florian’s sweaty palm. The spice
master’s slender white fingers curled over the coins, and he stuffed them into the breast pocket of
his mahogany waistcoat.
And then“I say!” Florian announced in a carrying voice. “City watch! City watch! Thief at the
market! I say again, thief at the market!”
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Koppen swore, and lashed out like a cornered serpent as Florian made to grab him, his fist
striking the spice master hard in the nether realms. Florian groaned and immediately collapsed to
his knees, as Koppen span on his heel and scarpered as fast as he could.
But suddenly they were everywhere! Men in silver mail were flooding the market, closing
in on all sides, blocking off the alleyway, his only route of escape. They poured in from the four
roads which led in and out of the square, some wielding spears, others swords and shields, or pikes,
a few maces among them too. All of that was bad, but far worse were the crossbows; Koppen spied
no fewer than four bowmen among the guards.
They had him completely surrounded.
Almost.
He sprinted full tilt at the whitewashed hall of a hickory house, one of many which loomed
over the market square, slanted slightly forwards with age, held up by rotting support columns and
festering wooden beams. Koppen drew level with the house and sprang hard into the air, his
hopeful hands scrabbling for a beam. Success! Digging his fingers hard into the rough wood, he
hauled himself up the wall, grabbing another beam, higher up, ramming his toes hard into the first
one. Heart hammering, he pulled himself up to the next beam, trying to ignore the growing empty
space between him and the ground. He yelped as a crossbow bolt slammed into the wall beside his
left hand, inches away. A warning shot he supposed…hoped…
Higher and higher he climbed, scrambling up the house with expert agility, ‘til finally he
reached the top, and hauled himself onto the thatched roof. He rose to his feet, and wheezed as
another bolt went soaring past, barely a whisker from his head. The market below had become
little more than a spectators’ stadium, and among the sea of faces, he spied the old man from whom
he’d taken the gold, waving an angry fist up at him, his face flushed red.
“Now just you come back down, boy!” one of the city watch demanded, his hand resting
on the hilt of a vicious longsword sheathed at his hip. “We don’t want to kill you, but surely shall
if you don’t comply!”
For an answer, Koppen spat off the side of the roof and calmly turned away, hopping into
an adjoining building, breaking into a run as soon as he was out of sight.
He was free. But he knew well that they’d scour the city to find him.
This called for the plan.
*****
Could it really be called a plan? Koppen thought not, in all honesty; there was nothing much clever
about it, but there was no denying that it worked. When in doubt, find the way out! It was one of
the first things Yjen taught a child in her care.
Naught riled the city watch worse than a suspect who escaped their clutches, and Koppen
knew as certain that they’d be out in force all over Hamelyn, scouring the backstreets and the
alleyways for any sign of him, going door to door in the slums, demanding information from
whomever they suspected might know something – or indeed, just anybody they misliked the look
of.
The thing to do, therefore, was leave. Take the nearest route out of Hamelyn and lie low
nearby (though not too nearby) for a few hours, giving the city watch time enough to grow bored,
and tired, and finally call it a day, before slipping back into town under the cover of darkness.
Koppen had smuggled himself out via the western gate, and he’d been forced to make his
way over the cabbage fields on foot, before coming to rest here, in a lush glade at the foot of the
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Koppenberg Mountain. He was so named after the mountain, which loomed over him in all its
craggy glory, making him feel all the smaller as he cowered in its shadow, yet somewhat comforted
too. He belonged here. His mother had loved the mountain, and so did he. It had been here that her
husband, Koppen’s late father, had proposed to her, and here also that Koppen had been conceived.
He had neither asked for, nor wanted, that last nugget of information, but his mother had told him
regardless.
He never knew his father. He’d been a high-ranking officer in the city watch, and died
some weeks prior to Koppen’s birth, trying to break up a tavern brawl. Did it bother Koppen
sometimes, the fact he’d grown up to be everything his father would have despised? Yes. Yes,
sometimes it did. But he thought and hoped that the old man would have understood. He did not
steal for pleasure, after all, but to eat.
Sat beneath a yew tree, Koppen only now remembered to count his guilders. Nine. Would
have been eleven, if he hadn’t been so fool as to trust that turncoat of a spice master…but as Yjen
always told hm, a bribe was always a risk worth taking. It worked more often than not, and to flee
undetected was well worth the money. Today, alas not.
He stayed right there beneath that tree, ‘til finally dusk drew in and the sun receded behind
the mountain, throwing gloom upon the valley. Would the city watch have abandoned their search
by now, he wondered? Surely so; ’twas about this time that the taverns threw open their doors, and
the guards would have their work cut out for them, making certain the drunkards behaved
themselves. Such was the enormity of that task, Koppen highly doubted they’d have the time to
worry about a petty pickpocket such as he.
He rose to his feet and smoothed down his smock, loosening his collar in anticipation of
the sticky, stifling walk back home. With any luck, Yjen would have saved him some supper. Just
as likely not, but if she wasn’t too drunk, then she might have noted his absence and kept aside
some stew.
Kop made it all of thirty yards home before the darkening evening lit up, quite suddenly,
in dazzling orange light.
Gasping, he wheeled around and was met with a blast of hot air, so intense that his eyes
watered. It was like staring into a baker’s range! Squinting through his fingers, he saw the source
of the light, though what on earth it was, he hadn’t an inkling. It was sailing gently from the sky
like a burning balloon, a brilliant ball of intense orange light, a twisting, dancing pulse of sorcery
which jived its way to solid ground, finally landing with a gentle thump somewhere higher up the
valley, the light fading to nil.
He was many things, was Koppen, but cowardly wasn’t among them. After the briefest
hesitation, he scrambled headlong up the sloping valley, making for the area he took to be the
landing site. As he drew closer, a strange aroma filled the air, a peculiar fruity tang. Citrus fruit –
oranges and lemons, limes as well; though not a pleasant odour. The smell was thick, gammy
grossly overripe, long since turned, its flesh pappy and its skin mottled with mould. It was all he
could do not to gag on it.
He clambered over the crest of a small ridge at the base of the mountain, and here the smell
was at its worst: quite repulsive, and accompanied by a lingering sort of metallic heat, well beyond
the simple warmth of the summer evening, as if this particular spot were shrouded by some
enormous great blanket which none could see.
But there was no sign of whatever had fallen. No crater, no star strewn to pieces over the
plain, not so much as a ripple or quake in the rolling low hills. The valley was totally undisturbed,
lush green grass slanting upwards and becoming solid stone as the mountain began, snaking high
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up to a summit he couldn’t see. There was a cave in the face of the mountain, about a half-mile
ahead, and a handful of yew trees and oak trees dotted about, some of ‘em dangerously slanted,
tilting down hard with the gradient. Koppen was immeasurably grateful that there wasn’t a wind
tonight, for a few of those trees looked good and ready to fall over. To have a tree of that size land
on you would be a truly crushing experience.
Koppen shook his head in bemusement. How could everything look so normal? It had
landed here! The stench and the heat were testament to that. And yet the valley looked as calm as
anything, getting dark, the grass soft and dewy beneath his feet.
“Weird,” he muttered, backing away and promptly tripping over a rabbit hole, landing flat
on his back. He swore, but did not make haste to stand up. Rather, he gazed up at the night sky,
the stars twinkling so very afar, the celestial panorama exposed in all its glory, with not a single
cloud to spoil the view. He looked for any untoward gaps, anything out of place, any indication
that there was one less star in the sky tonight. No. All looked perfectly normal. So then what had
fallen?
Sighing, he spat on the grass. Enough. Something peculiar had happened here, no doubt,
and mayhaps tomorrow he’d come back with the others and investigate it further, if Yjen allowed
it. Probably she would; she always gave the children a day off each week, to spend as they desired.
He was just about to make tracks, when he heard the giggling behind him.
“Who’s there?” he stammered, wheeling around, scanning the glade like a trapped animal.
He gaped as a light show of rainbow colours began flashing in the cave: yellow, red, then blue,
one after the other, flashing on a loop. Koppen shielded his eyes and staggered blindly toward it,
the sharp gradient burning his lungs a little.
“Who’s there?” he repeated, his voice shrill, echoing pathetically across the valley.
“Hey, Koppen.”
The light dimmed and a stranger emerged from the mouth of the cave. It was a youngish
man, who wore an outrageous outfit, tunic and britches of yellow, red and blue, with a funny sort
of bell hat on his head. His hair was long and lank, hanging in greasy strands, and coloured ever
so faintly burgundy. He had an unhealthy pallor about him, but as he approached, Koppen realised
this wasn’t natural. Rather, his face was coated with a thick layer of chalk dust or such like, ill
applied, thrown hurriedly over his features in patches. He clutched a long brass pipe.
“Who are you?” Koppen demanded.
“Janvers Packer. But call me the Piper. That’s my alias,” the man replied, his voice a
peculiar drawl, his accent strange and staccato.
Koppen frowned. “You with a circus? Looks that you should be.”
“Naw, kid. I work alone.” He offered Koppen his hand, which Koppen shook reluctantly.
It was cold and clammy, like holding a dead fish.
“What brings ye here?” the Piper asked genially. “Getting late, little man. Ain’t ye parents
gonna be worried?”
“They’re dead,” Koppen grunted, hypnotized by the stranger’s eyes, which were brilliant
green and seemed to glow faintly.
“Well…I’m sorry.” The Piper smiled sympathetically and sat down cross-legged beside
the nearest yew tree, patting the grass beside him, indicating that Koppen ought to join him.
Reluctantly, Koppen knelt down. The smell of spoiled citrus fruit clung to the Piper like perfume.
“Ain’t somebody gonna be worried about ye?”
Koppen shrugged. “Yjen might have noticed I’m missing. She might not. But she won’t be
worried.”
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“Yjen?”
“Runs the orphanage.”
“Ah.” The Piper dug around in his pocket and produced a small flash, taking a hearty swig
before offering it to Koppen. “Ye want some?”
“Water, is it?”
“Rum.”
“Then no. Thank you. Say, listen sir – how did you do all that stuff with the lights? Are
you a wizard?”
The Piper giggled. “A wizard? Reckon I am, kid, though I prefer “magician” if it please.
Say – you wanna see some tricks? Mayhap soon I’ll be performing before a paying audience in
town, so it’d be good to grab what practice I can.”
“Just so long as it’s quick.” Koppen replied. “I’d like to get home for supper.”
“Sure thing.” The Piper got to his feet, and held out his hand, helping Koppen climb to his
own.
“See this pipe, here?” The Piper blew a short melody into the instrument, and Koppen
immediately grew sluggish, an idiot grin breaking out on his face. The song was supremely
enticing, a brooding yet upbeat tune which sounded rather familiar, and when he closed his eyes,
he saw oranges and lemons dancing in the dark, japing before his mind’s eye, as clear and as stark
and as real as the livid white face of the Piper himself.
The music came to an abrupt stop, and Koppen came slamming back to his senses,
stumbling a little. One of his legs had gone numb.
“Ta Ta!” the Piper exclaimed, as two guilders came tumbling out of his pipe, landing in
the palm of his hand. “Here ye are, kid! I believe ye lost these earlier.”
Koppen happily took the guilders and stuffed them into his satchel with the rest.
“How did you know?” he demanded.
The Piper tapped his nose. “Magic. Now, how ‘bout another trick?”
“Sure!” Koppen beamed, enthused in spite of himself.
“Great!” the Piper began playing again, and Koppen felt himself fall under his spell once
more, before the tune came to an end, and something else fell out of the pipe. It wasn’t money this
time, nor anything that Koppen would have cared to behold. An enormous black rat with a greasy
fur coat went tumbling to the ground, its horrible worm tail trailing behind.
“I’ll be damned, sir!” Koppen exclaimed, gazing in disgust at the colossal rodent circling
the Piper’s feet. “Can’t you magick up more nice things?”
“Sure, sure,” the Piper giggled, “just my little joke. Har haaar! Now, how ‘bout…” He
trailed off suddenly, and frowned at his pipe.
“What is it?” Koppen demanded. The pipe was vibrating faintly, trembling of its own
accord, making a strange metallic noise.
“I ain’t so very sure, Koppen.” He replied. That was the second time that he’d called
Koppen by name, strange considering Koppen felt sure he hadn’t told him it…
A second black rat popped out of the end of the pipe, and began scurrying around with the
first one. They were practically identical.
“What’s happening?” Koppen demanded angrily. “No more damned rats!”
But the Piper was laughing now, cackling wildly, as a third rat popped out and landed
beside the first two, followed by a fourth and fifth in short order. And then…
And then…
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Koppen looked on in horror as a steady stream of rats began splattering out of the pipe in
quick succession, swarming the plain, a sea of oily black rodents, ten first, then twenty, forty, an
endless stream of beasts tumbling from the thin pipe, mewling and twitching as they hit the ground
with identical little thumps.
Finally it stopped, and the rats – every single one of them – turned to face Koppen, their
whiskers twitching, a sudden deathly silence falling over the plain.
They charged. Koppen screamed, as the revolting rodents swarmed at him, packed so close
together that they resembled some sort of moving, ravenous carpet. Koppen tried to flee, but they
were far too quick for him, and he’d barely gotten five yards before he felt razor sharp claws
digging into his left leg. He tried to shake the rat free, but it climbed up his body and nestled
beneath his tunic, the pain slowing him, allowing the rest of them to flock over him, and have at
him with teeth and claws, flesh tearing and blood spurting, choking his screams in a warm, stinking
embrace of rancid flesh…
And that was all.
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Gerhard
“Right,” he growled, filling his wine goblet and glaring at each of his councillors in turn. “Ideas.
Styne, you go first.”
Sheriff Styne only shrugged. “I don’t know…what if we pay the peasants to kill the rats?
Five guilders for a bucket of ten, or such like? Surely if enough people took part, we’d start to gain
the upper hand.”
Gerhard snorted. “You want to encourage the peasants to handle the rats?”
“Well, I…”
“No, no, great idea,” Gerhard spat. “A sure and timely way to make certain that everybody
in the damned town catches typhoid or worse. Not you, then.” He turned away from Styne.
“Chancellor Loche, what would you have us do?”
Loche smiled. “I thought we would continue our campaign of poisoning them, but ramp it
up a hundredfold. I have been exchanging letters with the councils of nearby townships, and they
would be willing to provide a quantity of bait and poison. But…they will want from us, in turn.”
“Of course they will.” Gerhard said sourly. “What are their demands?”
“Our nearest neighbour would take ten percent of this year’s crop yield. Bremen wants ten
thousand guilders. Those are but the most modest demands I’ve received.”
“I see,” Gerhard said. “Then please write back to every township you’ve approached,
informing them that I wish a slow and painful death upon them and their peasantry. Those precise
words, Loche.”
“Gladly, Lord Mayor,” Loche stammered.
Lector Pvaro suggested forcing the city’s entire population to stay at home for two weeks,
maybe longer, with provisions brought door to door by the city watch. This might, he reasoned,
starve the rats out of town.
Gerhard nodded slowly. “I like that well enough. But is it practicable? Sheriff Styne?”
Styne squirmed. “It could be done, Lord Mayor. But goodness knows, it would not be
cheap. I’d need coin enough to hire more men for one thing. Only then could we hope to enforce
such an effort. But yes – if Chancellor Loche can find the money, it could certainly be done.”
“Good. Loche?”

13

THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT

SEASON 42

Chancellor Loche nodded. “I could find the money, Lord Mayor, and easily at that. But I
have serious concerns about such a plan as this.”
“Go on.”
“Well, please consider what locking down Hamelyn would actually entail. No market
stalls. No taverns. No tailors, nor blacksmiths, no shops at all. Just consider the effects this would
have upon the people. How much money they’d stand to lose!”
“But that matters not!” Sheriff Styne interjected. “If we’re providing food, they need no
coin for the time being.”
Loche sniffed derisively. “Sheriff Styne is a simple soldier, Lord Mayor. As such, he fails
to grasp the finer points of economics. My lords, please, we must think hard about this. Suppressing
the economy in this manner shall do lasting harm. Allow me to explain…”
“No,” Gerhard said at once. He knew from bitter experience how long-winded, how dull,
Loche’s explanations could be. “I don’t doubt you, Loche. If you say it would do lasting harm, I
take you at your word. But we must also consider the consequences of doing nothing.”
“I agree.” Pvaro interjected. “With all due respect to Chancellor Loche, he underestimates
the economic havoc the plague itself could wreak. As of this morning, about five percent of the
population is recorded as sick, with ailments attributable to rats. The number rises every day, and
hundreds have already succumbed to their ills. I shouldn’t like to guess how many will die in the
coming months, except to say that it’ll be thousands. Think what that means! Hundreds of farmers,
dead. Hundreds of landlords, and skilled traders. Hundreds of employers, and suppliers, and
labourers, hundreds of guards too. Anarchy would result! This is the reality we could face, if we
opt to do naught. It is well and good to bemoan the financial impact of a curfew, but the financial
impact of not acting could well be worse.”
Gerhard took a generous gulp of wine. “Hmm. Loche, how do you respond to that?”
“Well,” the chancellor said reluctantly, “I suppose Lector Pvaro could be right. But I would
say this – I know that a prolonged quarantine will be disastrous for the city. No question. Notice,
though, how the Lector talks in uncertain terms? Guesses, predictions, educated speculation you
might say. Equally, things may not be so bad as he fears. Which leaves us with two options – one
which will be catastrophic, and one which only might be. I believe we would do well to keep the
city open, and hope that Lector Pvaro is wrong. That is our least worst option, as I see it.”
“But if I am right,” Loche replied, “doing nothing will kill thousands of people. Is it worth
the risk?”
A grim silence fell, which was eventually broken by Sheriff Styne.
“Lord Mayor, we can but advise you. The decision is for you to make, and we will support
you in whatever you decide.”
Gerhard glowered at him. “I know the decision is mine. I am sure that the three of you are
perfectly delighted that, when all is said and done, the decision is mine. Now, does anyone have
anything further to add?”
Nobody did.
“Very well. I would retire, then, to consider our options. Leave me.”
The councillors rose to their feet and bowed before Gerhard, but before they could vacate
the Council Chamber, the door at the far end of the hall burst open with a clatter.
Gerhard looked up sharply as a ludicrous figure marched into the room, tinkling as he
walked, on account of the bells attached to his hat and shoes. He jangled across the wide, marble
floor of the chamber, approaching the council’s round table with a spring in his step.
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“And who are you?” Sheriff Styne demanded, instinctively stepping forward with his hand
resting on the hilt of his sword.
“Call me the Piper.” The man drawled, in a strange, stilted voice. He had a long brass pipe,
and a sack slung over his right shoulder.
Gerhard rose to his feet. “How did you get in here? The chamber is guarded!”
“So it was, m’lord.” The Piper dumped the sack upon the round table. “Have a look inside.”
Lector Pvaro gently untied the sack and peered into it, his face contorting with shock.
“Lord Mayor…” he whispered.
Gerhard looked into the bag, and saw the severed head of the doorman inside, the remnants
of his neck trailing red, his blue eyes wide open, his tongue lolling out to touch the side of his
straw-coloured goatee.
“So,” the Piper said brightly, collapsing into a spare seat and slamming his feet up on the
table, “I wanted to get in here. Here I am. That was the man who tried to stop me. There he is. Or
some of him, at least. Har haar! Come on, I’m at least worth listening too, doncha think?”
He brushed his lank, not-quite-red hair out of his face and smiled, the chalk powder on his
skin giving him a horribly ghoulish demeanour.
“Sheriff Styne,” Gerhard said, “kindly make our visitor comfortable.”
“With pleasure.” Styne growled, grabbing the Piper around the neck and yanking him
backwards so that his feet slid off the table. The Piper grinned inanely as Styne pressed a curved
dagger to his throat, his chalky cheek smothered in the crock of his armpit.
“We’ll listen.” Gerhard agreed. “Don’t mind Sheriff Styne. He’s just there to slit your
throat, in the likely event that I’m unimpressed by what you have to say.”
“Sounds good!” the Piper giggled, quivering with glee.
Pvaro and Loche resumed their seats beside Gerhard, who poured himself a fresh goblet of
wine, and took a mighty gulp. “Talk, then.”
“Awright,” the Piper said, “so listen…I ain’t nobody special. I’m a traveller, a showman if
ye like. I journey from town to town, entertaining the good folk for money. A good way of life, if
ye don’t mind the road.”
“We have many such folk as you come calling each year.” Gerhard snapped. “Now get
immediately to the point, and consider this your first and final warning.”
“Sure.” The Piper nodded. “So look…rats. You’ve gotta problem with rats. Big problem.
I ain’t never seen an infestation on this scale, in all my travels. I’m guessing they’re just about
everywhere, right? Every street, every tavern, probably every home by now. Right? And let me
guess – you don’t know what do you about ‘em. Right?”
“We were discussing what to do before you interrupted.” Lector Pvaro remarked.
“Quiet, old man!” Gerhard snapped. “Very well Piper, you have the truth of it. We’ve got
ideas, but none of them are particularly attractive. But I fail to see what business this is of yours.”
“Well,” the Piper said, “I’m offering to make it my business. I’ve travelled far, voyaged
wide, and I know me a few tricks, which might possibly, just possibly, be exactly what ye need
right now.”
“Meaning?” Gerhard hissed.
“Meaning I can rid ye of the rats. All of ‘em. At the right price.”
“The right price?” Chancellor Loche repeated in disgust.
“Yeah. I ain’t a good man, m’lords. The doorman, he’d surely agree that I ain’t a good
man. I ain’t here to offer you charity. I’m here to make a deal.”
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Gerhard took another swig of wine and tittered. “But why should we believe you? You say
that you can rid us of the rats. I say that you are a murdering piece of filth, and a liar, and the best
thing for everyone would be that you hang immediately.”
The Piper laughed. “I’ll not ask for a single guilder in advance! If I ain’t a good man, I’m
surely a reasonable one! I’ll expect my fee once, and only once, I’ve delivered on my promise.
And if I’m a lying piece of scum, hey ho, who cares, you can just have me killed! You’ll have lost
nothing. But if I’m telling the truth, why, your plague is at an end! You’ve nothing to lose, and
much to gain.”
Gerhard nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off the Piper. “I can’t disagree with that. But
tell me – just suppose you are as good as your word, and you can rid us of the rats…how much do
you want?”
The Piper ran a hand through his greasy hair, and straightened the collar of his hideous
parti-coloured tunic. His pied tunic. “Eh…500 big ones.”
“500…?”
“Big ones. Guilders.”
Lector Pvaro spluttered laughter. “500 guilders? You jest, of course?”
“Not at all. It ain’t a trivial amount, I get that, but I reckon it’s less than ye’d lose pursuing
any other solutions? Uh? Tell me I’m wrong?”
Gerhard only wished that he could.
“What’s your trick? How, exactly, would you rid us of the rats?”
“Oh come now, ye know I can’t tell ye that.”
Gerhard nodded. “Worth a try.”
“Yeah.”
“All right. Sheriff Styne, escort this wretch outside. We shall deliberate, Piper, and consider
your offer. Wait in the courtyard, ‘til we bid you return.”
“I’ll wait,” the Piper drawled, sweeping to his feet. “But not for long. Ye have fifteen
minutes only. Any longer, and ye’ll not be seeing me again.”
Gerhard watched Styne steer him out of the chamber, and wondered how it could possibly
be that a stranger was suddenly dictating the rules to him.
*****
“The man’s a rogue!” Lector Pvaro exclaimed, jabbing his thumb at the bag on the table. “Just
look at what he’s done to poor Minska here.”
“Forget the guardsman!” Gerhard retorted. “People die every damned day. We must think
only of what’s best for the town, now.”
“I wholeheartedly concur!” Chancellor Loche simpered. “Loath though I am to admit it,
the stranger spoke sense. Should he prove a common charlatan, then what of it? Let him try, and
fail, and then we can hang him as a murderer. But…if he does deliver…then that’s surely 500
guilders well spent.”
“See here!” Styne exclaimed. “With all due respect, my lords, you realise that it’ll fall to
me, as always it does when a guard is killed, to inform Minska’s wife and children of his death?
I’m angry, Lord Mayor. Yes, I’m immeasurably angry! He was a good man, was Minska. I demand
justice be done!”
Calm yourself, Styne.” Gerhard said smoothly. “For we’ll not be paying the Piper a single
guilder, no matter the outcome.”
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Lector Pvaro frowned. “Lord Mayor?”
Gerhard smiled knowingly, and took a long draught of wine.
“We’re going to accept his offer. 500 “big ones” for his service. Beshrew me, but I think
he’ll do as he promises. Don’t ask me why. Just a hunch. But even then, we’ll not pay him. Rather,
we’ll seize him. We’ll formally charge him with murder. We won’t kill him – I’ll not willingly
take the life of any man who bestows help upon Hamelyn. But we will certainly exile him. He will
walk free. That and only that shall be his reward. A fair exchange in the circumstances.”
Chancellor Loche sighed. “That, Lord Mayor, is brilliant.”
“I know.” Gerhard said. “Styne, I trust this satisfies you?”
“Not much, truth be told, Lord Mayor. But if he saves the town, I would settle for it.”
“And yet,” Lector Pvaro said nervously, “ought we not be concerned about how he’d react?
Would it honestly do well to rile a man, who would murder so viciously as he?”
“He’s a distinctive man.” Gerhard said dismissively. “We’ll ensure the city watch knows
his face and form, lest ever he try to return. And if he refuses to leave, we will kill him. Now, bring
him in.”
*****
“We have a deal, Piper.” Gerhard said. “500 guilders, payable in one instalment, after you’ve freed
Hamelyn of its plague.”
“Done.” The Piper reached across the table and shook Gerhard’s hand. Gerhard caught a
peculiar, fruity whiff on the man as he drew close. “There won’t be a single rat left in town once
I’m done. Not one.”
“I hope not,” Gerhard said curtly.
The Piper chuckled, and got to his feet, bowing his head. “Pleasure doin’ business.”
“Just one more thing.” Gerhard growled.
“Oh?”
He tossed the bagged head at the Piper, who caught it in both arms. “Get rid of that.”
The Piper smirked. “Will do. Oh, and actually…I got a gift for ye. A gesture of goodwill,
a little bonus as it were, a sweetener to seal the deal!”
“Eh?” Gerhard frowned.
“His words are peculiar,” Chancellor Loche said. “But I do understand his meaning. Speak
plainly, Piper!”
“Awright. It’s the gift of a warning. I ain’t the only traveller in town just now. Believe this,
or believe it not, but somebody else has arrived in Hamelyn.
“Oh?” Gerhard said. “Who?”
“A repulsive man.” The Piper shuddered. “Monstrous. Like me, I guess, but minus the
redeeming features. I’m happy to kill a man who crosses me, but I don’t mistreat folk without
cause. Well this guy does. He kills ‘coz he likes to kill. He’d eat ye kids for breakfast, if the
butchers were out of bacon. He’d pluck a newborn babe from its mother’s arms, for naught but a
pint of ale. He scares me some, I don’t mind admitting. He’s notorious among my people.”
Gerhard nodded. “Then we shall have him arrested. Do you know where, precisely, he is?”
“Reckon I do, m’lord. Right now, why, I gotta good feeling ye’ll find him down by the
river. I’d send ye best men right away, if ye want to avoid any trouble.”
“We shall. And what’s his name?”
The Piper grimaced. “The Doctor. His name is the Doctor.”
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Hannah
“Bremen!” the Doctor exclaimed, throwing his arms wide as he stepped out of the TARDIS,
drawing the ire of many a passing peasant. Hannah grimaced and followed him out, shutting the
TARDIS door behind her, the lock clicking audibly.
“Nice,” she grumbled, the heat hitting her like a clammy wall, her t-shirt and jeans,
complete with Converse sneakers, entirely at odds with what the locals were wearing. The rich
among them wore leather boots, flowing robes, and wide-rimmed feather hats to block out the sun.
The poor wore simple rags, caked with dirt, and no shoes at all in some cases.
The Doctor put his arm around her and gave her a reproachful look. “Do I detect a hint of
sarcasm there, Hannah?”
“You might,” she replied, stepping over a fly-ridden pile of manure splattered on the
cobblestone road. Though Hannah knew well how grim the past could be, nothing ever prepared
her for their excursions to days gone by. The smells, the filth, the distinct lack of facilities all
combined to make her feel stupendously sick and deeply dirty, and she always made straight for
the shower after departing such a time, washing her clothes at least twice.
Though truthfully, she was doing Bremen some injustice, for it was attractive in its way so
long as one didn’t look (or smell!) too closely. They were stood in a half-busy market street, all
cobbled roads and ragtag stalls, slanted little homes hanging precariously over the pavement,
looking fit to fall at the slightest breath of wind. No fear of that, for there was not even the faintest
hint of a breeze; the air was stagnant and soupy, and the humidity overwhelming.
The Doctor sniffed. “D’you smell that?”
Hannah sniffed the air gingerly. She smelled horses and their waste, people, something
which she was horribly afraid was sewage, and the smallest hint of fresh baked bread, a welcome
aroma lost in the sea of less glorious scents. A grim fug, no doubt, but a smell perfectly befitting
the year 1184.
“Nothing out of the ordinary.” She remarked.
“Hmm,” the Doctor said uncertainly, “I swear I can smell fruit.”
Hannah gave the street a cursory glance. None of the market stalls were selling fruit, nor
were any of the shops, nestled between and behind the stalls.
“Harvest?” she suggested.
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The Doctor shook his head. “Smells of oranges. They don’t grow oranges here.”
“It’s hot enough.”
“No. It isn’t. We’ve landed in the middle of a heatwave. These sorts of temperatures aren’t
the norm for this part of Europe.”
Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know, then. Does it matter?”
The Doctor shrugged too. “Reckon it doesn’t.”
“Good!” Hannah exclaimed. “Well then, what say we get this terrible, horrible ordeal over
and done with?”
The Doctor tutted. “Such enthusiasm, Hannah!” He offered his arm nonetheless, and she
took it, enjoying the feel of his shirt-sleeve; it was light cotton, red and white striped, and pleasant
in the heat.
“Why are we here though?” she demanded, as they made off down the street. “You don’t
even drink!”
“I don’t,” he agreed, glancing at a washerwoman sat cross-legged on the floor, who stared
at his and Hannah’s clothes with open disbelief.
“Well, okay,” Hannah said patiently, “so why, dare I ask, are we going to an ale festival?”
“The experience, Hannah! The sights, the songs, the dances and the games! And the food!
You haven’t lived ‘til you’ve tried a good old medieval sausage. They’re miles better than the
packaged rubbish of your time.”
“I’m sure,” Hannah scoffed, stepping over another pile of manure. The offending horse
was a few yards ahead of them, pulling a ramshackle brown cart with two wobbling wheels, its
back stuffed with (Hannah’s stomach lurched) pigs’ heads and trotters. “I’ll have to take your word
for that.”
“What?” the Doctor exclaimed, making a nearby shoeshine boy jump about a foot in the
air. “You’ll not try a sausage?”
“Certainly not. And if you get ill from eating one, my sympathy will be distinctly limited.”
The Doctor afforded her a smile, and they lapsed into friendly silence, emerging from the
market street into a far wider road, which ran alongside a perfectly revolting river, fast flowing
and chocolate brown, the unmistakable tang of sewage rising from the water. Hannah gagged, and
pressed a hand to her mouth.
“All part of the fun!” the Doctor beamed.
“Of course, Doctor.”
“I must be honest, though,” he said, frowning as he took in their surroundings, “I’m not
quite sure where in Bremen we are. I’ve never seen this part of town before.”
Hannah nodded. “We’re lost.”
“Not lost as such, just a trifle misplaced.” They walked a way down the road, and he
collared a town crier, who stood on a podium at the end of a curved bridge, which gave passage
across the river. The crier was not bellowing the news like he ought to, and was instead sat on a
chair with his hat off, wiping his sweaty brow, his white hair and beard heavy with perspiration.
His grey overcoat was damp at the armpits.
“You, my man!” the Doctor demanded. “We’re here for the ale festival. Direct us, if you
would.”
The town crier blinked. “Ale festival? What ale festival?”
“The ale festival!” the Doctor snapped.
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“There is no such festival, you rancorous cretin!” the crier replied tartly. Hannah fought
down a laugh. “I have lived here my whole life, and I can tell you as certain, we have never had
an ale festival here.”
The Doctor blinked. “Really?”
“Really.”
Hannah smiled. “Do excuse my friend, sir. I wonder if you could clarify something – are
we in the city of Bremen?”
The town crier wrinkled his nose and got immediately to his feet. “Bremen? You pair of
drunkards. I’m going to take an hour for dinner. Kindly make sure you aren’t here when I return.”
Hannah watched him go, and nodded slowly. “Doctor?”
“Yeah?”
“Might it be fair to suggest that you’ve brought us to the wrong place?”
“I…wouldn’t discount that possibility…” he conceded through gritted teeth.
“Well, never mind!” Hannah said happily, taking his arm again. “Let’s leave at once, then!”
“Leave?” he stared at her as though she were mad. “I think not! Okay, so it isn’t Bremen,
but it’s a nice enough place by the looks of things. Let’s explore a little first.”
Hannah groaned. “Must we?”
“Yes!”
And that was when she saw the rat.
She came damned close to screaming as an enormous, oily black pudding of flab and sinew
came scurrying at them from across the road, its whiskers twitching, its eyes two empty black
beads, so swollen they practically protruded from its face. For a creature so grossly obese, it moved
at a frightening speed, practically gliding over the flagstones as it charged them down…
No. Not them. They just happened to be in its path. The Doctor grabbed Hannah’s arm and
yanked her aside, the rat passing less than a yard from her feet, before vanishing over the low
railing which shielded the street from the river. She looked over the railing, and saw the rat climb
into a sewage outlet down on the rancid bank, vanishing into the gloom, the tail slithering behind.
“You both all right?” asked a local who saw what happened, a man in a brown tunic and
britches, his black hair comically unkempt.
“Fine,” Hannah gasped, massaging her heart. “Damn, though – that was a monster!”
“What, that?” the local scoffed. “No, ma’am. I’ve seen far larger than that these past few
weeks, and more aggressive too.”
The Doctor frowned. “The city’s got a rat problem?”
The man blinked. “Yes, sir. Where’ve you been, that you didn’t know that? The town is
swamped with the little fiends, and they’ve been spreading all manner of malady. There’s talk of
the entire city being placed under quarantine, would you believe?”
“Damn.” Hannah whistled, peering nervously over her shoulder, lest any rodents be
sneaking up on them. She suddenly felt doubly dirty just being here, and was keen to leave
immediately.
“ ‘Damn’ is right,” the man sighed. “I shudder to think what’ll happen. Rumour goes that
Lord Mayor Gerhard will keep us fed from his own pocket, but I’ll believe that when I see it.”
“Yes. Yes,” the Doctor said vaguely, not really listening. “Hannah, look over there.”
Hannah followed his gaze, and spied another rat nestled beside a big, whitewashed building
further down the street. The citizens were swerving to give it a wide birth, and though they acted
as if they weren’t concerned, Hannah could sense the fear in them, could see it in the stiff way that
they walked. And farther down, she spied another rat, skittering across the road towards the river.
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Glancing across the water, she saw the crowd swerving all about on the opposite street, as though
trying to avoid something – several somethings – in the road.
It was enough. “All right, Doctor. I think it’s high time we were off.”
The Doctor, thankfully, did not disagree. “Lead on, Miss. Redfoot.”
“With pleasure,” she muttered. “Good to meet you, sir.”
“And yourselves,” the citizen said humbly. “By the way – should ever you require the
service of a blacksmith, consider visiting my shop, which is just north of-”
“-We will,” the Doctor said abruptly, turning away from the man. “Good luck to you. I
think you’ll need it.”
They marched swiftly back the way they came, and Hannah’s eyes darted left and right
nervously, scanning the street for rats.
“Let’s try again,” the Doctor said. “For Bremen, I mean.”
“Really?” Hannah groaned. “Why not a space spa? A galactic hotel? Somewhere nice!
Somewhere clean!”
The Doctor huffed. “Tell you what, I’ll make you a deal – if you tolerate the ale festival
for me, then I’ll tolerate a space spa for you. How’s that?”
“You won’t stick to it,” she told him bluntly.
“Trust me!” the Doctor said indignantly.
“I don’t.”
Hannah skirted over another sludge of manure and they turned off the riverside road, back
down the street where the TARDIS was parked. But no sooner had they turned off than they found
themselves blocked in on all sides, by no fewer than ten men in chainmail, yellow tabards splayed
over their torsos, each of them armed with a vicious broadsword. They all wore steel helmets, and
each man was sweating profusely, the armour no doubt a heavy burden in the heat.
“Carry on!” the Doctor said brightly, trying to squeeze past.
“Hold it,” one of the guards growled, clasping the Doctor by the shoulder. “We’re looking
for somebody by the name of “Doctor”. Are you he?”
The Doctor and Hannah exchanged a glance, and the Doctor shrugged.
“I certainly am!” he exclaimed proudly, extending a hand.
It was the wrong thing to say. The guard lashed out like lightening, and seized the Doctor
by his outstretched arm, yanking him so hard that he fell instantly to the ground.
“What are you doing?” Hannah demanded shrilly, trying to prise the guard off the Doctor,
a noble yet futile gesture resulting only in her being roughly pushed away, staggering backwards
and colliding with another guard, his sun-beaten mail hot against her skin.
“I don’t think they like me,” the Doctor warbled, as the guards bore down on him like a
pack of hyenas, pressing his face to the dirt and tying his arms roughly behind his back. “Just run,
Hannah! Run! I’ll be fine!”
“Take her!” the first guard exclaimed, far too late. A strong hand brushed her shoulder, but
she wriggled free and took off down the road, skidding past the TARDIS and cursing that she
hadn’t a key on her. Behind her, she heard the heavy footfalls of guards giving chase, boots
slapping the ground and chainmail clinking and grating as they ran. Fast as they were, they were
slowed by their armour, and the thought spurred her into a full on sprint for freedom.
She emerged into a little quadrangle with a dank fountain in the centre and a large tavern
opposite, so many little eateries and alehouses overlooking the square. It looked to be a place that
would normally be bustling, full of families lounging carelessly in the sun, but which on account
of the rats was eerie quiet and sinister.
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Rather than cross the open ground, Hannah went back on herself and scarpered down a
street adjacent to where the TARDIS was parked. As she whipped round the corner of the barber
shop (haircuts, shaves and minor surgery), she heard the city watchmen come clanking into the
quadrangle, and alas, she wasn’t quick enough to evade them.
“There!” a rough voice exclaimed. Fighting down a sob, she picked up her pace and bowled
down the new street, a residential little road with thatched homes and what looked awfully like a
doss house for the poor.
“Stop that woman!” one of the guards shrieked, though the few peasants in the road seemed
unwilling to tangle with her, for the most part. The only exception was a smug-looking woman,
who thought to try and tackle Hannah to the ground. Hannah smashed into her like a tonne of
bricks, shoulder first, tossing her aside like a ragdoll.
They were gaining on her! Though she ran faster than they, their stamina was above and
beyond her own, and whilst she was tiring already, the heat and humidity sucking the energy from
her, the guards showed no signs of faltering, were speeding up in fact, and they’d get her, they
would, she couldn’t keep going…
The street bent sharply to the right and brought her back out on the riverside road. She
tanked it across the nearest bridge, and chanced a look behind her. There were three guards hot on
her heels, and she yelped as one of them hurled a throwing knife at her. It was then that she knew
for certain what she already suspected, that she was not fleeing for her liberty at this point, but
rather for her life.
That was all she needed. It was as though pure adrenaline had been mainlined into her arm,
and she found herself accelerating to lightning speed, her feet practically gliding over the wooden
panels of the bridge, everyone in her path leaping aside so as to avoid being swept away by the
unstoppable force she’d become. Her heart throbbed a rushing pace, and the sounds of grating
chainmail grew distant as she pulled away from her pursuers, leaving them far behind, so far that
they’d barely gotten halfway across the bridge by the time she reached the other side.
She didn’t slow to get her bearings, simply shot off down the first street that she saw, a
narrow street which led to a foul smelling array of tanneries, tailors and smiths, the stenches of
boiling water, urine and coal hot in her nostrils. There were buyers and traders in her way, but
none tried to stop her, the buyers standing aside, and the traders knowing better than to rattle their
wares under her nose.
She came upon a little alleyway, which ran between two tanneries, and knew that this might
be her best – her only – chance of survival. She scrambled down it, and leapt over a low wall at
the end of the little path, finding herself in some sort of rancid crawlspace behind a small tavern.
She waited with bated breath, hoping against hope, finally breaking into a lunatic grin as she heard
the city watch go clanking straight past the alleyway. She’d lost them.
Sighing, she slid to her backside and shut her eyes, panting like a dog. She was dripping
sweat, grossly overwarm beneath her clothes, her knees and ankles searing with the good,
satisfactory pain that comes only from a generous bout of exercise.
It was only then, as she sat in that stinking little hidden space, that the gravity of her
situation struck her. There she was, a fugitive in a hostile city, surrounded by a plague of rats and
an army of guards who wanted her dead for crimes unknown, which she emphatically hadn’t
committed. Worst of all, the Doctor was lost to her. For all she knew, they might have killed him
already, or might do so in short order. And without him, why, she certainly wasn’t getting out of
here.
Not ever.
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The Doctor
“Start talking.”
“Certainly,” the Doctor replied. “Your face, dear sir, is shaped like a blooming squash.
Moreover—”
For his lip, he received a hearty whack on the nose with the blunt pommel of the sheriff’s
sword.
“We know what you are, man! Speak the truth, and make things easier for yourself.”
The Doctor sighed. “All right. The truth is…you smell worse than a decomposing ham.”
He laughed bitterly. “What do you want me to say?”
He was given another whack with the pommel, and a harder one at that. He felt blood
dribbling from his nostrils, trickling into his mouth. He spat, flecks of red splattering the filthy
flagstone floor of the dungeon.
“I don’t think we understand each other,” the sheriff purred, “so I’ll be honest with you. I
enjoy hurting people. I love it. Inflicting pain is a grossly underrated pastime, though a hard one
to pursue, since it’s unlawful for the most part. But not for me! Hurting people is part of the job.
A particularly important part, at that. But I’m not an unreasonable man, Doctor. If you answer my
questions, honestly and without further insult, then I will curtail my desires as best as I can. So out
with it!”
The Doctor nodded, spitting fresh blood, lamenting the metallic taste it left. “All right then.
Tell me what I’m supposed to have done, and I’ll confirm the truth, or otherwise, of the
allegations.”
“You’re a rogue. A vagabond. A highwayman! You kill for money, leave havoc and
heartbreak in your wake! You take what you want, you destroy lives without regard, you pillage,
you rob, you slaughter as it suits you! You, sir…are a monster!”
The Doctor smiled. “My dear friend, you are wasted here. That was magnificent! The
theatre is in your blood, man!”
“Confess!”
“Okay. Well, if you say all that’s true, then obviously it must be! But out of morbid
curiosity, may I ask how you came by this information?”
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The sheriff straightened up, satisfied, and shrugged a shoulder. “The Piper tipped us off. I
don’t know his real name. None of us do. But he knows you well, by your reputation.”
“How nice…” the Doctor said slowly. It hit him. “Did you say the Piper?”
“Aye.”
The Doctor swallowed. “Describe him.”
“Ugly looking fellow. Colourful clothes. Got chalk or something all over his face.”
The Doctor swallowed. “And he owns a pipe?”
“He does.”
A medieval city in Lower Saxony…
A plague of rats…
A piper…
“I know where I am.” The Doctor breathed, a shiver running down his spine.
“Glad to hear it.” The sheriff sneered. “Now, I think we’re finished here.”
“Just a moment!” the Doctor exclaimed. “Tell me…am I in Hamelyn? And is the year
1284?”
“Yes to both.”
The Doctor scoffed. “Oh! Well I was nearly right, then! See, I was looking to reach Bremen
in 1184 to visit their famous ale festival. I was so close! What’s a precious few miles and a hundred
years out, between friends?”
“You’ve warbled on long enough,” the sheriff snapped, nonplussed. “You are a killer, and
a liar, and if it were up to me, you would be hanged immediately.”
“Yes,” said a voice from the staircase, “but the motions of justice must be observed, my
dear Styne.”
A man was standing at the foot of the rackety stairs leading into the dungeons. He wore a
smart leather tunic and black riding boots, with burgundy britches and many glittering gemstones
on his fingers. He looked to be in his forties, with receding black hair to match his apparel. Though
his frame was slender, a slight beer gut hung heavy over his belt.
“Lord Mayor!” the sheriff bowed.
“How do you do?” the Doctor exclaimed.
“Well enough,” the mayor purred, “My name is Gerhard Vaisey, Lord Mayor of Hamelyn.”
“Good for you!” the Doctor replied genially. “I’m the Doctor.”
“I know it. Well fear not, Doctor, for we shan’t put you to death without a trial. With the
possible exception of Sheriff Styne here, we are a civilized people. You’ll have the chance to
defend yourself at court tomorrow, of that you can rest assured. But be warned – should we find
you guilty, the next dawn shall you hang.”
The Doctor shrugged. “And if I’m acquitted?”
Gerhard smiled, and grasped the Doctor by the shoulder. “It doesn’t do to ponder on
something that won’t happen.”
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Hannah
She woke to two things the next morning. Pain, and a stranger’s hand in her pocket.
She had a roaring chainsaw of a bad back; she’d slept in that little space between the
alleyway and the back of the tavern, her t-shirt serving as a pathetic excuse of a mattress. She
groaned miserably as she stirred, sweaty and filthy, her throat aching with thirst and her head
throbbing. She felt utterly disgusting, and supposed she didn’t smell too fabulous either – but then,
the stench of the city itself went a long way to masking that.
The memory of yesterday hit her like a tonne of bricks, and it was all she could do not to
shut her eyes and go back to sleep, overwhelmed by her helpless despair. But this was a fleeting
thing, and she regained her resolve immediately. No, she would not curl up into a ball and die. She
would not weep. She would not give up. Rather, she would find out where the Doctor had been
taken, and then she would rescue him. They would find their way back to the TARDIS, and they
would flee this stinking rat-pile of a city, never to return.
Quite how she’d achieve any of that, she didn’t know. But she might as well get started.
It was only then, as she made to get up, that she felt the hand rummaging around in the left
pocket of her jeans.
She yelped and staggered clumsily to her feet, pushing away the little peasant girl, who
wore no shoes and a sack-like tunic, which hung loosely over her bony shoulders. Her hair was
wild and matted, inky black in colour, and her feet and lower legs were caked grey with grime.
“What are you doing?” Hannah demanded.
The girl shrugged defensively. “Robbing you, miss!”
Hannah stared at her incredulously. “You can’t do that!”
“Why not? You got drunk and passed out on the street. I found you. It’s fair game, isn’t it?
That’s how it works!”
“Not where I come from.” Hannah retorted bitterly.
“Well, you’re in my town now, miss.”
“Worst luck.”
The girl had no answer to that, and fell silent. She was younger than Hannah had first
realised eleven or twelve.
“I’m Grey-Eyes.” She said sullenly.
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“Hannah. Is, um…is Grey-Eyes really your name?”
“No. But my mother was a prostitute, and died giving birth to me. Goodness knows who
my father was. I was never named.”
“Right,” Hannah said awkwardly, noticing that the girl’s eyes were a strange sort of offblue in colour, and probably did look grey in lesser light.
“It was Yjen who first called me Grey-Eyes. Now everyone does. I could think of worse
names.”
“Yjen?”
“Runs the orphanage.”
“Does she indeed?” Hannah murmured. She had to start somewhere. If nothing else, she
might manage to score a little breakfast. She removed her left hoop earring, and handed it to GreyEyes, wincing as her skin brushed against the girl’s filthy palm.
“I’m gonna pay you.” She told her. “You take me to Yjen, and I’ll give you the other
earring. Deal?”
“Deal!” Grey-Eyes exclaimed brightly, spitting in her hand and offering it to Hannah.
“Not a chance!” Hannah drew back, disgusted. “Just take me to her.”
“Fine, miss. It’s a bit of a walk, I’ll warn you. Let’s get going.”
*****
It was considerably more than “a bit of a walk” to the orphanage. The hour-long slog left Hannah
dripping sweat and exhausted, as they marched without respite through the narrow market streets
and the appalling slum quarters, and occasionally, the nicer areas of town, wider roads with clean
cobbles and large homes, stagecoaches of polished wood parked on the kerbs, some with neatly
groomed horses still attached. It was in these exposed roads that the sun was at its cruellest,
beaming heat, not a copse of shade to be found, nor even the slightest whisper of a breeze.
The orphanage was situated in the far northwest of Hamelyn, and a pleasant part of town
it was not. It reminded Hannah rather of a Brazilian favela: ramshackle wooden houses slanted
dangerously, piled on top of one another, while sewage ran freely down the steep dirt roads and
came to rest in loathsome puddles. The orphanage itself looked, at least, of sound structure, but
that was the best Hannah could say. It was built of grey brick and rough cement, a dreary onestorey building with a reddish roof and windows with wooden shudders. It was nestled between a
blacksmiths and a tannery.
But whereas the outside was as grim as Hannah had expected, the inside was a real surprise
to her. She’d expected a filthy hovel, all grime and lice, a place befitting the filthy beggar children
who lived there. Not at all. The place was clean and carpeted beige, and consisted of a cool openplan room, with little side rooms snaking off along the walls, mostly dorms, and a kitchen at the
far end, equipped with a large range and a generous pantry.
Sitting in a high backed chair, with a sea of orphans at her feet, could only be Yjen. Like
the establishment she ran, Yjen was not remotely what Hannah had expected. She was a pretty
thing, late twenties perhaps, slender with strawberry blonde hair that was free of grease or grime,
and brushed perfectly straight. She wore decorative red ring mail over a black silk dress, and
leather boots tanned burgundy. She beckoned Hannah and Grey-Eyes closer, and shook Hannah
by the hand, once, a formal pump. She smelled strongly of liquor, and there was no mistaking the
faint fragrance of lavender about her. She was patently wealthy, or born from wealth at least.
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“I need help,” Hannah said, and explained her dire situation to Yjen, who listened
impassively, nodding in places, frowning in others, shrugging once Hannah had finished.
“That’s quite a story,” she said. Her voice was peculiar, high and rather strained, as if she
were talking through a sore throat. “First things first, would you care for some wine?”
“No thanks,” Hannah said at once. Had it been later in the day, she might have been
tempted, but to drink at this early hour seemed perfectly grotesque. “Have you any water?”
Yjen waved a lazy hand, and one of the orphans leapt immediately to his feet, scurrying
outside.
“We’ve got a well,” Yjen explained patiently, noting the confusion on Hannah’s face.
“Oh, yeah. Of course.”
“And as for the rest of you,” Yjen said, glaring down at the children, “it’s high time you
got to work. Mr. Luthar’s expecting the rent, and he won’t take kindly if we don’t have it soon.”
She shuddered slightly, Hannah noticed.
The orphans immediately put down what remained of their breakfasts, and fled the
orphanage in a happy, babbling swarm, all brushing roughly past Hannah, aside from Grey-Eyes.
“Where have you been?” Yjen demanded of her.
“I nearly got caught in the bankers’ quarter,” Grey-Eyes explained. “Fled town for a few
hours.”
“Good girl.” Yjen flashed her a smile. “You can sleep this morning, then, but you’re to get
back to work by the afternoon.”
“Yes, miss,” Grey-Eyes said meekly. She turned to Hannah. “You owe me, remember?”
“Oh. Yeah.” Hannah removed her other earring and dropped it into the girl’s palm while
Yjen looked on with a faint smile. Grey-Eyes pocketed the second earring and ambled off into one
of the dorms.
Yjen poured herself a glass of wine from a jug on the floor. “There’s only once place that
your friend could have been taken – the Mayor’s Palace, in the centre of town. But getting him out
of there will be a heinous task.”
“I guessed that it would be,” Hannah said gravely. “But you don’t understand – I have to
try. Without the Doctor, I’m stuck here. Like really, properly stuck! Trapped in a rat-infested city,
with no friends, no money, and no hope. I don’t have any choice but to try.”
Yjen took a long moment before replying, during which time she coolly observed Hannah,
who was forced to drop her gaze. She felt sick. Overwarm, hungry, angry too—angry at the guards,
at the heat, even at the Doctor himself for getting her into this situation. The orphan returned with
her water, but it was lukewarm and gritty, and she dared not drink more than a few sips.
“The rats are a problem.” Yjen finally remarked. “There’s talk of them closing the city for
a few weeks, to starve them out. We’ll see.
“But look, here’s what I propose – I’m not going to lift a finger to help you personally.
Why should I? I don’t know you, and I have no reason to care about your predicament. If something
went wrong, it could put my whole enterprise at risk. I can’t let that happen, lest the children end
up back on the streets. But I’ll make you a deal.”
“What?”
“Do a day’s work for me, and tonight I’ll let you talk to the children. You can ask them if
they’re willing to help you. Their skills might aid you well. If any agree, then so be it. But I won’t
force them. If they all say no, then you’re on your own. In that case, you leave. Or stay on, if you
want – seems to me that you’ll be needing steady labour if you aren’t able to rescue your friend.
Work hard, and you could do all right here.”
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That was a possibility Hannah could scarcely bear to entertain, but its truth was not lost on
her. Throat too tight to speak, she nodded.
“Excellent.” Yjen rose to her feet. “Then you can start immediately. Can you cook?”
“Sort of.”
“Good enough. Come with me.” She led Hannah into the kitchen, and from the pantry
produced a large copper bowl of minced meat, and also, bizarrely, a pewter bowl of sawdust.
“Make the sausages. We sell ‘em for a pretty penny down at the markets, way over the
odds. It’s the “aww” trick, you see.”
“I don’t see,” Hannah said blankly. “The what?”
“The “aww” trick. When people hear that the sausages are made by orphans, what do they
say?”
Hannah could not help but smile. “Aww.”
“Exactly.” Yjen grinned. “Folk are happy to pay stupid money for charity. Stokes their ego,
doesn’t it? Helps them live with themselves.”
“That’s very cynical,” Hannah remarked. She was gagging slightly on the ripe smell of the
mincemeat.
Yjen shrugged. “Now, the sawdust is to be mixed in with the meat. It helps to bind the
sausages together, you see. Gives them a good bit of texture.”
That, to Hannah, felt a shade too far. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
“I’ve never had a complaint,” Yjen replied coolly.
“It’s definitely illegal.”
“Only if your caught,” Yjen said, a bite of impatience in her voice. “Listen, if you don’t
want my help, you need only say. You can leave right now if you want, and good luck to you.
You’ll need it.”
Hannah said nothing.
“No? In that case, get to work. I want them ready for lunchtime.”
With no particular choice, and hating herself with a passion, Hannah gingerly dug her
hands into the mincemeat and set to work, adding as little sawdust to the mix as she could get away
with. She didn’t know what was worse – the fact that she was desperate enough to trawl such filthy
depths as this, or the fact that she rather liked Yjen and her orphans, loath though she was to admit
it.
*****
That night, the orphans huddled together in the large main room, either chatting to one another, or
else sprawling silent on the floor, exhausted by a gruelling day’s labour (if you could call it that)
in the blazing heat.
Hannah had hoped that Yjen would introduce her to the kids, perhaps even put forth the
request on her behalf, but there would be no chance of that; she was absolutely catatonic, passed
out on her bed in the corner with her boots off and her dress askew. She’d started drinking shortly
before dinner, and hadn’t stopped ‘til the bottle was empty and she could no longer string a
sentence together.
So, feeling mortified, Hannah stood up and cleared her throat for silence. A few of the
children glanced at her, but went immediately back to their conversations, exchanging stories,
comparing how much they’d each stolen that day.
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“Excuse me…” Hannah muttered, clearing her throat again. She drew a few more cursory
glances, but no silence fell; if anything the chatter went up a notch.
“Children!” she squealed shrilly, growing hot under the collar. She paused, and wondered
what Yjen would do in her place.
“Shut up!” she bellowed, baring her teeth. Immediate silence fell, as a sea of filthy faces
swivelled her way.
“Better,” she said, glowering down at them. “Now – my name is Hannah Redfoot. And I
need your help. I’ll make sure that anyone who offers that help gets paid.” She hadn’t the foggiest
notion how she’d make good on that promise, and hoped only that she could acquire some local
currency at some point.
“Me and a friend arrived here yesterday,” she said, “we were looking to get to Bremen, but
my friend isn’t good with a compass. We ended up here instead, wherever here is—”
“Hamelyn!” a scrawny boy interjected.
“Hamelyn.” Hannah repeated. “So anyway, he was arrested by the city watch soon after
we arrived, and I don’t know why. They would have taken me too. I got away. But I can’t leave
without my friend. I’m stuck here without him!”
There was faint muttering near the back of the herd. Feeling rather like a schoolteacher,
Hannah glared at the culprits, and demanded to know what the problem was. One of them, a tall
girl with red hair, got to her feet.
“Miss, by any chance, does a big blue box belong to you and him?”
“Yes!” Hannah exclaimed. “Why?”
“It’s gone, miss. Taken. I saw ‘em load it into a cart last night, and carry it off.”
Hannah swallowed the urge to panic. “Great! So look, I’ll be blunt – Yjen tells me that my
friend will have been taken to the Mayor’s Palace. Hopefully, that’s where the box is too. So I
need your help getting in there.”
Silence.
“Come on!” Hannah urged. “Listen, I know how you make a living. Surely some of you
must know a way into the palace?”
“We might.” The tall girl said defensively. “And we might not. Either way, why should we
risk our necks for you?”
Feeling more than slightly ashamed, Hannah replied, “You’ll risk it because I’m paying.
You’ll risk it because I’ve been slaving away on your behalf all day. And above all, you’ll risk it
because I’ll bet some of you would get a buzz out of doing it! Am I right?”
In the end, three of them agreed to help. Grey-Eyes was the first to volunteer, followed by
a stout boy of about ten, and then – to Hannah’s surprise – the tall girl, who introduced herself as
Lana. She seemed to be some sort of leader among the orphans; strange, for she was not the eldest,
and doubtless several of the boys were stronger than she. Perhaps, then, it was her obvious
intelligence; she was articulate and softly spoken, and seemed rather more adult than the others.
Hannah led the three of them outside. Two large black rats were scrabbling at the tannery
door, greasy furred and stinking. For the first time since arriving in Hamelyn, Hannah caught a
whiff of something fruity in the air, the smell the Doctor had remarked upon the previous day.
Spoiled citrus, she reckoned, like orange juice past its sell-by date.
“There’s three ways into the palace,” Lana said. “One is through the front gates. Obviously
that’s not an option. Now, there is a second entrance round the side, a delivery port where all the
provisions go in. Trouble is, it’s almost as well guarded as the front. Worse is that the guards
stationed there know us quite well.”
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“They know you?”
“Don’t ask.” Lana smirked. “So in short, we’ll get arrested or worse if we chance the front
or the side. But there is a third way in, which most people never think about. That’s our best shot
of getting in and out undetected. But…”
Hannah knew, somehow. She knew what was coming. “You’re about to tell me it’s through
the sewers, aren’t you?”
Lana nodded slowly. “I am.”
“I see. And there’s no other ways in?”
“Probably there is, but we don’t know about them. Even if we did, the sewers are your best
bet – they’ll get you in right near the dungeons.”
“The rats, though!” Hannah squirmed.
“Don’t worry about them,” the stout boy said solemnly. “There’s talk that they attack folk,
but me’s thinking that’s just when they’re provoked. I mean, look at these two.” He gestured at the
rats outside the tannery. “We’s leaving them alone, so they’s leaving us alone.”
“I guess so,” Hannah said uncertainly. “Sorry son, I never caught your name.”
“Bean.” The boy grunted.
Hannah blinked. “Bean?”
“Yup. Bean.”
“Okay…so listen, have any of you ever broken into the palace through the sewers before?”
“Oh yes!” Grey-Eyes beamed proudly. “Lots! Me and a friend got in a few months back,
stole some lovely decorative daggers from the guards’ barracks. Yjen was so proud - she gave me
two cups of wine that night! I didn’t like it though. It made me feel funny.”
“Yeah, it would.” Hannah chuckled. “How about the blue box? Where’s that likely to be?”
“The loading bay.” Lana said promptly. “And that’s a headache of its own, for you’ll have
to cross the courtyard unseen to reach it. Much easier at night, so we should wait ‘til tomorrow
afternoon before heading out. We wouldn’t reach the palace before daybreak tonight.”
“All right.” Hannah didn’t like the idea of waiting that long, but thought it best to concede
to the experts. “So we’ve got a deal, then? You help me get in, and I’ll pay you once the Doctor –
and the box – are safe?”
“Deal.” Lana said.
Grey-Eyes nodded. Bean, however, looked troubled.
“Did you say “the Doctor”, miss?”
“I did.” Hannah frowned.
A grim silence fell. Even the rats had stopped squealing, and appeared almost to be
watching Hannah and the children. Listening in.
“We’ve been warned about him,” Lana whispered.
“What?” Hannah said blankly. “By who? We only arrived yesterday!”
“Liar!” Bean exclaimed viciously. “We knows what he is! The cave told us!”
“What?” Hannah exclaimed.
Lana grimaced. “A few weeks ago, we lost a boy. Koppen. Went out to work one day, and
never came home. That’s never happened before. We’ve had children who leave, children who get
arrested and shipped off to proper orphanages, and plenty of children who die…but we’ve never
had one vanish without a trace. Yjen acts like she doesn’t care, but I know that she does. She
always drinks more when she’s sad. And she always drinks a lot. Now more than ever.
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“And it isn’t only Koppen. I’ve been hearing all sorts out on the streets, stories of kids
going missing all over Hamelyn. Kids like us. Unloved, unwanted, unworthy of a search. And in
numbers just small enough so that nobody really cares.”
“It’s the Doctor who’s been doing it!” Bean jabbered. “The cave says so!”
“Shut up, Bean!” Grey-Eyes spat. “We don’t know anything. Perhaps the cave is lying!”
“Sorry.” Hannah whimpered. “I’m falling behind here…the cave?”
“The talking cave.” Grey-Eyes whispered, her eyes wide. “It told us the Doctor is
dangerous, and that we shouldn’t have anything to do with him.”
“The talking…cave.” Hannah said helplessly. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking
about. Really, I don’t. But I can promise you that whatever you’ve heard about the Doctor is a lie.”
“So you say.” Bean glowered.
“So I know!” Hannah retorted. Silence fell.
“Is that it, then? Am I on my own?”
The children conferred in low voices for a moment, and Hannah stood patiently while they
spoke, glancing at the rats outside the tannery. She was sure they were listening, and however
much she told herself how ridiculous that was, she found herself unable to shake the suspicion—
nay certainty—that those rodents were hanging off their every word. And not only them: down the
road, no fewer than ten rats were scurrying around, tails slithering over the cobbles as they skittered
about in a swarm, twitching and hissing at one another. Likewise, in the sloping roads leading
deeper into the slum, she heard the unmistakable sound of so many little claws scratching in the
shadows.
“Come with us,” Lana finally said. “Come and see the talking cave tomorrow morning.
We’ve got time. Yjen gives us a day off each week. And we’ll head to the palace after that. The
deal stands, because I for one don’t trust the cave. But I trust you.”
Hannah nodded. “Thanks. I swear to you, I’m telling the truth.”
“I think so,” Lana said gravely. “In the morning, then. For now, let’s get some sleep.”
“Yeah,” Hannah agreed, following the orphans back inside. Quite what the morrow would
bring, she hadn’t a clue.
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The Doctor
“A strange justice.” He remarked to his new cellmate, a particularly fat middle-aged man with a
pallid face and squinty blue eyes, his shock of blonde hair sticking up in all directions. His teeth
were bad. Not atrocious, not abnormal for this era, but bad nonetheless.
The Doctor’s trial had been nothing short of a circus, a bizarre array of charges put against
him by the Mayor and his cronies, accusations which he had no right to rebut, no right to question,
and no right to appeal once the guilty verdict was rendered.
He’d been a busy boy! His reign of terror apparently began a whole ten years ago, when
he’d set fire to a brewery which had owed him money and fallen astray on its repayments.
Thereafter, he fled to a new township, some hundred leagues from Hamelyn, and set up shop as a
legitimate sellsword, though this was a folly, a front for his real business, as money lender and –
for the right price – assassin. It was thought that he’d been responsible for as many as fifty murders
over the course of three years.
Once that enterprise became too hot to handle, he fled once again, and fell in with a crowd
of travelling entertainers. In each town this band visited, so shot up the crime rate. The burglaries,
the beatings, the thefts and the murders all saw a stark uptick when the Doctor and his merry men
were close at hand.
As for his box, his blue box, which he’d been horrified to learn was now stored in the
palace…why, he’d stolen that from a rich noble in Bremen, injuring several of the aristocrat’s
household staff to evade capture. One of them died of fever shortly thereafter, when the wounds
he sustained became infected.
Guilty, guilty, guilty.
The trial was concluded, the verdict reached, and the sentence passed in less than a halfhour, whilst lurking in a corner of the grand council chamber which the light couldn’t reach,
hovered the Piper.
“Strange indeed,” his cellmate agreed, his voice a deep burr. “Truth be had, this isn’t my
first brush with the law, but never have I had a paltry sham trial like that.” He’d been tried shortly
after the Doctor, and was also due to hang at dawn tomorrow.
“What did they get you for?” the Doctor asked.
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The fat man shrugged. “I peddled a rat tonic. Not proud of it. It wasn’t a tonic at all, see. It
was water with a little pepper added.”
“I see.” The Doctor grinned. “The original snake oil salesman! How was trade?”
“Good!” he exclaimed. “The shop had been cleared out by noon. A plague of rats demands
rat tonic, like a drunkard demands ale.”
“Very astute,” the Doctor said gravely. “I’d take my hat off to you, if I were a hat person.
Which I’m not. Used to be. Not anymore. Anyway, tell me, what’s your name?”
“Fitzrovia, sir. Leopold Fitzrovia. Call me Leo.”
The Doctor nodded. “Leo it is. Well see here, Leo – I don’t really want to be hanged
tomorrow. Of course, my superior genes do give me a good chance of withstanding strangulation,
assuming my neck doesn’t break immediately…but all the same, it’s not my idea of a fun morning.
What say you?”
“I’d quite agree,” Leo said. “Happen it doesn’t much matter, though. The decision has
already been made.”
“Don’t be a pessimist,” the Doctor replied, rising to his feet. The chains around his ankles
scraped nosily along the floor as he hobbled to the thick wooden door of the cell, and peered
through the wrought hole in the centre. There was a guard in the hallway outside, slumped in a
chair with his feet on a little table, a horn of ale at his side and a piece of textile in his lap. That
made the Doctor smile a little, that such a brutish looking man should sew to pass the time. He
was amazed that his cumbersome hands could master a needle.
The Doctor crept back to Leo, carrying the chain to stop it scraping. Reaching into his
pocket, he withdrew a thick piece of white chalk, and began scribbling on the flagstone floor.
“I say!” Leo exclaimed. “What are you doing?”
“I’m drawing a map, Leo. A map which leads directly to a little haul of stolen treasures,
which I acquired during my years as a robber baron.”
“Really?” Leo’s eyes widened.
“No. But what say we tell the guard that? If he believes it, and I hope that he will, then
he’ll come straight in here to look. And when he does, I want you to be ready.”
“Ready to do what?”
“Take him out, Leo.”
“Take him out?” Leo gaped. “Oh sir, but I don’t like violence! Can’t we swap roles?”
“Certainly not!” the Doctor exclaimed. “Goodness me, I’m not asking you to kill the man.
Just make sure he’s in no position to follow us. Because if you don’t, make no odds, we will die
tomorrow.”
Leo shrugged. “Sir, I fast approach the age of sixty. I’ve already lived far longer than I
thought to live. My entire family is long dead. There is nothing left for me here, besides sickness
and a lonely, drawn out demise. Let tomorrow be, I say. A quick, clean death.”
“I won’t hear of it!” the Doctor exclaimed, looking up from his work. “Listen to me, Leo
– we’re getting out of here tonight, me and you. I’m going to find my friend and leave Hamelyn
immediately. And if you want my advice, you should do just the same.”
“Why?” Leo frowned suspiciously. “Why do you say that? And where would you have me
go?”
“Anywhere!” the Doctor snapped, scribbling furiously on the floor. “And if you have
children, take them with you.”
“I told you – my family are all long dead, my children among them. But why do you say
that?”
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“Because something terrible is about to happen here. And I can’t stop it. There’s nothing I
can do here, Leo. What happens here, must happen. It’s fixed.”
“Then tell me what it is!”
The Doctor shook his head. “I won’t. Just get out of town. You hear me? Go and start
anew! Find honest work, with honest folk! Do some good before you die, to compensate for the
bad.”
Leo sighed. “Very well. For your sake only, I’ll go along with it.”
“Good man,” the Doctor said, finishing his map (a series of random lines on the floor) and
straightening up. “Are you ready, then?”
“Yes, yes.”
“Splendid.” The Doctor cleared his throat. “Guaaaard!”
No answer.
“Oh, guaaaaaard!”
Nothing.
“Guard?”
“Shut up!” the guard replied in a gruff voice.
“Not like that.” Leo said with a smirk. “Like this. Guard! You great, supine mutton-headed
moron! We want to talk to you, lug ears!”
It was the wrong – and by extension, the right – thing to say. The Doctor heard the guard
leap immediately to his feet, and fumble for the key to their cell, which hung on a bunch of about
twenty. Finally, after a good deal of angry rattling, the cell door swung open and the guard towered
in the frame, his mail vest glimmering in the scant moonlight.
“Repeat to me what you just said,” he muttered, padding toward Leo with a horsewhip.
“Come on, lard. Repeat to me what you just said.”
He struck out with the horsewhip, but Leo managed to dodge the slashing leather, rolling
around on the filthy floor like a monster-sized baby, the chains on his ankles jangling as he moved.
“Ignore him!” the Doctor exclaimed airily. “He talks to everyone like that.”
“I talk to everyone like that!” Leo agreed. “It’s nothing personal.”
“Never mind him!” the Doctor said. “Just listen to me – you know that I’m for it tomorrow,
of course. We both are, me and my large friend here. And I was thinking, well, if I am to die, then
what use have I for my trinkets?”
The guard’s piggy eyes narrowed. “What trinkets?”
The Doctor rapped his palm on the floor. “See this map? The man who can memorize it,
and follow it, could end up a very rich man indeed. Of course, the treasures it leads to are sincerely
ill gotten, but—”
“I don’t care about that!” the guard exclaimed. He frowned. “What’s the catch?”
The Doctor smiled sweetly. “No catch. I look at you, and I see an honest man earning a
paltry pay. Have you a family to feed? You do? Well, I would die a happy man if, on the night of
my death, I was able to do a little good for somebody. I trust you know how to read a map, albeit
a rudimentary one?”
“Of course I do!” the guard breathed, his eyes glimmering. “Move aside instantly. Let me
look.”
The Doctor obliged, and the guard bent down to examine the floor, immediately engrossed
by the scrawled treasure map. On cue, Leo wobbled to his feet behind the guard, and brought a
podgy fist slamming down into the base of his neck. For a man who claimed to deplore violence,
his was a mighty fine blow. The guard crumpled immediately, his legs folding in on themselves
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as he went sprawling to the floor without even a groan. Leo stood over his unconscious form with
a bewildered look upon his face, as though he couldn’t quite comprehend what he’d just done.
“Well done,” the Doctor said, pulling the bunch of keys from the guard’s belt, setting to
work finding the correct one to unlock their chains. It was meticulous work, but finally he and Fitz
were unfastened.
“All right.” The Doctor padded to the doorway and peered out into the hall. “We’re out of
the cell, but we’re not free yet. I don’t suppose you know the best way out of here?”
“Of course not,” Leo replied, creeping out of the cell behind the Doctor. “I’ve never set
foot in the palace before.”
“Never mind, then,” the Doctor said tartly, creeping across the hallway and ascending the
narrow flight of stairs leading out of the dungeons.
“That said,” Leo added, “any lowlife worth his salt knows that the safest way out is
normally via the sewers.”
The Doctor groaned. He was half-tempted to make for the TARDIS, so as to move it into
the city and rescue Hannah. But he dared not try that; the old girl was grossly unreliable for short
hops, and there was every possibility that he’d overshoot by a year or so. Would Hannah survive
a year in Hamelyn? Maybe she would. Probably she would – she was a resourceful girl. But she’d
certainly never forgive him. Especially once…
“All right,” he sighed, “we’ll make for the sewers. You don’t mind if I saddle you up and
use you as a life raft?”
“Funny,” Leo growled.
“You assume I’m joking,” the Doctor remarked, as he prised open the door at the top of
the staircase, and emerged into a long landing with red carpets and portraits of Lord Mayors past
on the walls. The décor looked quite deliberate: a condemned man on his way to the gallows must
bear the derision of the dead and the living alike, as he took his final walk. To the right, it was a
short distance to the courtyard, and the gallows. To the left lay the guard’s barracks, and in them
most likely an entrance to the sewers.
*****
They did not need to look far for a privy. One stood, thankfully unused, behind a door at the
entrance to the barracks. The Doctor heard the sounds of drunken euphoria within the barracks,
and smiled at his own good luck; the louder the guards, the less likely they’d hear him and Leo,
fleeing under their noses. It crossed the Doctor’s mind that each and every one of them might get
into pretty bad trouble for this. It crossed his mind immediately thereafter that he didn’t care one
single jot about that.
He gently closed the door of the privy chamber and stood in the little brick room, squashed
against the wall by Leo’s colossal berth. Both men stared miserably at the small hole in the middle
of the floor, through which a repellent stench wafted, the faint buzzing of flies audible within.
“I’ll go first,” the Doctor volunteered.
“Thank you.” Leo bowed his head.
“I’m not being magnanimous. I’m worried you’ll get stuck halfway through. That being
the case, it’s better for me to be down there than up here.”
“Very wise,.” Leo scowled.
“Yep. Now keep watch.”
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Gritting his teeth, the Doctor clambered into the hole and slid into the sewer below, a
cavernous corridor with a slanted ceiling and a repulsive shallow stream of grey-brown water,
which ran westwards into the Weser River itself – the same river in which a thousand rats would
soon be drowned, a service for which payment would be demanded and refused, the consequences
of which would be remembered as sordid legend forevermore.
In fact, Leo did manage to squeeze through the hole, though it was not a happy experience
for anybody involved. The Doctor had to haul him through by his legs, and he came splattering
down right on top of him, soaking them both in the unspeakable water lapping at their boots. The
large man looked to be on the verge of tears when he smelled himself.
“All right,” the Doctor growled, fighting down a sharp pang of nausea. “Follow the
stream.”
“Follow the stream,” Fitz murmured thickly.
They set off down the sewer, and the Doctor extracted a small torch from his pocket,
lighting their way. He rather wished he hadn’t; the beam of light illuminated the things floating in
the water, and stinking slime clang to the walls and curved ceiling, slithering down the slanted
brickwork like rancid butter. The sewer was horribly narrow, and it was all he could do to ignore
the gnaw of claustrophobia which threatened to overwhelm him. His only comfort was in the
heavy, splashing footfalls of Leo behind him. He would have hated to be down here on his own.
Yet something was wrong. Something was bugging him. He knew it was obvious, whatever
it was, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it…perhaps if it had been less huge, less ridiculous,
he’d have spotted it straight away. Instead, it confounded him the whole way down the
sewer…what was it? What was so amiss?
It tortured him right up until they finally emerged upon the muddy bank of the river, the
glorious pre-dawn sky above them, a clammy breeze slightly cooling them. Leo let out a small sob
and threw himself forwards into the river, desperate to clean the filth from his ragged grey
garments. The Doctor hesitated, shrugged, and then did the same, reasoning that the heat of the
coming day would dry him off quickly.
And then, as he was submerged in the gritty water of the river, it suddenly hit him. He came
bubbling instantly back to the surface and dragged Leo with him, staggering back into the bank
with his hearts hammering and his mouth lolling open.
“The rats, Leo! Where were the rats?”
In the sewer, he had seen not a single rodent. There had been no scurrying of little feet, no
meowls or skitters, and no filthy black bodies waddling alongside them.
“You noticed,” Leo said with a half-smile. “I wondered if you would.”
“What d’you mean?”
The fat man chuckled. “It makes no sense. Our poor town is racked with the little fiends.
They’re everywhere. Every home, every street, every market, every tavern…thousands of them,
everywhere you look. But in all the nooks and crannies that people seldom visit – the sewers, for
instance – there’s nary a rat to be seen. It’s like…they only exist when there’s people to see
them…”
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Hannah
Yjen wasn’t overly impressed by three of her workers – if you could call them that – taking their
day off at the same time, but then she was far too hung-over to argue.
They rose at first light, and Hannah had been allowed to make use of the bath, a stoic
wooden tub in a closet room at the back of the orphanage. She’d been rather embarrassed as the
urchins ran back and forth with tubs of boiled water, though her guilt evaporated the instant she
slid into the gorgeous hot water, scrubbing off the grime and filth of the city. Her clothes were
taken to be washed, and Yjen (rising from bed with great difficulty) had gifted Hannah some of
her spares.
So, donning a silk tunic and waistcoat, with green moleskin trousers and those lovely
burgundy boots, Hannah allowed the three orphans to lead her out of the city, making for the
“talking cave” of which they spoke, the “talking cave” which had warned them against associating
with the Doctor.
And it was just a cave! Nothing more, nothing less. It was situated on the brow of a steep,
grassy foothill of the nearby mountain. The trees around it slanted dangerously upon the sloping
ground, their leaves rippling in the gentle breeze, which blew slightly fresher at this altitude, a
welcome relief from the clammy embrace of the airless city below.
“How did you even find it?” Hannah asked, eyeing it suspiciously. “Do you play up here?”
“Play? Naw, miss.” Lana laughed. “This is one of our hideouts, if ever we have to skip
town for a few hours.”
“Oh. Right.” Hannah shrugged. “And you say it can…talk?”
The children nodded silently.
Hannah frowned, and sniffed the air. The whiff of overripe fruit was thick and cloying, and
made her feel more than slightly sick.
Inexplicably, a wave of wild happiness swept over Hannah, as she stood on the sloping
plains below the cave. She smiled up at that gaping black hole in the foot of the mountain, which
looked neither eerie nor dangerous, but enticing and perfectly beautiful, nature as its finest. She
yearned suddenly to climb the hill and go inside, whereby she’d find…something. She didn’t know
what, but longed to find out.
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“I’m going for a look,” she told the children, her voice sounding miles away. She noticed
that her extremities had gone numb. “Wait for me here.”
She distantly heard one of the children – might have been Grey-Eyes – advise against it,
but her words seemed worthless, and she dismissed the child with a vague wave, as though swatting
a fly. Climbing the hill should have been demanding, but scaling that slope neither stole her breath
nor broke her sweat. In no time at all, she found herself standing right before the entrance to the
cave, the mystical, magical talking cave, which…
…
……
She came crashing back to her senses, the stench rousing her from her trance like a slap to
the face. Lemon and lime, month-old fruit juice, so strong and sweet, and masking something far
worse, that her stomach instantly gave. She retched grotesquely, and her breakfast (such as it was)
came splattering out of her mouth, accompanied by a lacing of yellow bile, the taste as foul as the
sickly sweet stench of death, yes, death, wafting from the cave in rank gusts.
Pressing her hand against her mouth and nose, she peered inside and saw through the
darkness a peculiar ball of light. It pulsed and twisted on the spot, shifting from red, blue and
yellow, a cycling sphere of glimmering energy in the depths of the cave, deeper inside than she
was willing to go, for fear of any dangers between her and it, invisible in the crushing dark.
And yet…
Stepping over the puddle of her own innards, Hannah held her breath and went forth,
fighting down a rush of panic as the sky vanished above her, replaced by a dank stone ceiling far
lower than she’d have liked. The ground beneath her feet was rocky and uneven, and deeply
uncomfortable to walk on.
She heard running water nearby and shuddered, reducing her walk to a ginger shuffle, lest
there be a crevice or crater to fall into…that water sounded awful close, and the thought of falling
in terrified her; the current sounded strong enough to drown.
About forty metres into the cave, too far by half, she saw the rats.
There was a gentle slope in the ground between her and the ball of light, and nestled in that
shallow basin were hundreds of rodents, scarcely visible in the gloom, though there was no
mistaking the smell of them, even over the fruity stench, nor the sounds of their skittering feet and
slithering tails.
A sudden silence fell, and the ball of light across the way was suddenly reflected a
thousandfold in the basin. It took her a moment to work out what was causing that, but when she
did, she came close to passing out, such was her fear. It was the rat’s eyes. They were reflecting
the light. The whole lot of them had fallen silent and stock still, and were all looking up at her.
Hannah knew what was going to happen before it did, and span on her heel immediately.
She sprinted full tilt towards the mouth of the cave, and screamed despite herself as she heard
countless little feet come pattering after her, the rats jabbering and screeching as they gave chase,
a cold and callous male laugh echoing somewhere behind them. The daylight at the end of the
tunnel grew larger, closer, but even if she avoided tripping over on the treacherous ground between
here and there, surely the rats would stay hot on her heels, pouring out of the cave and down the
slope to maul her and the children alike. She was dead! They all were!
She came pounding out of the cave, her breath a strangled rasp, and made to clamber back
down the hill. No need; no sooner had she gotten out, the rats fell silent behind her. But sensing
eyes on her back, she turned on the spot, heart thumping, and saw…Yjen? She was dressed as she
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was when Hannah had left her, and she was not smiling. Her face was etched with appalling fright,
as she silently mouthed words that Hannah did not recognize.
“Yjen?” she whispered, her voice a hoarse murmur.
She yelped as the spectre’s head jerked violently to the left with a hideous crack. Before
Hannah’s eyes, Yjen started melting, her skin bubbling and boiling away, revealing angry red flesh
and bone beneath, her eyes rolling out of her skull and her tongue melting into a foul pus, dribbling
from her mouth and landing at what remained of her feet with a splatter.
“Your fault,” she rasped throatily, as her bones cracked and gave way, her body folding in
on itself, leaving nothing but a ravaged pile of curdled flesh.
She’d seen enough. Hannah skidded back down the valley on her backside, heart
thundering, moving so fast that she fell flat on her face near the bottom, sliding to a humiliating
halt at the feet of the children. Bean laughed a little, but she ignored him, and staggered
immediately to her feet.
She didn’t know what she’d just seen, but she surely knew – or suspected, at least – what
it meant.
“We’ve gotta get back to the orphanage,” she told them. “Now!”
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Yjen
Yjen was roused from her stupor by a heavy hammering, which she first took to be pounding in
her head, the oh-so-familiar hacksaw of a headache that invariably followed a heavy night. It took
her a moment to realise that somebody was knocking on the door.
“Coming!” she whimpered groggily, sitting up in bed, holding her breath as the room
swayed around her, her stomach threatening mutiny and her head raging revolution. She exhaled
slowly and the symptoms abated a little. She swung her legs off the bed and looked for her boots,
momentarily bewildered by their absence.
“Hannah’s got them,” she remembered, rising to her feet and swaying across the stinking
hot room towards the door. The remnants of breakfast were scattered across the room, and there
was an empty wine bottle on the floor, surrounded by a faint red stain. What a waste!
“Coming!” she repeated shrilly, as the knocking intensified. She grabbed the round iron
latch and yanked the door open, to reveal the less than welcome sight of Bustav Luthar, trussed up
like a peacock in his purple velvets and his striped britches. He was a tall man with slick black hair
and a thick moustache, his face faintly ferrety.
“Ah, Yjen!” he exclaimed pompously, frowning a little as he examined her, head to toe.
“How are you?”
“Yes, fine,” she replied, thinking what a mess she must look: unbrushed hair, no shoes, and
yesterday’s clothes. She felt disgusting, and longed for Luthar to leave immediately so that she
might bathe, and change into a cooler dress, for what felt to be an even hotter day.
Instead, Luthar gently (but firmly) pushed her out of the way, and strutted proudly into the
orphanage. He sniffed, and took in his surroundings with obvious derision.
“Just you here, is it?”
“For now,” Yjen replied, shutting the door. “Incidentally, what’s the time?”
“Near noon,” Luthar replied. “I woke you, I fear?”
“Yes, but think nothing of it,” she replied, “past time I got up.”
“True.” Luthar chuckled. “Were you a naughty girl last night?” He mimed gulping from a
goblet, and giggled.
“Somewhat.” Yjen admitted. “So what can I do for you, Mr. Luthar?”
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Luthar straightened his collar importantly and took a step towards Yjen, standing so close
that she saw the sliver of ice in his gaze.
“I need another child.”
Yjen blinked. “What for?”
“That, as ever, is my business.” He replied genially. “Just a little errand. I’ll return him on
the morrow.”
“What errand?” she demanded.
“Just an errand!” Luthat snapped. “A private affair! Dearest, ‘tis none of your business.”
“But I’m making it my business. So I ask again, what errand?” It was all she could do not
to tremble, as he towered over her.
Luthar huffed. “If you must know, another burglary. I’ve had word that a rich lord in the
southern quarter has made away on a hunting trip, leaving only his servants at home. And they live
in a separate annexe. That means we’ll have free reign of the main house, if only we can get in.
How about Koppen?”
Yjen shook her head. “He’s still missing.”
“Oh. Well, another boy then. Somebody built like him. Slender like. Sneaky. Someone who
can climb in through a window. I’m sure you can provide me one.”
“Might be that I can,” Yjen replied, a sick shiver running down her spine. Luthar’s excuses
never stood up to scrutiny, and though the children she sent always insisted that burgling was the
truth of it, and though they invariably returned with a trinket or two the next day, Yjen saw another
truth in their eyes, and one which she could not bear to dwell on, lest she die of shame herself.
“Splendid,” Luthar purred. “Then kindly select the boy, and tell him to report to my house
by sunset, no later.”
“I will,” Yjen whispered, her gaze fixed resolutely to the floor. She shuddered as Luthar
placed a hand on her dainty shoulder, and brushed a lock of orange hair behind her ear.
“You smell delicious,” he murmured, the stench of onion on his breath. “Rosewood?”
“Lavender,” she breathed.
“Ah! Lavender.” He stroked her hair and pulled her into a gentle hug, his pointy chin
digging into her scalp. “So tell me, Yjen…how are you? Truly?”
“Fine,” she replied, her cheek pressing against his chest, his velvet tunic clammy against
her skin.
“Only fine? Why not fabulous?”
“Just…things.”
“Things.” He tutted soothingly, kissing the top of her head. “I do so worry about you,
dearest. Stuck here all alone, with only the orphans for company. You’re one of us. Never forget
that. Yjennifer Octavia, daughter of the great Lionel himself…and how far he fell. But still, you
deserve better than this.”
“I’m happy here.” She said. “Mr. Luthar, you’re hurting me.”
So he was; his sweaty arm was draped a little too tight around her shoulders, and the point
of his chin was digging into her head. Rather than relinquish his grip, he held his silence and drew
her in a little closer.
“My little dolly,” he cooed, planting a wet kiss on her cheek, and finally letting her loose.
“You’re ever so special to me. You know that, don’t you?”
“Thank you, Mr. Luthar,” Yjen whispered.
“Don’t presume to thank me, Yjen,” he said quietly. “Alas, I didn’t come here just for a
child. I’m afraid the issue of rent still hangs over us, does it not?”
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“It does,” Yjen agreed, “and I’m sorry about that. Me and the children are working hard to
raise the money.”
“I know you are.” Luthar assured her. “And I thank you – them – for it. But nonetheless,
it’s not quite acceptable. The going rate for this property is five guilders per month, sixty per
annum. You…aren’t keeping up with that. Not at all. July will soon be upon us, and I ought to
have had at least thirty guilders from you by now. Thus far, you’ve paid only twenty. In fact, you
paid no rent at all last month.”
He gave her a genial pat on the cheek, far too hard, and said, “Care to explain it?”
“Would that I could.” Yjen replied. “We’ve been struggling ever since you raised the
rates.”
He raised his eyebrows. “That is your story. Another story, a rumour at least, is that you
spend half your income on wine. I don’t know the truth. I don’t want to know. I only want to know
what you propose to do about it?”
“Mr. Luthar, we can’t give you what we haven’t got.”
“That is true,” Luthar agreed. “Which is why I might have another solution.”
Yjen frowned. “Yes?”
“Yes.” He sat down in her chair, and gave her a hard stare. “This child you send me
tonight…I’ll take him. And I won’t return him. He’ll remain permanently in my employ. You will
not see him again. You will not ask to see him again. You will not tell anybody that I have him.
And in return, I will lower your rent to forty-five guilders for just this year. A discount of fifteen.
What say you, lovely?”
Yjen said nothing. There was nothing to be said. His words had become a meaningless fug
in her addled head, and all she could think about was how brazenly he sat in her chair, so smugly
at ease, smiling up at her with a request that she well knew the truth of, regardless of how he guised
it.
There was no red mist. It was not a thoughtless act, a loss of control, a moment of madness,
and she didn’t feel the least bit angry. She’d never felt more collected, more sure of herself, in her
entire life.
She wanted to do it.
Grabbing the empty wine bottle off the floor, she brought it crashing down upon Luthar’s
head with all the force she could muster. Shards of glass flew everywhere, and a dark red bubble
of blood welled up on his cranium, nestled in his oily black hair. He stared up at her, bewildered.
“What are you…” he gasped, before his eyes swelled in shock, as she drove the remainder
of the broken bottle into his neck, hot blood gushing out over her hand and wrist. She yanked it
roughly free of the wound, and watched Bustav Luthar writhe in her chair, his eyes frantically
scanning the room for help which wasn’t there, before meeting her own. After a second, their
shocked, terrified rage vanished, replaced by nothingness, and the tall man toppled out of the seat
and lay dead at her feet. Blood soaked the carpet in a thick puddle.
And that was when she became angry. She kicked him hard in the face and spat on him,
lashing out again and again with her foot, as she burst into furious tears, whilst her landlord took
his beating without complaint, blood flowing freely from his neck as she worked, more frantic by
the second.
“Yjen?”
She heard the voice but made nothing of it, unable to tear herself away from Luthar,
determined to cause him as much damage in death as he’d caused her in life. She carried on
kicking, thrashing his corpse like a woman possessed…
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“Yjen?”
It was familiar, that voice, though she hadn’t heard it for a while. She hadn’t expected to
hear it ever again.
“Yjen!” A hand pressed against the small of her back, and slowly, she calmed down, her
kicks giving way to sobs as she sank to her knees over the bleeding body.
“Where have you been?” she whispered. “It’s been weeks!”
“I got lost,” Koppen said. “They nearly caught me, down at the market. I got out of town,
but I went too far…got caught with a band of traders, who set me to honest work in return for good
food. I decided to stay with them.”
“Clever boy.” Yjen grinned through her tears, turning to face Koppen. She took his hand
in hers. “Whyever, then, have you come back?”
“One of the traders…he was a little like Mr. Luthar.”
“I see,” Yjen replied darkly, calm enough now for the ramifications of what she’d done to
hit home. She’d hang for this, if they caught her. A lowly orphan matron did not kill a member of
the landed gentry and live – no matter who her father had been.
“Listen to me,” she told Koppen, rising to her feet. “Do you want to live here again? Do
you want things back how they were?”
“If you’ll have me, miss.”
“I’ll have you. And without Mr. Luthar, hey, things can be better than they were before!”
That was a downright lie, of course; more likely the orphanage would be repossessed now that
Luthar was gone. But one problem at a time.
“What we have to do, right now, is get rid of him. Do you understand what I mean by that?”
“Yes, miss. Hide his body.”
“Yeah. Now look…he was a wealthy man, and he wasn’t popular. So the fact he’s turned
up dead, why, it could have been anyone.”
“Yes.” Koppen agreed. “So what shall we do?”
“The manhole on Kryzler street. D’you know it?”
“I know it well. The stink is hard to miss.”
“It is. That’s where we’ll take him. But I’ll need your help to carry him.”
“Gladly,” Koppen said darkly, glaring down at the leaking corpse, its fine garments spoiled
red. “He deserved it, miss. Don’t you ever go feeling bad about it. He had it coming.”
“I think so too,” Yjen said. “But there are others – the law included – who wouldn’t agree.”
“I understand.” Koppen nodded. “Let’s do it now, before anyone finds us.”
*****
Ten minutes later, Yjen and Koppen struggled down Kryzler Street with Luthar, stuffed beneath a
selection of linen in a large wicker basket. They acted as though it weighed far less than it did, as
though it truly contained naught besides laundry, but all the same, Yjen did not like the curious
glances they were getting from passers-by.
Finally, they staggered past the early-to-open Carpenters Arms Inn, one of Yjen’s favourite
haunts, and stepped into the side street that was mercifully empty at this time of day. It housed
mainly labourers who worked from dawn ‘til dusk, and the housewives and elderly folk who fled
their sweltering homes at first light, to laze around on the marginally cooler banks of the River
Weser. Even then, she felt as though a thousand eyes were on her, and found herself unable to
shake the sensation that she and Koppen were being closely watched.
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“Get the cover,” she hissed, and Koppen immediately yanked the wooden slab off the
manhole, making far more noise than she’d have liked. He rested it against the rough stone wall
of the nearest house, and peered gingerly into the exposed hole it had left in the road.
“Reeks,” he growled.
Yjen ignored him and nervously glanced about them. She saw nobody, though she could
hear the drunken euphoria from the tavern, and the nearby singsong of the auction house, which
sold the property of paupers who fell behind on their rent.
Fighting back tears, Yjen yanked the white linen out of the basket, revealing the dead body
beneath.
“All right,” she said, “get his feet. We’ll lower him in.”
It was laborious and frustrating work, and Luthar did not prove a cooperative corpse. His
lifeless limbs splayed in all directions as they dragged him from the basket, and a trail of blood
followed, forming an indicting puddle around the manhole. But there was little they could do about
that, and indeed it shouldn’t matter too much if he was found later, provided she and Koppen were
long gone by the time that happened.
“Good lad,” Yjen panted, her stomach heaving as, finally, Bustav Luthar disappeared into
the blackness of the manhole, landing below with a soggy thump. “Get the cover.”
Koppen rolled the cover back over the manhole, and Yjen whistled in cold relief as it
slammed back down over the hole with a final, mundane thump.
“Now let’s get out of here,” she whispered urgently, grabbing his shoulder and instinctively
brushing a lock of his greasy black hair out from over his face. Black hair, was that? Not quite;
there was a very slight tinge of red about it.
Yjen took a step back and frowned. Koppen was a picture of punch, his face smeared in
chalk, a scarf of red, yellow and blue draped over his neck.
“Did you…join a circus or something?”
“No,” Koppen drawled, in a deep voice so very unlike his own. He rubbed his face, and
chalk smeared his palms, which he dusted off on the colourful tunic he wore. “I’ll tell you where
I went.
“I went to the land beyond the mountains, courtesy of Janvers Packer, better known as the
Pied Piper of Hamelyn, though truly, his names are beyond counting! He took me to the land
beyond the mountains, Yjen! I’m there right now. And I’m never coming back! Nobody comes back
from the land beyond the mountains. Come with me, Yjen! Come and play, in the land beyond the
mountains! I can see you there now…”
Yjen realised that she was freezing cold despite the head, and found herself rooted to the
spot, unable to move or speak. Her legs had gone totally numb. Koppen laughed, displaying front
teeth which were elongated, like rat’s teeth.
And without warning, he lashed out and sank those teeth into her arm.
Yjen shrieked, more shocked than hurt, and threw him roughly away, staring at her
wounded arm. Koppen – though on reflection, it looked nothing like Koppen – grinned with teeth
stained red, and curled over on all fours, scurrying away down the side street making rat noises,
whipping round the corner and out of sight.
She watched him go, dumb with disbelief, before turning on her heel and staggering away
from the crime scene, feeling woefully sick and dizzy. She gasped for breath and collapsed against
the wall of a nearby house, whimpering as her hangover, which had been ebbing away, returned
with a throbbing vengeance. She regained her feet and pressed on down the street. It hurt even to
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breathe; she felt blisters and burns erupting in her throat, deep in her gullet, as so many ulcers rose
and swelled painfully in her mouth. She tasted blood.
The bite mark was changing too. The wound had turned deepest black, the skin around it
blistering angry red, cracking into a searing burn. In a daze of agony, she emerged back onto
Kryzler Street, and heard people in the tavern jeering at her; they thought she was drunk, as often
she was, horribly hammered and limping home to sleep it off. She tried to speak, tried to beg for
help, but her voice came out as a tragic raw whisper. There was a funny sensation on her scalp,
and when she rubbed it, a thick lock of orange hair came away in her hand. She stared at it in
dismay, her neckline itching with discarded hair, and found her vision turning hazy.
T
he last thing she remembered was tumbling through the front door of the orphanage and
collapsing onto the carpet face forwards, her forehead cracking against the boards beneath. Her
bitten arm seared worse than any pain she’d ever known, and a strange smell of sour fruit filled
the air in a repugnant fug.
It smells like that in the land beyond the mountains… she thought helplessly.
But she wasn’t going to the land beyond the mountains.
She was dying.
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Gerhard
“Ye disappoint me, Lord Mayor,” the Piper drawled.
“Shut your mouth sir, lest I do it for you – and finally, at that!” Gerhard held the neck of
his empty wine goblet so tight that it was a wonder it didn’t shatter. “And for goodness sake,
somebody bring me another drink!”
“However could ye have let it happen?” the Piper demanded.
“Oh, what’s it to you?” Gerhard snapped, as Lector Pvaro hurriedly filled his goblet with
blood-red wine. “You don’t speak to me like this! You’re a lowly crook, is all you are. Were it not
that we needed you, I’d have had your head already.”
“Ach, but ye aren’t grasping the problem, m’lord,” the Piper replied. “With the Doctor at
large, aaand his little lady friend, why, that makes my job all the more dangerous.”
“How’s that?” Sheriff Styne demanded.
“I told ye, didn’t I?” the Piper snapped. “The Doctor thrives on chaos. When I step out onto
the streets of Hamelyn tonight, they’ll be more dangerous for the simple fact the Doctor is out
there. Worse, he knows it was I who tipped ye off about him! He’ll be after me!”
“What of it?” Styne retorted. “In light of the Lord Mayor’s remarks, do you really think it
wise to go back our deal? Do you want to become a man for whom we’ve no use?”
“There’s no question of it,” Gerhard agreed, draining his goblet. “See here, Piper. You will
not turn your back on us now. You simply will not. You will go down into the city tonight, with
or without the Doctor at large, and you will rid us of the rats, as promised. If you don’t do that, I
shan’t hesitate to kill you.”
The Piper raised his eyebrows, and rapped on the surface of the round table with his
fingertips. “I never said I wouldn’t do it, m’lord. But in light of the danger, it will cost ye 1,000
guilders.”
Gerhard spluttered laughter, and slammed his goblet down on the table. It exploded against
the marble, dispelling sharp glass in a vicious cloud. “We agreed 500!”
“We did. And I’m going back on my word. 1,000 guilders. That’s the new deal, the only
deal, and my non-negotiable final offer. What d’you say?”
Sheriff Styne raged to his feet and unsheathed his sword. “You think I would not love
killing you, you little—”
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“Yeah, yeah, yeah!” the Piper exclaimed, waving a dismissive hand at Styne. “I’m sure
ye’d enjoy it immensely. Do it, then! Go on!” He laughed manically and swept to his feet, squaring
up to Styne without a trace of fear.
“1,000 guilders it is.” Gerhard said quietly. Though he had no intention of paying the Piper,
it still hurt to say the words, to be held with his feet to the fire by this grotesque, lowly creature.
The Piper bowed low, his lank scalp glistening. “Perfect, then.”
“Lord Mayor…” Sheriff Styne protested furiously.
Gerhard silenced him with a hard stare, and weighed him up as though seeing him for the
first time. Sheriff Styne…what a poor joke of a man! Cruel, brutish and woefully dim, his
temperament vile and his competence nil. It was his fault the Doctor was free. His! They were his
cells, and his guards, and it was through his idiocy that the Doctor and that fat swindling dumpling
had made good their escape last night. What sort of useless sheriff left but a single guard on duty
overnight?
He clapped his hands. “Guards!”
Immediately, the double doors flung open, and ten men in mail rushed in, weapons drawn.
“Escort Sheriff Styne to the gallows, and hang him for criminal negligence.”
Styne did not go quietly. For all his previous bluster about caring for his men, he fought to
kill, and it took the combined might of all ten to finally subdue him. He did not live to face the
gallows; his corpse was dragged from the council chamber with an open throat, blood pouring
down its armour, punctured in numerous places. Gerhard felt slightly sad as he watched him go.
Though he had never much liked Styne, he’d known him for a long time, and it was a shame that
it should have ended this way. Chancellor Loche and Lector Pvaro remained wisely silent, while
the Piper looked on impassively as the guards mopped the blood from the floor.
“See here, Piper – Sheriff Styne served on my council for ten years. In a very distant sort
of way, he was a friend of mine. But you aren’t a friend, and we’ve known each other for days
only. What d’you learn from this?”
The Piper whistled. “That failing ye ain’t the smartest thing for a man to do?”
Gerhard nodded slowly. “Exactly that. Now, we have the city watch scouring the city for
the Doctor and his friend. I’m confident we’ll find them both in short order, and they’ll not escape
us a second time. We’ll kill them on the spot if we have to, but if we’re able to arrest them, we
shall. In that case, we’ll make an example of them before they die. Either way, it could easily be
that they’re off the streets by nightfall.”
The Piper shrugged. “I ain’t gonna hold my breath, Lord Mayor, but I surely hope ye are
right.”
“Indeed.” Gerhard nodded. “Tonight, then? You’ll do it? You’ll free us of this ghastly
plague?”
The Piper grinned. “There’ll be not a single rat left in Hamelyn come dawn. The events to
come, I promise ye, will be remembered forevermore.”
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Hannah
“No!” Hannah came crashing through the open door and found Yjen sprawled motionless on the
carpet, her eyes closed and her face a picture of pain.
“What’s happened to her?” demanded Grey-Eyes.
“I don’t know,” Hannah said, her heart thundering as she knelt and pushed two fingers
against the side of the other woman’s throat. There was a pulse. It was faint, negligible in fact, but
there was an unmistakable throbbing beneath the skin.
“She’s alive,” Hannah announced, pulling her hand away. She brushed Yjen’s hair out of
her face, and looked on in horror as copious amount of it came away in her hand.
Bean burst into tears. “Will she die?” he blubbered. It was only then that Hannah
remembered – realised, for the first time – that she was dealing with children. They were street
smart, they’d been dragged into maturity far beyond their years, but still, terrified children.
Hannah pulled him into a one-armed hug, and turned to Lana. “Help me move her.”
“Right.”
Lana seized Yjen by the arms, Hannah grabbed her legs, and they hauled her onto the bed
in the corner. Hannah thought to pull the covers over her, but decided against it once she felt her
forehead. The woman was feverish, and had to be cooled immediately, a big ask in weather this
hot.
“Fetch water.” Hannah instructed. “As much as you can carry.”
Grey-Eyes rushed out to the well, and Lana laid a gentle, grimy hand on Yjen’s forehead.
“She’s been poisoned.”
“I think so,” Hannah agreed, biting back tears.
“I know so,” Lana retorted. “Look at her arm – that wound.”
Hannah grimaced. The underside of Yjen’s right forearm was a mess of mottled purpleblack flesh, which looked totally dead.
“Can you hear me, hon?” she asked hopefully, tapping Yjen lightly on her cheek. Yjen
stirred feebly and moaned, opening her eyes with enormous difficulty. She needn’t have bothered;
her green eyes had turned a cloudy grey-white, their pupils distorted splatters in the centre.
“Can’t see,” she rasped, wincing.
“What happened?” Hannah soothed, clasping her hand.
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Yjen took a steadying breath, and whispered: “It looked like Koppen…it
was…wasn’t…K…Kop…” She trailed off, contorting in agony as a violent coughing fit took hold
of her, flecks of blood flying from her mouth.
Thunderstruck, helpless, Hannah turned to Lana.
“We need to rescue my friend. Now. We can’t afford to wait ‘til nightfall. He might know
how to help her.”
Lana nodded grimly.
“Listen, hon,” Hannah whispered, squeezing Yjen’s hand. “You don’t have to speak again,
just listen – what I want you to do is hold on for me. All right? You just hold on. My friend will
know what to do. He always does. I’m gonna save him, and bring him here as quickly as I can.”
Yjen managed a nod, before groaning and curling up on her side. Hannah leapt aside in the
nick of time, as she vomited a congealed mess of black blood and mucus over the side of the bed.
If she’d had any lingering doubts, that dispelled them.
“We have to go, right now.”
“It’ll be very dangerous during the day.”
“I know.” Hannah replied shrilly. “But look at her! We’ve no choice but to try!”
“Aye.” Lana agreed. “Let’s get going. Bean – stay here with Yjen. Look after her.”
The stout boy shot a tearful look at Yjen and nodded silently. Grey-Eyes returned with a
full bucket of water, and handed it to him. He immediately wet his hand and started dabbing Yjen’s
forehead, soaking her cheeks and neck.
“All right.” Hannah breathed. “Let’s go. To the palace!”
“To the palace!” Lana and Grey-Eyes echoed.
Hannah made for the open door, but stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the rat in the
frame. It was the size of a large kitten, its tail a grotesque elongated maggot trailing behind. Two
yellow buckteeth hung over its lower lip.
Hannah hissed and stamped her foot, thinking that would scare it off. Not a bit of it; instead,
the rat prowled slowly into the orphanage, its beady eyes fixed resolutely on her.
“What do I do?” she breathed, stepping backwards as the rat advanced.
“It won’t hurt you.” Bean said, stammering through his tears. “Leave it alone, and it’ll
leave you alone.”
“It isn’t leaving me alone!” Hannah said shrilly, backing away towards Yjen’s chair as the
rat padded towards her, leaving dirty little pawprints on the carpet.
“There’s more than one of them.” Lana murmured.
A second and third rat had appeared in the doorway, and followed the first one through the
threshold. There was a shuffling noise from the kitchen, and Hannah saw a fourth rifling through
the bag of mincemeat on the shelf. The sawdust sausages were strewn all over the floor, and a fifth
rat was busy munching on one of them. Both seemed to sense Hannah’s horrified gaze, and
immediately stopped, prowling slowly into the main room.
“And there!” Grey-Eyes shrieked, pointing at a dorm off to the left, from which no fewer
than ten rats were flooding out, clambering over one another, tails slithering over each other’s
backs. Bean yelped as another rat appeared from beneath Yjen’s pillow, and hopped off the bed
with a squeak and a gentle thump as it hit the floor.
“And more! And more! Everywhere Hannah looked, she saw rats. She was trapped among
a sea of rodents, a swarm closing in on all sides, identical beasts with greasy black fur and twitching
little snouts, a savage glint in their greedy little eyes. Their stench filled the air, and beneath lurked
another smell. That smell. Oranges and lemons, thick and pappy, long since rancid.
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Bean was forced to leave Yjen where she lay, and rushed to the middle of the room to join
Hannah and the others. The rats were swarming around Yjen’s bed, but paid her not the slightest
mind. There she lay, the perfect victim, unable to lift a finger in defence, yet they scattered past
her without showing a shred of interest, closing in on Hannah and the orphans, who were backed
into a tight huddle in the very centre of the room.
“What do we do?” Grey-Eyes whispered.
Hannah could only shake her head, trembling in terror as their space grew smaller and
smaller, the rats creeping towards them like an approaching tide. They were squeaking and
squealing, their great swollen guts stuffed with the spoils of city, yet it wasn’t enough, it would
never be enough, still, still they were ravenous…
That was when the music started. A delightful little melody sang out from precisely
nowhere, a tune played on some sort of pipe, a song which sounded familiar to Hannah, though
she couldn’t quite place it. Perhaps she had heard it as an infant. All she knew was that she loved
that tune, loved it with all her heart, and suddenly all felt right and proper in the world. Yes, she
was trapped in a medieval stink hole with no way home. Yes, behind her lay a woman who was
hideously sick and probably dying. Yes, she was surrounded by a moving carpet of omnivorous
rodents. And yet, and yet, with that song came serenity. Nothing else mattered. Just the song. Only
the song. She glanced down at the kids and gave them a cheery smile, which they did not return;
Lana, Grey-Eyes and Bean each stood stock still, staring ahead with their mouths hanging open.
It was Yjen who saved them. Hannah heard her desperate, rasping “No!” and came
crashing back to her senses, her left leg giving way momentarily. The rats! Hannah grabbed the
children, who remained catatonic, and pulled them into a tight bundle.
“Help us!” she shrieked, turning desperately to Yjen, who lay flat on her back, staring up
at the ceiling with those blind eyes, unable to see the situation unfolding around her, though
certainly able to hear it.
“Run!” she wheezed, before passing out with a dismal whimper. She didn’t know –
couldn’t know – that there was nowhere to run!
There was nothing Hannah could do. The only miniscule mercy, which she clung
desperately to, was that the tune had rendered the children totally dumbstruck.
It meant that they wouldn’t feel what was about to happen. They wouldn’t suffer.
But she would. She’d feel everything.
Crying silently, she closed her eyes and waited for it to begin: the biting, the scratching,
the tearing and the gouging, the shredding of her flesh by countless teeth and claws. All she could
hope for was that it’d be over quickly. She doubted it would be.
She was on the cusp of screaming, when“Pest control!”
Hannah opened her eyes and sobbed relief. The Doctor stood in the doorframe, a burning
torch in his right hand. The rats stopped turned to face him, skittering towards him as one.
“Yah!” He waved the torch back and forth through the air, holding it near the ground,
driving the rats back. They recoiled from the flame, and as they did they began losing form. Hannah
stared as their little bodies contorted, retreating nosily from the swishing flame, allowing the
Doctor to cut a path through the swarm.
“Come on!” he hissed, extending his free hand to Hannah.
“I can’t leave them!” Hannah exclaimed, gripping the orphans.
“And we won’t. But come on!”
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Hannah reluctantly let go of the children, and rushed through the newfound path the
Doctor’s hand in hers the sweetest thing she’d felt in a long time.
“Who’s your friend?” she asked, spying the fat man with the messy blonde hair peering in
nervously.
“Call me Leo,” the fat man said, in a deep voice.
“And now…” The Doctor lifted the torch high. “flashpoint!”
Leo tentatively stepped into the room, and lobbed some sort of powder into the flame. The
torch immediately shot up in an inferno, the flame doubling in size, its heat scorching Hannah’s
eyes. She clapped her hands to her face, the light piercing through her fingers like the summer sun.
With identical little popping noises, the rats began bursting all around them. One by one,
they exploded into dust, not bone and gore, the closest ones perishing first, followed shortly
thereafter by the ones skulking in the corners of the room, so that finally the orphanage was free
of them. The carpet was coated in a thick layer of dust.
The Doctor lowered the ravaged torch, blackened and smouldering. There was a brilliant
black burn on the ceiling above him.
He whistled, tossing the exhausted torch out onto the street. “Unstable life forms are
vulnerable to sudden environmental changes – a dramatic increase in temperature, for instance.
They aren’t really rats, of course. Just…parts. Limbs. Fingertips, if you will. Remote extensions
of one and the same being.”
“How did you find me?” Hannah spluttered.
“You might well ask,” the Doctor said gravely. “I’ve been detecting unusual electrical
activity at this location all morning, ever since Leo and I took our leave of the palace. I figured it
was probably something to do with you.”
“Well, fine,” Hannah said. “Come and look!”
He attended the orphans first, peering into each of their eyes in turn, and pressing his fingers
against their temples as he investigated the activity in their brains.
“They’ll be absolutely fine,” he concluded. “Sleeping, that’s all. They’ll be right as rain in
a day or so. More worrying is this poor girl.” He gingerly examined Yjen soaked in a layer of
sweat, the skin on her arm cracking and peeling away.
“I know her!” Leo exclaimed.
“You’re kidding!” Hannah said.
“I am not. She’s got a stall down at the market. She sells these delightful sausages and meat
pies. The orphans make them.”
“Hmm.” Hannah squirmed, and turned to the Doctor, who was gently prodding Yjen’s
wounded arm. A layer of skin came away on his fingertip. He grimaced, and wiped it off on the
straw mattress.
“Will she live?” Hannah trembled.
The Doctor looked at her with something approaching sympathy. “Why? Are you friends?”
“She took me in! The kids were gonna help me rescue you!”
“I was one step ahead of you there.” The Doctor chuckled. “And in answer to the question,
I’m not sure. She’s terribly ill. Whether anything can be done, I can’t say. Not without further
tests.”
Leo peered outside. “I think I hear the city watch nearby. We should go.” His shock of
blonde hair was ill suited to make him inconspicuous.
“We should.” The Doctor agreed. “Let’s head for the TARDIS immediately.”
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“You what?” Hannah exclaimed. “Doctor, we can’t just leave! There’s something dreadful
going on here. Look at the kids. Look at Yjen! And not only that…there’s this…cave. Up in the
mountains.”
“I know there is,” the Doctor growled darkly, to Hannah’s astonishment. “Hannah, I’m
sorry, but there’s nothing we can do here. We’ve got to go.”
Hannah shook her head. “Not without Yjen and the kids.”
The Doctor groaned. “Fine. We’ll take the woman. If we can get her to the TARDIS, she
may have a chance. But the kids can stay. Because looking at them now, and knowing what I know,
I think they’re going to be just fine.”
Hannah frowned. “What d’you mean? Know what?”
“I’ll explain once we’re gone. Now come on!”
“But…” Hannah gestured helplessly towards the children.
“Look,” the Doctor growled, “it’ll be hard enough smuggling your friend into the palace
with us. How do you suppose we drag three catatonic children along as well? Three children who
would be much safer here anyway?”
Too dazed to argue, Hannah glowered at him. “Whatever you say then. But if you’re lying,
I won’t forgive you.”
“I understand,” the Doctor said calmly, lifting Yjen gently from her bed, and slinging her
over his shoulder, where she hung like a ragdoll. “Let’s get going.”
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The Doctor
They never made it back to the TARDIS.
The Doctor has been optimistic at first, for they’d made it through the streets of Hamelyn
largely unchallenged. They had to take cover once for a passing patrol, and they were glimpsed by
some far off guards as they were crossing the river, but they were easily able to shake them off,
even with him and Leo taking turns to lug Yjen over their shoulder. It was easy, far too easy; and
as they approached the palace, it became clear why.
It was solidly locked down. There was no getting in. The palace guards and the city watch,
resplendent in their gleaming mail, surrounded the palace like an iron curtain, covering the
surrounding streets in their dozens, blocking every entrance to the palace, sewers and all, and it
was all they could do to beat a hasty retreat, lest they be spotted and pursued.
In the end, they resolved to stick to Hannah’s original plan, and enter the palace (or die
trying, more likely) come nightfall. They made for the cornfields just outside the walls of the city,
and nestled among the towering crops, the sunset beating down upon them, conveying an intense
heat even at this late hour.
“She can’t wait that long,” Hannah whispered, feeling Yjen’s burning forehead.
“I shouldn’t think so, no,” the Doctor said heavily. “But let’s see. Life’s full of surprises,
after all, and not all of them bad.”
Hannah wiped her forehead, and shook Leo’s comforting hand from her shoulder. “You
said you’d explain what’s happening here, Doctor.”
The Doctor grimaced. “As you wish. You don’t know where we are, do you?”
“I do. One of the kids said it was Hamelyn.”
“Yes, but does that mean anything to you?”
Hannah shook her head. “Should it?”
“Well, think about it. Think about what you’ve seen here. A cave in the mountains. A
plague of rats. And a song that sounded like it was played on a pipe. A song which hypnotised the
children. You do know the story. Most people do, if only in passing.”
After a few moments pondering, Hannah’s eyes widened in fright. “The Pied Piper?”
The Doctor nodded slowly. “Tonight, he’ll put on a show. He’ll lure all of the rats into the
river to be drowned. But it’s a circus. He is the rats, and the rats are him, and all of them together
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are one and the same entity. It hangs over the city like a cloud, clinging to the town like a
smothering blanket, taking form only when it needs to.
“Tomorrow,” he continued, “the Lord Mayor, whom I had the sincere displeasure of
meeting yesterday, will go back on his promise to pay the Piper. And I think you know what
happens next.”
Hannah swallowed, and tears welled up in her eyes. “We left the children! You made me
leave the children!”
“And would again.” The Doctor said. “Because what happens here, happens. It’s fixed.
The events which gave rise to the legend must take place. I don’t like that. I wish it didn’t have to
be so. Believe me. But we have no choice. We can’t stop him.”
Hannah shook her head and turned abruptly away from him, tending to Yjen, who lay
motionless upon the soil, her arm festering and her breath a faint rasp.
“Who is he?” Leo demanded suddenly. “Who is the Piper? What is he?”
The Doctor got to his feet, and stared off into the thickness of the crops with his hands
clasped behind his back, pondering how best to answer that question.
“I was never convinced they were real,” he finally replied. “Some people swore by their
existence, but I never quite believed it myself. There was no hard evidence. Rumours, that’s all.
Legends. Fitting then, that’s it’s taken a legend to convince me I was wrong. They are real. And
the Piper is one of them.”
“One of what?” Leo urged.
“They don’t have names. Not sensible ones, mind you. But some people refer to them as
Grief Wraiths, which I suppose is a reasonably apt description. Let’s run with that.
“For the most part, they are harmless. They’re timeless creatures, formless, and normally
you never even know they are there. But whenever tragedy strikes, they come.”
“And do what?” Hannah murmured, looking up from Yjen.
“Feast. They hide nearby, clinging to a wall, a roof, and they feed off the misery of those
who are suffering. Time means nothing to them, so they can attend the same incident time and
again if they want to, though apparently the sustenance of any given incident wears off over time.
But most are just scavengers. They don’t cause the tragic event to happen – the illness, the accident,
whatever it is – they simply arrive once it has happened, and leech of the anguish of whoever’s
involved.”
“That’s horrible.” Leo shuddered.
The Doctor shrugged. “Maybe. But there’s also another type of Grief Wraith, one that’s
much more horrible, and thankfully much rarer. The hunter. The Grief Wraith who uses its powers
to take physical form, like our friend the Piper. To cause pain. To trigger tragedy. They create the
misery that feeds them. And that’s why he gets rid of the rats first – to make people happy before
he takes their children, for what worse anguish is there than that which immediately follows
delight?”
“And the children?” Hannah demanded hotly. “What does he do with the children?”
The Doctor shook his head. He couldn’t bear to turn and face her.
“Tell me! I want to know!”
“I think…or rather, I’m guessing…that he’ll take them back to his own dimension, through
a portal in that cave. They’ll suffer there, as their parents suffer here. A two course meal, as it
were.”
“We can’t let that happen.” Hannah whimpered.
“We must.”
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“No!”
“You see,” the Doctor wheeled around, his temper getting the better of him, “this is why I
didn’t want to tell you ‘til after we’d gone. This! Because you just don’t get it, do you? You still
don’t understand, after all this time. I’m nobody’s hero, Hannah. I’m an idiot with a big gob and a
useless TARDIS, and that’s all I’ve ever been. I help out where I can, and d’you what, I take pride
in the good I do. That we do. But I know when I can make a difference, and I know when I can’t.
Do you think I’m enjoying this? Do you think I’d let it happen, if I could help it? Answer me that?”
Hannah scoffed, and looked up at him with loathing. “And if you’re an idiot, then what
does that make me, for being with you?”
He could think of no reply to that, and was spared having to rack his brains for one by
Yjen, who gasped suddenly, her milky eyes snapping open.
“Listen!” she rasped, her breath a panicked stutter.
“Shh.” Hannah gripped her hand, and cupped her cheek in her hand. “We’ve been a little
held up, hon. Just keep fighting, eh? I know you can do it! We’ll get you help as soon as we can.”
“No!” Yjen rasped, writhing on the ground, her eyes darting left and right through the
darkness which was all they saw. “Listen…he’s coming! He’s coming! He’s here.” Her final breath
escaped her as a grotesque hiss, and a distant melody interrupted the silence she left. It was a
piper’s tune, and it was coming from somewhere inside the town.
The Doctor, Hannah and Leo exchanged a dark look.
“It’s started,” the Doctor growled.

55

THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT

SEASON 42

Gerhard
It was rather a stretch to describe the Mayor’s Palace as such, for it wasn’t particularly a castle
anymore. It had been once, but Gerhard’s dismally dull forefathers had favoured practicality over
appearance, and the original structure (of which scant records remained) had been long since
whittled away, so that all that remained were a set of glorified office chambers, surrounded by a
moat and drawbridge, without which there would be no way of telling that a castle had ever stood
here.
The turrets were long since gone, a flat roof constructed in their place, with sentry posts
dotted along its perilously low walls. It was here that Gerhard stood and watched, with Chancellor
Loche on his left, Lector Pvaro on his right, and a full decanter of wine in his hand.
The Piper was standing in the courtyard below, playing a marvellous tune on his long brass
pipe. Though Gerhard couldn’t name the song he played, he thought it sounded awfully
familiar…perhaps he’d heard it as a boy. His mind became a blank haze as he watched the rats –
hundreds of ‘em – swarm the courtyard below, circling the Piper’s feet without harming him, none
of them showing the faintest sign of aggression.
“It’s working,” Gerhard murmured.
“I don’t believe it,” Lector Pvaro said, his eyes popping as he swayed on his feet beside
Gerhard. “How’s he doing it?”
Chancellor Loche scoffed. “Ask not how he’s doing it, my friend. Just be satisfied that he’s
doing it.”
“Shut up!” Gerhard snapped, finding their voices a grating irritant over the beauty of the
music. “Just watch!”
The Piper glanced up at them and nodded, his bell hat tinkling, his lank hair and chalky
face lurid against the grey flagstones beneath his feet. His ludicrous robes made him look like
some sort of exotic, noxious fruit.
“Go forth!” Gerhard cried down, his own hypocrisy not lost on him. He raised his decanter.
“Go forth, and kill them all!”
The Piper bowed graciously and spun around, dancing out of the courtyard with a spring
in his step, twirling, his head swaying to the sound of his own music. The rats parted to let him
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through, and then stuck close to his heel. As the Piper made his way out of the courtyard, Gerhard
and his councillors ran to the other side of the roof, so as to see him emerge over the drawbridge.
From here, Gerhard could see most every inch of his city; the slanted slums to the far north,
and so many markets in the near vicinity, some good, some bad, surrounded by a mishmash of
homes, taverns and eateries, some with brick roofs and others with simple straw, a lot of ‘em with
smoking chimneys as dinners were prepared within, nearly all with their window shutters open to
ward off the heat.
In the streets below, the peasants gathered. Gerhard beamed as his people congregated
outside their warrens, pointing and muttering at the beautiful, bittersweet sight of the rats scurrying
through the streets, led away to their deaths, freeing Hamelyn of their pestilence forever.
Cheering sounded over the Piper’s song, tepid and sparse at first, but growing raucous as
more and more people started to realise what was happening. Gerhard knew, somehow, that
everyone in town, and probably beyond, could hear the Piper at play. That should not have been
possible of course, for though his instrument was loud, its song could not possibly extend farther
than a quarter league around the palace. That the entire town should hear it, as Gerhard knew in
his heart, was deeply terrifying, yet to Gerhard that hardly mattered now. All that mattered was
that it was working.
Cutting through the city like a great chocolate brown vein of foulness was the River Weser,
its current strong today, storming north to south, carrying all manner of nasties with it.
The Piper crossed the drawbridge and emerged into the market square beyond. He headed
straight for the river, his music growing louder, somehow, to counter the cheering which continued
in a steadily rising rumble. Some of the rats didn’t even make it to the market square, toppling off
the drawbridge and landing in the gloomy black waters of the moat, sinking without a trace. The
sight upset Gerhard a little, and he took a large swig of wine to make it feel better. Beautiful work
was done here tonight, but it was a tragic sort of beauty, not one in which he could truly revel.
The Piper jived away from the market and headed down a narrow street, out of sight.
Nevertheless, it was easy to track his progress by the sound of the cheering. Rats continued to pile
down the street in hot pursuit, emerging from nearby homes and taverns in their hundreds. A group
of drunkards followed them out of the closest tavern, cheering and hollering, slapping each other
on the back, their shrill delight infectious. Despite his misgiving, Gerhard threw his arms around
Pvaro and Loche, and bellowed into the sultry night air at the top of his lungs.
“The Piper!” he cried.
“The Piper!” Loche echoed.
“The Piper,” Pvaro stammered, “Lord Mayor, if you please…”
“What? Oh, of course.” Gerhard realised the old man was staggering beneath the weight of
his arm.
Five minutes later, they caught sight of the Piper afar, waltzing down the wide street which
ran alongside the river, his helpless, hapless followers in tow. What happened next stayed with
Gerhard for the rest of his life.
A
s one, the rats stampeded towards the river whilst the Piper looked on, playing his pipe and
dancing on the spot, splaying his legs in a monstrous jig as the rodents hurled themselves into the
rushing water below, not a single one emerging once they went under. On and on it went countless
tiny bodies vanishing over the side of the riverbank, flocking to join their comrades in death. The
applause had tapered off somewhat, and Gerhard suspected that the people below felt the same as
he did, euphoric and haunted in equal measure, a bittersweet mix of relief and repulse. He wanted
to look away, but couldn’t, not ‘til the last of the rats went over the railings, careering into the
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River Weser to be drowned and swept from the city by the current, deposited somewhere far
outside Gerhard’s jurisdiction and responsibility. To clear up the bodies would be somebody else’s
problem, or with better luck, perhaps they’d be carried right out to sea.
“It’s over,” Chancellor Loche said shakily.
Gerhard took a long drag of wine, and shook his head. “No, Loche. Not quite. Come –
we’ve a Piper expecting his due.”
Gerhard’s voice was steady, and he forced himself to smile wickedly. But in truth, he was
nervous. Terribly nervous. Maybe even scared? Yes. Yes, despite himself. He was scared.
He’s just one man, you craven! He’s got his magic tricks, but he’s nothing but a sad, sorry
and murderous excuse of a man. That’s what Gerhard told himself, and what he very nearly came
to believe.
By the time he knew the better of it, it was far too late.
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Hannah
“I’ll take her,” Leo offered, as he sat cross legged beside Yjen’s body. “I’ve no need to come to
the palace now, I’ll only slow you town. I’ll take her, and leave her somewhere she’ll be found.”
Hannah nodded, blinking back tears.
“She was good, you know,” she murmured. “I mean, she was a scammer and a thief, a
drunk, and goodness knows what else…but d’you know something, she was a good person. Goes
to show, doesn’t it?”
The Doctor shot her a strange look. “How’s that?”
“Well,” Hannah replied, turning away from him, “you can be a terrible person, yet still be
good deep down. Right? Just like you can be a great person, the best, and still be dreadful in your
way. Isn’t it so, Doctor?”
He didn’t reply immediately, but when he did, his voice was uncharacteristically soft.
“What do you want from me, Hannah? Do you want me to change history? Alter a fixed
event? If I did that at your behest, I’d be asking you to own the consequences. That, I couldn’t do.
I care too much about you.”
“I’ll tell you what I really want from you. I want you to shut up.” She rose to her feet and
gazed down at Yjen, who lay on her back with her hands folded over her abdomen. Her hair was
missing in places, and her lips had erupted into ruby red ulcers, but other than that she looked
peaceful enough.
“It’s time to go.” The Doctor said. “Before it happens. The children…”
Hannah wiped her eyes and managed a nod. “Fine…”
The Doctor clasped her briefly by the shoulder, and turned to Leo. “Are you sure you won’t
come? I could drop you off somewhere else, somewhere far away. Anywhere you like.”
Leo immediately shook his head. “No.”
“Leopold,” the Doctor said gently, “you don’t want to see this. I don’t want you to see it.
Please come.”
“No sir,” Leo said firmly. “Never. This is my city, my home, the only home I’ve ever
known. If it’s going to bleed tomorrow, then I’ll bleed with it. Perhaps I can help. After. Do some
good before I die, just like you said.”
The Doctor smiled and offered the fat man his hand. “Then good luck, my friend.”
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Leo shook his hand, and then kissed Hannah’s. He hauled Yjen onto his shoulder. “It’s
getting on for dark. If you two are leaving, you ought to leave now.”
“Bye, Leo.” Hannah managed a smile. Leopold bowed and took his leave, his scarecrow
blonde hair bobbing up and down as he headed off through the towering crops towards the northern
end of town, Yjen hanging limp over his broad shoulder.
The Doctor watched him go, then turned to Hannah. “We’ll have to go through the sewers
again. Horrid, but there’s no way round it. We can each have a proper wash once we get back to
the TARDIS.”
“Whatever,” Hannah replied miserably. She was spent. Exhausted in mind and body, and
however much she wanted to press her case, and force the Doctor to do something, anything, she
felt too weary to muster the words, not least because she knew he’d refuse. She wondered just
then if she might not hate him a little bit. She loved him, oh certainly, but was it possible to truly
hate someone you loved? Yes. Yes, she rather thought that it was.
“Lead on,” she murmured.
The Doctor nodded, and they set off through the crops in the opposite direction to Leo,
making for the city gates nearest the palace. The sounds of celebration were audible even here, a
wondrous sound in normal circumstances, but gut-wrenching in this instance.
And then, quite suddenly, everything went black.
“Doctor!” Hannah breathed, squinting to see through the impossible wall of darkness
thrown over the field. For a hideous moment she thought she’d gone blind, and exhaled in cold
relief when she looked up and saw stars in the sky, and the tops of the tall crops looming
menacingly all around her. There was a smell of citrus fruit.
“He’s here,” she whispered, scrabbling in the dark for the Doctor.
“Follow my voice.” He sounded farther away than he ought to have. “It’s all right. I’m
here. Come to me.”
“Where?” She turned her head from side to side, fighting rising panic as she strained to see
through the gloom.
“Here! Just follow my voice, Miss. Redfoot. Follow my voice!”
It was coming from a few yards away, somewhere off to her right. Strange. He’d been on
her left side just a moment ago. She held out her hands before her and walked cautiously toward
him, feeling her way through the crops, her feet shuffling nervously along the soil.
“That’s it! Keep going! Yeee-ees. A little farther now. Come on, kid! Take my hand.”
That’s not the Doctor. This, she realised too late. A hand closed firmly around her left wrist
and pulled her in close, and for the first time she could make out a figure through the darkness. It
wasn’t the Doctor. It was far too short, too slender, to be him.
The stranger clicked her fingers, and a little ball of flame danced above them, hovering
over the skin without burning, throwing light over the immediate area.
Yjen tightened her grip on Hannah’s wrist and scowled.
“Your fault!” she hissed, her fingernails digging painfully into Hannah’s flesh. “He took
me, Hannah! He took me to the land beyond the mountains! And it’s your fault! You got me killed!
You killed me!”
Hannah screamed and wrenched her hand free, spinning on her heel and rushing blindly
away from Yjen.
“Doctor!” she shrieked, crashing and stampeding through the corn crops. “Where are you?”
“Hannah?” came his reply, horribly distant, somehow behind and before her at the same
time.
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“Where are you?” she cried.
“Never mind me! Just run! Run!”
And that’s just what she did, slicing through the cornfield like a charging bull. She ran in
a straight line in the hope that this should inevitably lead her out. Unless, of course, the Piper had
other ideas, and planned to trap her here forever, in this cornfield beyond the mountains, which
went on for eternity, no way in, no way out, the same place he’d take the children soon, a howling
multiverse between her universe, the real universe, and somewhere else. A place so beautiful and
hideous, so lovely and foul, a place where time was nothing, and the laws of physics were an
afterthought, a fleeting consideration unworthy of adherance…
“Run!” the Doctor yelled again, sounding a trifle closer this time, and somewhere directly
ahead of her. She picked up the pace and ploughed ahead, but then Yjen reappeared, stepping into
her path so suddenly that Hannah was powerless to stop in time. She went bowling into Yjen, who
did not so much as flinch, though Hannah herself went sprawling to the dirt, lying flat on her back
as the dead woman loomed over her.
“He killed me.” She said, her throaty voice laced with sadness and accusation in equal
measure. “He found me, he lured me in, and then he killed me! I suffered! I suffered so much! And
why? Because of you! If you hadn’t come to my orphanage, he’d never have paid me the slightest
mind! It’s your fault I’m dead. Your fault!”
“I’m sorry!” Hannah sobbed, scrabbling to get away, wincing as Yjen stepped hard on her
ankle and held her in place. “I’m so sorry!”
Yjen laughed. “What good is your sorrow? I’m gone. And it’s your fault! Your fault, your
fault!”
A dozen little figures emerged around Yjen and chanted with her, their voices high-pitched
and cruel.
“Your fault, your fault, yes, it’s all your fault!” Moving as one, Yjen and her orphans
reached for Hannah, a swarm of freezing fingers wriggling and scrabbling through the dark to tear
her apart.
“Now I won’t have that.” Suddenly the Doctor was there, towering over Yjen and the
children, his fury shocking to behold, raw rage radiating like heat from a flame: the anger of a
Time Lord. Yjen and her children retreated immediately into the darkness, and did not re-emerge.
“You okay?” he demanded roughly, pulling Hannah to her feet.
“She’s right,” Hannah sobbed in reply. “It is my fault! It killed her because of me. If she
hadn’t known me, she wouldn’t have died!”
She dissolved into floods of tears, and the Doctor pulled her into a tight hug, affection he
so seldom displayed. “It’s not your fault. Because you didn’t kill her. D’you hear me? And that
isn’t Yjen. It’s not her. It’s messing with her head, trying to make sure we don’t interfere. Well,
we won’t.”
He let go of Hannah and bellowed into the darkness, “D’you hear me, Piper? We won’t
interfere! Let us go, and we’ll leave Hamelyn at once! You have my word!”
“The word of a Time Lord?” replied a gurgling voice. Out of the darkness, the Piper
stepped forth, and squared up to the Doctor. “Little good is that, to me!”
“But we know the rules!” the Doctor insisted. He did not back away, and stood with his
face inches from the Piper’s livid white features. “We know never to interfere in fixed events. Let
us free, and we’ll leave without incident. You’re expending power keeping us here, and I’ll bet it’s
power you could do without expending. Am I right?”
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“I know you,” the Piper replied, “we all know the Doctor! The averter of chaos, the bringer
of glee! You’ve starved so many of my kind throughout your many lives, without even knowing, so
tell me this…why ever would I let you go?”
“Because you aren’t limitless. Killing us would be a waste of effort, and you know it!”
The Piper laughed. “Quite right, little man, quite right. Though perhaps I don’t need to kill
you, to make certain you die.”
The blanket of darkness lifted, and the world returned to rights, the semi-light of dusk with
the mountains visible to the west, and the tallest buildings in Hamelyn visible to the east, over the
corn crops.
They were completely surrounded.
“Carry on, gentlemen!” the Doctor beamed, as seven guards pointed their lances at him
and Hannah, forcing them into a tight bundle.
“You were both convulsing,” one of the guards remarked, “Are you drunk?”
“Sincerely.” The Doctor nodded. “Forgive us. May we go?”
The guard smiled. “Do you know something, my lord Doctor? I don’t enjoy hitting
women.”
“Glad to hear it!” the Doctor exclaimed.
“Men, however…”
The guard slugged the Doctor hard on the chin with a mailed hand. His knees buckled, and
Hannah gripped him before he collapsed, lowering him gently to the dirt. His eyes were glazed,
and his tongue was poking out between his lips.
“I meant what I said,” the guard told her. “I don’t want to hit you. I won’t need to hit you,
will I? You’ll just come with us like a good girl, isn’t that so?”
Hannah swallowed. “Doesn’t look like I have a choice.”
“Not if you want to avoid a swollen lip.” The guard chuckled. He turned to his men. “Put
her and that sack of filth in irons. They’ll hang on the morrow. And I reckon that drinks are on
Lord Mayor Gerhard tonight, lads!”
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Gerhard
To calm his frayed nerves, Gerhard cracked open a bottle of exquisitely strong wine that a visiting
dignitary had given him two years earlier, and worked his way through the whole vintage over
dinner. He felt spectacularly drunk.
The feast was magnificent, and covered every inch of the round table. There were honeyglazed suckling pigs with apples in their mouths, huge boats of fresh cabbage and runner beans,
and a delightful selection of fruit tarts for dessert, with ripe blue cheese and barley bread to finish.
“A fine meal, my lord.” The Piper wiped his mouth with a napkin, spoiling the chalk paint
on his cheeks.
“Of course. And do, please, call me Gerhard. Yes, ours are only the finest chefs. Nothing
less will do.”
“Quite right.” The Piper finished his drink and held out his goblet for a servant, who topped
it up with blood-red southern wine, a crisp dry vintage from the vineyards south of Hamelyn.
“So tell me,” Gerhard said, cutting himself another slice of cheese and placing it on a piece
of barley bread, “where next for you?”
The Piper shrugged. “Aww…wherever the road takes me. Wherever there’s steady feed
and a wage to be earned.”
“I wish you well. And I think, perhaps, we’ve made your onward journey a little safer.”
“How’s that?”
“My men have captured the Doctor and Hannah Redfoot. They were hiding out in the
cornfields. The fat man wasn’t with them, but we needn’t worry about him. He’s an ageing snake
oil salesman, is all he is.”
The Piper nodded. “Better late than never, huh? Will they hang?”
“At first light. Will you stay and watch?”
The Piper shook his head. “Naw. Would love to, but can’t. I’m on a tight schedule, Gerhard,
and it’s gotta be met.”
“Very well,” Gerhard said, his pulse rising. “Then thank you for all that you’ve done.
You’ll forever have the gratitude of Hamelyn, my friend.”
“Uh huh,” the Piper said listlessly, “and uh…I hate to bring it up, Gerhard, but…the gold?”
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“We’ll come to that presently.” Gerhard beamed. Pvaro and Loche were fidgeting
nervously on the other side of the table, and exchanged a glance. “First, I propose a toast. To
Hamelyn! And the man who saved it!”
The Piper smiled as they clinked glasses. Gerhard wobbled to his feet and stretched across
the table to clink with Pvaro and Loche. Old Pvaro’s glass was bobbing up and down as his hand
shook, and a little wine slopped out as they brought the glasses together. Whether it was down to
nerves, or age, or both, Gerhard couldn’t say.
He took a deep breath, and tried to pull himself together a little. “I shall miss you, some.
You don’t grovel. That’s refreshing, is that. Those fools sat yonder, good men the both of them,
but woe is me, do they kiss my boots! It gets so very wearing after a while. Having someone like
you around, someone who isn’t afraid to stand his ground in my presence, is something I’ll miss
most sincerely. I mean that. I found it insulting at first, I admit, but I quickly grew to appreciate it.
So thank you. I’m half tempted to command that you stay, and take Styne’s place on my council.
But I shan’t. It wouldn’t be tenable. The guards hate you, for what you did on your arrival.”
“Hmm.” The Piper shifted awkwardly. “Yeah, I can’t rightly blame ‘em.”
“Indeed. Killing their colleague was a sure and certain way to sour that relationship
irreparably. They’d never accept you as a superior now, let alone their commanding officer. It
would be invidious of me to impose you upon them.”
“Sure.” The Piper nodded slowly. “Now, listen…the, um…the gold? 1,000 guilders we
agreed, am I right?”
“We did agree that,” Gerhard said smartly, feeling jittery and eager now that the moment
had come. “But I think there’s some room for adjustment.”
The Piper didn’t frown. He showed not the slightest hint of surprise. All he said was, “Oh
yeah?”
“Yes. I think I’ve found some middle ground. A solution that works for both of us.”
He clapped his hands, and immediately the palace guards stormed the Council Chamber
through the grand front entrance, and all three side entrances too, armed with swords and maces,
and armoured in steel chain and plate, clanking as they marched. The Piper sat and watched
impassively as the men surrounded him, whilst two of them – the largest and bravest – seized him
by the shoulders and held him in place.
“What’s this, then?” the Piper sneered.
Pvaro and Loche rose and moved to join Gerhard, flanking his chair on either side. Gerhard
got back to his feet and downed the remainder of his wine. The room was swaying slightly, and
the Piper’s livid white face shone like a full moon through his wine-addled eyesight.
“It’s simple enough. When you came here, you committed a heinous crime. You murdered
a palace guard, in the palace, and freely confessed to your crime before the Lord Mayor, my good
self, and his council. For that, we should have hanged you there and then.
“But we didn’t. And we won’t. Because you saved our town. As such, we grant you the
greatest gift of all. Life! Freedom, too. That’s the middle ground. We want to kill you, you want
1,000 guilders. Well we’re not going to kill you. And you’re not getting a single guilder. Neither
of us get what we want, but nor do either of us lose. How does that sound?”
The Piper nodded slowly. “I see. And tell me, Lord Mayor, is that ye final word? Be sure.”
“Are you threatening me, sir?”
“Certainly.”
“Well then, you painted freak, you are treading on extremely dangerous ground. Be in no
doubt that you will be killed if you refuse to leave immediately. Offer the slightest resistance, and
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my men will fillet you. And woe betide you, if you ever think to return. If you do, you will die
slowly. These are not threats, Piper, these are promises. Unlike you, I can quite easily make good
on them.”
Gerhard snapped his fingers, and the guards hauled the Piper to his feet. He looked
ludicrous, no, pathetic, stood there in his stupid pied clothes. How had Gerhard been intimidated
by this? How on earth had he ever been so much as slightly daunted by this travesty of a man?
“Gentlemen, kindly remove this murdering piece of scum from my palace, and my city,
immediately. And make certain that every man of the city watch knows his face and form, lest he
ever tries to return.”
The Piper scoffed as the men dragged him away.
“What happens next is ye own doing,” he said, “you’ll live to regret it, Lord Mayor. I
promise ye this!”
“Yes, yes,” Gerhard cackled, waving at the Piper as he was steered from the room by the
scruff of his neck. “It’s been a pleasure, my friend! I wish you well! And don’t worry about the
1,000 guilders. You know what they say about money – it doesn’t buy you happiness. Goodbye!”
Gerhard, Loche and Pvaro broke into raucous applause as the Piper was hauled through the
double doors, out of the chamber, and out of sight forever. At last.
Out of mind too. For a little while.
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Leopold
It started just before dawn.
Leo was lying helpless on his bed, a thin sheen of sweat plastered to his body as the heat
of his ramshackle little home embraced him like a thick blanket, making sleep a difficulty at the
best of times, and damned near impossible this morning.
He knew it was coming, knew also that he was powerless to prevent it, yet it still felt an
awful shock when the first raised voices drifted in through his window: confusion and
bewilderment at first, and the vaguest hint of (it broke his heart) amusement, as the parents initially
took their children’s behaviour as some sort of organized mass jape. Anger took over in short
order, then finally panic, as the children of Hamelyn marched from their homes and took to the
streets in their thousands.
Biting back tears, Leo hauled himself from bed and waddled to the window, throwing open
the shutters to behold a ghastly sight. Children were stood at attention in the middle of the road,
each of them wearing a blank and faintly pained expression. Their parents were furiously tugging
at them, trying to steer them back indoors, but the children had been possessed of an impossible
strength, well beyond their paltry size. Leo winced as one boy, who could not have been older than
five or six, floored his mother with an underarm slug to the gut. The poor woman fell sprawling to
her husband’s feet, her bedclothes soiled with the grime of the cobblestones.
Next came the music, a faraway melody that Leo could have sworn that he recognized, a
tune he felt as if he’d known his entire life, though its name evaded him, and he could not recall
when or where he might have heard it before. There was a smell in the air too, a strange sort of
lemon and lime odour which was very nearly pleasant, though oversweet and cankered, as though
the fruit was ancient mush, mottled with mould and riddled with blackfly.
The children turned to face west, towards the mountains, and their parents looked on and
wailed as they began marching that way in single file, unresponsive and impossible to stop,
heading irresistibly to the source of the music.
He started to cry himself. Shuttering his windows with a clatter, he began smashing his
fists against the wall, feeling more helpless and angrier than he’d ever felt in his life, as the lives
of thousands of decent folk were shattered forever outside, on his street, in his city! And there was
nothing not a single thing he could do about it. It was enough to make any man cry.

66

THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT

SEASON 42

Except…
His tears subsided as quickly as they’d started. Wiping his eyes, he rushed to his wardrobe
and threw on whatever clothes happened to fall out, dressing at breakneck speed and bounding
down the stairs two at a time, like a man half his age and weight. He threw open his front door and
rushed east down the street, doing what little he could to ignore the steady stream of children filing
away forever beside him, brushing past him and heading to pastures unknown, from whence they
would never – could never – return.
“Help us!” sobbed a young father, who tried to block his path.
Leo pushed him aside. “I cannot. I’m so sorry, lad. But I cannot.”
Ignoring the man’s cries, Leo broke into a shuffling run, his rolls bobbing up and down in
time with his footfall, his wild blonde hair flapping hither and thither, growing lank and heavy
with sweat, as poor, fat Leo bullied his body to go faster, heaving as he turned a corner and ran
north up the baker’s quarter (his favourite haunt), heading for the foot of slum hill.
It took him twenty minutes to reach Yjen’s orphanage, by which time he was gasping for
air, his body laced with sweat and odour, and his hair matted with grease. He pummelled into the
door, which yielded immediately under his weight, falling out of its frame with an echoing clatter.
Most of the children were gone, no doubt heading for their unspeakable, unknowable fate
in the mountains. But three children remained, lying gormlessly abed with their eyes blank and
their mouths lolling open, each of them staring cluelessly at the ceiling. Lana, Grey-Eyes and Bean
were unable to rise, and did not react when he waved a chubby paw in front of their eyes. There
they lay, the only children in Hamelyn who could not answer the Piper’s call, who could not
respond to his deathly summons. But their condition was temporary. The Doctor had said as much.
They could recover at any moment, and if the Piper still played, off they would go, to join their
comrades in what might have been death, or might have been something far, far worse, lost forever
in the land beyond the mountains…
And over Leo’s dead body was that going to happen.
Grabbing a carving knife from the kitchen, he sat himself down with the children and
watched over them with baited breath, their every tremble and tick setting his heart racing, lest it
be a sign of them stirring. He sobbed silently as he waited, and twirled the blade, wondering if he
could do it, if it was the only option left open to him. If they woke, and tried to leave, he’d do
everything in his power to hold them here ‘til the music had stopped. But if he couldn’t do
that…he…
Without eating, without drinking, without moving from their bedside, Leo watched over
the last three children of Hamelyn, ‘til finally the Piper fell silent and, an hour later, the three began
to stir from their slumber.
“What happened?” Grey-Eyes wheezed, examining Leo through bleary eyes. “Who are
you? Where’s Yjen?”
He’d left Yjen on a bench outside the banking quarter. The city watch would have found
her by now. Soon enough he’d have to tell the kids that she was gone, but he didn’t have the
strength to do it yet. Instead, he shook his head.
“It’s not good. It’s not good at all. But I’ve got you, kids. And you will be fine. I’ll make
sure of that.”
And for the first time in an awfully long time, Leopold Fitzrovia had a reason to live.
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Hannah
“That’ll be our executioner.” The Doctor said darkly, as the dungeon door creaked open.
“Any bright ideas?” Hannah trembled, her mouth dry.
The Doctor only shrugged. “Improvise. That’s the best I’ve got.”
But then the dungeon door swung open with a thundering clatter, and Lord Mayor Gerhard
came tumbling into the dungeon, red-faced and sobbing.
“What have we done?” he shrieked, pacing the room and wringing his hands like a
madman. “What have we gone and done?”
The Doctor and Hannah exchanged a glance. “It’s started,” the Doctor said. It was a
statement, not a question.
“He’s taking them, damn it! He’s taking all of them! What do we do?”
“Nothing you can do,” the Doctor replied calmly. “You’ve played right into his hands,
Lord Mayor.”
“No!” Gerhard spat, rounding on the Doctor with a face like thunder. “You! You save
them! You do that! Stop him, and I’ll spare your lives! The people, they’ll never forgive me, if
you don’t!”
Cool as a cucumber and cold as ice, the Doctor replied, “There’s nothing I can do from a
prison cell, Lord Mayor. Take me to my box – my blue box – and I may yet be able to help.”
Gerhard glowered at him. “If I do that, the girl stays.”
“No.”
“Yes! She stays here as insurance, and your freedom, both, if you stop him!”
“No,” the Doctor insisted. “Either you free us both now, or I shan’t lift a finger to help you.
It’s my deal or no deal. Take a moment to decide, by all means.”
Gerhard thought about it, but not for long. With a hand that wouldn’t stop shaking, he
somehow managed to insert the key into the lock and open the cell door.
“Your word?” he quavered. “You’ll save them?”
“My word.” The Doctor said solemnly.
Hannah glared daggers at him, as Gerhard led them out of the dungeon and through the
palace towards the loading bay. Her heart was thumping, and she felt sick to her stomach.
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“We’ve got to do something!” she hissed, keeping her voice low so that Gerhard wouldn’t
hear.
“We can’t,” the Doctor breathed in reply, as they emerged into the humid dawn of the
courtyard, their feet slapping the flagstones as they raced towards the loading bay. They passed
right by the gallows, on which two nooses were hung, two nooses that would have been for them,
but for the disaster unfolding on the streets of Hamelyn. The disaster the Doctor had just
shamelessly promised – sworn – that he’d avert.
They finally reached the loading bay, a wide and rather dark room, cool and musty, and
full of stock. There was meat, cheese and fruit in one corner, bread and pastries beside them, a vast
quantity of ale, wine and cyder, and then along the far wall sat arms and armour, swords and mail,
with half-helms and leather capes. In another corner sat sacks of coal for the fires, a stockpile that
was surely large enough to see the palace through winter, when it hit. And what a miserable winter
it would be! No children would build snowmen in the streets, no snowballs would be thrown, and
there would be no merriment as so many little feet stampeded through the blizzards and crunched
in the snow covered glades.
Amidst all the clutter stood the TARDIS, blue and beautiful, and despite her grief, Hannah
could not help but faintly smile when she saw it.
“All right.” The Doctor clapped his hands together. “Lord Mayor, kindly wait outside. Dark
magicks will dance in that box this day, and a mere mortal such as yourself must never behold
their like.”
“Spit on that!” Gerhard exclaimed. “I’m coming in! I’ll help you!”
“Help us how?” the Doctor demanded.
“I’m coming in!”
The Doctor sighed. “Fine, then.” He extracted a key from his pocket and opened the doors.
Brilliant light spilled out.
“Prepare yourself for a shock.” He growled.
Hannah and the Doctor marched into the TARDIS, followed by Gerhard, whose mouth
hung open as he stepped through the threshold.
“It’s…larger inside than out?”
“Dark magicks,” the Doctor reiterated, stepping before the console and priming the
engines. Gerhard put a hand to his forehead, sighed, and staggered slightly, overwhelmed by the
impossibility of the vast console room.
“Doctor…” Hannah muttered, as he finished firing up the engines and placed a hand on the
brake. “Please…”
The Doctor gave her an impassive stare, and turned to Lord Mayor Gerhard. “Forgive me
if you can.” He said flatly, and released the brake with a firm tug.
The TARDIS moved off with that gorgeous, ear-splitting groan, but Gerhard did not come
with it. He began to fade from the console room, pulsing in and out of existence, as the TARDIS
departed the loading bay.
“What’s happening?” he demanded, his voice a faraway thing, caught between two
separate oceans of time.
The Doctor grimaced and gave him an apologetic shrug. Hannah was forced to drop her
gaze in shame, as Gerhard realised what was happening. Just before he disappeared entirely, she
saw him fall to his knees and burst into tears.
“I hate you,” she whispered, unable to contain herself. Despite the dulcet tone of her voice,
the Doctor heard.
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“Quite right,” he said calmly. “I’m hateful. I always have been. But I’m not done yet.” He
added.
“What are you doing?” she demanded glumly, as he began racing around the console,
throwing switches and yanking levers.
“I’m saving the children. Saving them, the only way I can.”
Hannah started at him. “What? How?”
“Never mind, yet!” he snapped. “I’m not even sure it’ll work. And Hannah…”
“Huh?”
“You’ll have to defend me for a time. The Piper will try to stop me…once he knows.”
She frowned. “But surely he can’t get in here?”
“He’s not of this universe, Hannah. The laws of reality mean nothing to him. Once he
knows where we are, he’ll come. And I’m sorry – but you’ll have to fight him.”
She grimaced. “How?”
He frowned at her. “You know.”
“I don’t!” she exclaimed.
“Of course you do. Think.”
Hannah thought. She smiled. “Of course I do.”
He smiled ruefully and carried on with his work, prancing around the console like a
madman as he smashed his fists against buttons and wrestled with gears, the engines below
growling in a peculiar way Hannah had never heard before. The central column began pulsing,
flooded with brilliant white light from the bowels of the TARDIS.
And then, quite suddenly, she saw it. It was all she could do not to scream, but she could
not help the strangled rasp that came out as she beheld the monstrosity at the TARDIS door. It was
a rat the size of a Labrador—larger, a Great Dane—with matted black fur and a snapping, drooling
mouth from which two large front teeth hung down. Its eyes danced a vicious red, and scaled wings
unfurled from its back, like the wings of a bat. Its talons, razor-sharp, clawed at the metal floor,
whilst a python-sized tail curled behind it.
It prowled towards the Doctor, ready to tear him apart, and she stepped immediately into
its path and met its gaze. And so the fight began.
She blasted it. The Grief Wraith, which fed upon anguish, could not be defeated by
happiness, but it could surely be delayed by it. So she gave it all she had. Everything she’d done
with the Doctor, the great times in sharp relief, the bad times skittered over on fast rewind. She
didn’t stop there. Further back she went, further and further, all the way home, her father, her
friends, her mother, the mother she’d loved, always loved, loved with all her heart…
You let her down, warbled an alien voice in her head, you know that you did. She never
asked much of you, and what little she did ask, you didn’t give her. You could have done, and you
didn’t. You chose not to, child! No respect, no culture, no credit, no love. Do you have any idea
how much of a disappointment you were? Because we do. Oh yes, we know.
“I wasn’t,” Hannah replied simply, shutting her eyes as the unspeakable rat waded towards
her, as though trying to walk through treacle. “She loved me, and I loved her. You can taste that,
can’t you? Eh? Go on, drink deep! Taste the happiness! Don’t you love it? Don’t you? Don’t you
want more?”
The voice in her head cackled cruelly. Such charming naivety! You were with Mummydearest when she died. We know what you saw, because we were there too! And more than once!
We’re always there, fool child, pilfering your misery, feasting on your pain. We gorged on her
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terror as she slipped away, and we fed on your heartbreak once she was gone. And we saw you,
in her final thoughts! A traitor thrice, to her, to yourself, and the betrayals yet to come.
“And I don’t believe you,” Hannah said simply, grinning. “Not for a single moment.” She
pushed the voice out of her head, and saw the mottled rodent backing away from her, spitting
phlegm and leaving scratch marks on the floor, quivering on the spot like a prancing piper.
What of Yjen? Think of her! Had you never come to Hamelyn, she would have lived,
however long she had, and died a far easier death than the one she endured.
Before she could answer, a hand closed lovingly over her shoulder, and a voice whispered
in her ear.
“It’s done.”
Trembling, Hannah stepped away from the rat, and relinquished whatever foul, unwelcome
connection she’d formed with it. And gone was the great, fat brute which it had been just moments
before; in its place was a ravaged rodent, all skin and bone and stinking matted fur, hanging loose
off it like clothes four sizes too big. Its teeth were black, blunt, and its talons were yellow and
crumbly. It unfurled its wings, to reveal stretched skin that was totally missing in places, like torn
canvas.
It was starving!
“Kill it, Hannah! You must!”
The dying husk of the rat reared up on its spindly hind legs like an angry horse, and hissed
at her.
“Hannah, hurry!”
The rat made to attack, and Hannah brought her clenched fist up to meet it, striking its
abdomen directly between the two front legs. Her fist punched through its paper-thin hide,
squelching deep into its sinew, its innards, a foul splatter of hot, gushing blood slopping from the
wound to soak her hand.
The noise the rat made was like nothing she’d ever heard, a shrill scream from beyond the
stars themselves, a noise which pierced not only her ears, but also her brain, her teeth shaking in
their sockets and her eyes swelling fit to burst, turning red, her nose spurting blood as she yanked
her fist free with a hideous slurping sound. The rat stiffened up, and fell on its back with a final,
pathetic meowl, its eyes turning glassy and its limbs curling up. Hannah smelled its final gasp of
breath, the stench of putrid fruit filling the TARDIS.
The Doctor clasped her shoulder and pulled her away from the dead rat, drawing her into
a tight hug, which she returned, tearful, wiping the blood from her top lip with a handkerchief.
“What did you do?” she whispered.
“What did I do?” he gave her a wan smile. “I starved it out, is what I did. You see…a Grief
Wraith must always have its due.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning I saved the children. They went into the cave, as history commands, but I broke
the wavelength. Sent them off course. I don’t know where they ended up, but it wasn’t in the
Piper’s dimension. It was…somewhere else. So you see – the Piper did not get his due, did not get
the chance to replenish in full the energy he expended in Hamelyn. He got the parents’ pain, but
he didn’t get the children’s.”
Hannah nodded. “Then the kids…are they dead?”
“Who knows? Perhaps…wherever they are…perhaps they can carve out a life for
themselves. A brand new civilization! Think of that! There are many realities capable of supporting
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life, and some of them aren’t so different from our own. Never say never. But if not, they’d still
be better dead, than with the Piper.”
“Agreed,” Hannah said heavily, glaring at the stinking carcass curled up on the TARDIS
floor. But even as she watched, it began to disintegrate, blood and all, peeling away in flakes which
folded away into nothingness, so that within seconds it was completely, finally, gone.
“There are more of them out there.” She remarked. “Aren’t there?”
“More Grief Wraiths? Certainly there are. Thankfully, the great majority are just
scavengers, feasting on misery when it arises. It’s not their fault. It’s what they are. And I suppose
in a very sick sort of way, it’s a comfort…to know that even the worst times are of benefit to
something.”
Hannah could think of no response to that, so changed the subject. “You let me believe we
weren’t going to do anything to help! You kept saying we couldn’t, and you were lying all along!
Why?”
“Because the Piper had ears everywhere! If we were within earshot of a rat, we were within
earshot of him. I couldn’t tell you anything. He’d have killed us, if he knew. If he’d even suspected
for a second...”
Hannah nodded.
There was just one more thing she wanted to know.
“In the story, there was a child left behind. One child, who survived the Pied Piper’s cull.
Do you think that’s true?”
“I’m sure of it.” He replied. “But you aren’t quite right to say one. Some accounts say it
was just one, a lame lad who couldn’t keep up with the others. But different tellings put the number
at three, four, even as high as fifteen. Personally? I think they numbered three. And I know which
three, at that. Three kids who were in no fit state to travel when the others were taken.”
Hannah’s eyes widened, and she burst into shaky laughter. “My three? The orphans?”
“I think yes.” The Doctor beamed. “And they’ll not be thieves and beggars any longer.
They’ll be the only children left in Hamelyn! Seems fair to assume they’ll be well looked after,
don’t you agree?”
Hannah nodded. “Doctor…”
“What?”
“I don’t hate you.”
He squirmed. “Okay. Sorry, is this likely to be a deep conversation? Because you know
I’m no good at those.”
She grinned. “Why, yes. I think it is.”
“Um…hmm. Yes, well, obviously I…well, you’re tolerable! How’s that?”
“Thanks.” Hannah scoffed. “It means a lot.”
“No problem. Now, what say we get going? I’ll set the coordinates for Bremen, and perhaps
we’ll actually get there this time.
Hannah gave him a long, hard stare. “Try again.”
“But…the ale festival!”
“Try. Again.”
He swallowed. “Well…I suppose there might be good food at a space spa.”
“Better.”
They stared at each other, and started to laugh. It was a traumatised sort of laughter, and
she drew precious little by way of happiness from it, but it was laughter nevertheless. And it was
a long time before they stopped.
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