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SCHLOCK! WEBZINE 

Welcome to Schlock! the webzine for science fiction, fantasy, and horror. 

 

Vol. 12, Issue 10 

18th November 2017 

 

Schlock! is a weekly webzine dedicated to short stories, flash fiction, serialised novels, and 

novellas, within the genres of science fiction, fantasy, and horror. We publish new and old 

works of pulp sword and sorcery, urban fantasy, dark fantasy, and gothic horror. If you want 

to read quality works of new pulp fantasy, science fiction or horror, Schlock! is the webzine 

for you! 

 

For details of previous editions, please go to the website. 

 

Schlock! Webzine is always willing to consider new science fiction, fantasy and horror short 

stories, serials, graphic novels and comic strips, reviews and art. Submit fiction, articles, art, 

or links to your own site to editor@schlock.co.uk. We will also review published and self-

published novels. Please contact the editor at the above email address for further details. 

 

Any other enquiries, including requests to advertise in our quarterly printed magazine, also to 

editor@schlock.co.uk The stories, articles and illustrations contained in this webzine are 

copyright © to the respective authors and illustrators, unless in the public domain. 

 

Schlock! Webzine and its editor accept no liability for views expressed or statements made 

by contributors to the magazine.  
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This Edition 

 

This weekôs cover illustration is Inaugural Zombie Run brings fun, fright, family to JBLM 

141101-A-KU062-408 by Staff Sgt. Micah VanDyke. All images within licensed under 

Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons, unless otherwise 

indicated. Graphic design © by Gavin Chappell, logo design © by C Priest Brumley. 
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EDITORIAL 

 

This week, a boy meets a girl amid an apocalyptic wasteland. The sun sets in the east. A 

driving lesson leads Saria down the road of vengeance. And the Long Now Clock is ticking. 

 

Lovecraft surveys supernatural literature in 19th century Europe. The adventurers learn the 

long absent king is coming to a divided land. Carter Ward tends to the wounds of a friend. 

And on The Mysterious Island, in the penultimate installment of this Jules Verne classic, the 

sky is ablaze. 

 

ðGavin Chappell 

 

Now Available from Rogue Planet Press: 
 

Lovecraftiana Halloween 2017 

 
 

Return to Contents  

http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/lovecraftiana-halloween-edition-2017/paperback/product-23352654.html
http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/lovecraftiana-halloween-edition-2017/paperback/product-23352654.html


6 

 

PRETTY PENNY by Kate Lowe 

 

ñItôs just a dead body,ò I tell her. ñItôs not going to hurt you.ò 

 

But Penny recoils from the bloated, stinking, putrefied cadaver, as anyone wouldôve in the 

days before the Scourge, and trips on the upturned corner of a bloodstained rug. She lands 

with a thud, but the carpet has muffled it enough that I donôt need to worry about drawing the 

attention of the wrong kinds of people. 

 

So Penny is clumsyðI make a note to watch for that. Sheôs also fourteen, blonde-haired and 

blue-eyed, and, until yesterday, alone in the world.  

 

I found her in the ruins of a burnt-out pile in the suburbs. I donôt normally scavenge so far 

from the city, but most of whatôs left is already picked over, whatôs valuable taken, and the 

rest either burned or decayed beyond use. 

 

All of Pennyôs family are dead, so she tells me. I donôt know what she did with the bodiesð

didnôt askðjust told her I could take her somewhere safe. 

 

I wrestle the watch from the wrist of the dead womanôs hand and pocket the timepiece, which 

is gold, but that isnôt why I take it. The price of things post-Scourge isnôt measured by the 

calibre of metal or the cut of the jewel or the value of the notes and the coins in your pocket. 

Worth is a fluid thing, determined by supply and demand, and the Hawkers set the prices 

accordingly. I donôt know if theyôll trade me for the watch, but thatôs okay; I have other 

wares to sell them. 

 

I loot the cadaver for the buttons of her shirt, which I pick from the fabric with a penknife. 

Pennyôs blue eyes regard the knife as she stands, and I know that sheôs looking at the rust-

coloured stains on the blade, forming theories. ñDog pelts,ò I tell her, nipping buttonsðplink-

plink. ñFetch a haul in the city. You can stitch them together, make a blanket. A lot of folk 

died from the cold last winter. A lot of folk planning on surviving the next one.ò  

 

ñYou mean you skinned a dog?ò 

 

ñDogs,ò I correct her. ñThe big ones, anyhow. Sheep are good too, if you can find them. Most 

already dead, though. Butchered for the meat.ò 

 

Pennyôs nose wrinkles and she looks towards the door. ñCan we go now? Iôm hungry. You 

said that there was food in the city, right?ò 

 

I grunt, and she nods, and thatôs the end of it. There is food in the city, but maybe not the 

kind of food that Pennyôs used to eating. 

 

Back on the road she gets chatty, telling me how life was for her before it happened. She talks 

about boarding school and ponies and lacrosse, and I nod as though I understand, wondering 

if her tears are born of loss, or the smoke from the corpse pyres burning out west. 

 

Sheôs wiping at her eyes when she catches her foot on a tree root erupting through the tarmac. 

I reach out to catch her too late. She falls, and I curse myself for not paying closer attention to 

the girl in a world she wasnôt made for. 
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She shows me her palms, which are grazed. Holds them out like a toddler to a parent. 

 

ñItôs nothing,ò I tell her. ñYouôre fine. Get up.ò 

 

She stands, eyes glistening. ñBut I think I cut my knee.ò 

 

She pulls at the tear in her leggings, thin cotton, insubstantial. I stoop to inspect it and yes, 

thereôs a graze to her knee, beads of gravel still embedded in the wound. ñItôs fine,ò I say 

again. 

 

Which it is. Just a knee, superficial and unlikely to scar. 

 

Thank God she didnôt land on her face. 

 

ñAre there doctors in the city?ò Penny asks me. 

 

I frown at her. ñYou donôt need a doctor.ò 

 

ñI know buté are there? And schools?ò 

 

I shrug. ñThereôs education if you want it, same as there are doctors. I donôt think thereôs 

lacrosse though.ò 

 

She nods, and we pass the next mile or two in silence. 

 

ñYou havenôt said very much about yourself,ò Penny offers. 

 

ñNo,ò I say, and hope she leaves it there. 

 

Which she doesnôt. 

 

ñWhyôd you take the buttons from that lady back there? I mean, I get the watchðit must be 

worth somethingðbut a handful of buttons?ò 

 

I wish she hadnôt asked that. I donôt want to spook her. ñAll things have a price in the city,ò I 

tell her.  

 

Watches, buttons. 

 

Other things. 

 

The sign for the city looms ahead. Flanking us, the carcasses of what were once houses with 

families stand silent and seemingly empty. Penny is heedless, trusting in me to keep her safe, 

which is why she doesnôt hear the subtle click of weapons readied, or notice how the shadows 

shift beyond the glassless windows. I think about the hands that are holding those weapons, 

the eyes behind the sights and the men that are watching the cityôs new arrival. 

 

ñPenny,ò I say, although I donôt know what Iôm doing. I point out the laces in her trainers, 

grubby grey. ñCan I have those?ò 



8 

 

 

She glares at me, affronted. I choose not to mention I could take them if I wanted and tell her 

that I only want to borrow them. 

 

ñWhy?ò 

 

I hold out a hand and say, ñTrust me.ò 

 

Penny must decide that she does, or at least that she doesnôt have a choice, and stoops and 

draws the laces from her trainers. I take them and tie them together, but she watches, 

inquisitive, perhaps a little wary, so I point up ahead and say, ñSee? The city gates.ò 

 

Whilst she isnôt looking, I finish what Iôm doing and hand the laces back to her, screwed into 

a ball so she wonôt know what Iôve done. ñHere,ò I say. ñBut hide them. Somewhere safe.ò 

 

And this time, for the first time, but certainly not the last for her, I think she finally gets it. 

ñAll things have a price in the city,ò she tells me. 

 

I nod and watch her tuck the knotted laces in her sock. As hiding places go itôs not the best, 

and I almost point this out to her, but then I hear the claxon and we both stop and stare as the 

storey-high gates to the city swing open. 

 

A Hawker makes a gesture with his gun: come on in. He smiles at me with yellowed teeth, 

turns that smile on Penny, who falters. I nudge her in the back: go ahead, go on in. She looks 

at me, hesitant. ñItôs fine,ò I say, ñgo on.ò 

 

We step into the city and the Hawkers close the gates. Itôs muddy underfoot and the air stinks 

of too many people lodged in too small a space: wood smoke and corpse smoke and 

excrement and rot. Curious gazes on dirt-streaked faces eye Penny like a toy in a shop, and 

Penny eyes them back, and I can see that sheôs afraid now. 

 

I point towards a door with a mesh panel screen across the grime-crusted glass and tell Penny 

to go in. The sign above the door reads óPawn Shopô but somebody half-painted over it, and 

now it reads óArrivalsô.  

 

Which is pretty much the same thing these days. 

 

ñGo on,ò I say. ñIôll meet you back out here.ò 

 

ñI donôt want to,ò Penny says, but she doesnôt have a choice now. All Penny has is a price, 

which I go to collect from the hatch around the back. 

 

But Iôm stopped by a Hawker before I can make it. ñHey kid. You find her?ò 

 

I dig out the harvested buttons and offer them up to him. He takes them and throws them in a 

jar by the door. Itôs a big jar. Holds a lot of buttons. 

 

ñYou teach her a lesson for running away, kid?ò 

 

I shake my head no. ñShe was already dead. Self-inflicted.ò  
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ñHanger?ò 

 

I nod, and he snorts. ñAh well. Saved you a job.ò 

 

I donôt bother answering. Go around back to the hatch, where I wait. 

 

Eventually it opens. A Hawker peers down at me, leering a smile I donôt return. ñAny more?ò 

In the background, I hear a girl sobbing.  

 

I take out the watch and hand it over. He inspects it. Grunts. Throws it in a basket full of 

obsolete trinkets, then hands me a hessian sack of cured meat. I can tell by the weight that she 

fetched a good price. I can tell by the large letter óHô on the sack it wasnôt quite good enough 

to afford me the mutton that the Hawkers get to eat. 

 

Well, no matter. Itôs food, and my hunger doesnôt care for specifics.  

 

Iôm leaving with my dues when the Hawker from Arrivals shouts over. ñHey, kid!ò  

 

I turn around to find that heôs standing in the doorway, holding up the noose that I made from 

Pennyôs laces. ñNice try, kid. Do something like this again, weôll find another use for you.ò 

 

I scowl at him and say, ñIôm not a kid.ò 

 

But he laughs and says, ñWhat are you? Like, twelve?ò 

 

Not even. But Iôm tall for my age so I donôt put him straight. Like Penny, boys my age have a 

use here. 

 

Because all things have a price in the city. 

 

THE END 
 

Available from Rogue Planet Press  

http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/schlock-quarterly-volume-3-issue-2/paperback/product-23390707.html
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A COOL BREEZE by Joseph J Patchen 

 

The ground doesnôt seem as wet as it should. Not for the nine inches of rain fallen in a single 

day. Not for the continuing rushes of displaced water from the rivers and sewers and lakes; 

flash flooding that uprooted trees, fences, and street signs before knocking down doors and 

walls. Not for the sustained soaking that drove many from their homes and lives. 

 

In spots the soil seems dry and powdery; almost barren as if a victim to a drought. The grass 

seems to have been replaced by splintering straw.  

 

But only in spots; sporadic spots of various sizes and shapes.  

 

The air doesnôt seem as clean as it should. There is nothing fresh. There is nothing vibrant or 

colourful. There is a stench of staleness that is all encompassing. There is a wisp of rot every 

few feet or so. 

 

Despite Octoberôs chill; there is an undercurrent of heat; a thread, sustained and not at all 

comforting. There is a feeling that the vast area around is closing in. 

 

The sun is sinking but not in the west. It is setting from whence it came and it is only noon. 

  

I could tell you of the silence here; but there is none. Birds are chirping; wings carrying bugs 

are amplified and the moaning is deafening.  

 

The breeze cools as an even cooler rain falls. Mists rise on those barren places; those dry 

spots begin to display forms. Out of the dry earth and empty husks rise outlines of bodies, 

transparent shapes of the dead and dying with clothes torn and flesh slashed open.  

 

Limbs display bone whether attached to a body or simply torn free. Blood runs, much like the 

water from the sky or the tears from a phantomôs face.  

 

I donôt know these people. Some are old, some are young; races and genders are mixed. 

 

I donôt know this place. I am not even sure I am in my own town as I walk along this small 

open space in the middle of tall and aging trees. The grass is maintained. There are no 

wildflowers or loose leaves.  

 

None of this seems natural. But it does seem disturbing. 

 

The wails of these ghosts transforming into physical form become louderé 

 

I am beginning to understand. I now believe what my lifelong atheism attempted to hide. I am 

dead. I am dead, I am dead and I donôt know why. I am dead walking among others so 

similarly dead and who wail in denial and disbelief.  

 

Confusion and panic are mixed with their pain and distress, as is mine. I am dead and 

understand that my demise had to have been sudden. I am dead and with others so similarly 

afflicted.  

 

I walk in purgatory.  
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ñYou are correct.ò The voice is strong but old. The voice seemingly comes from everywhere 

with a commanding omniscient authority and knowledge. 

 

Good. Perhaps some answers. I need answers. Why? Why before my time? Was it a stroke? 

Was it a heart attack? Could it have been an accident? I have no memory, no hint. Why have 

I been ripped from my wife and children with no warning? I never had a chance to say 

goodbye or put my affairs in order. Please answer me, please. 

 

ñYou were murdered.ò 

 

ñMurdered? By whom and by the way, who are you?ò 

 

It does not come.  

 

Answer me. Why do you leave me now? Answer me.  

 

It becomes my own wail, over and over, similar to the wails of the others. It becomes my own 

mantra, my own cry of pain. I am only thirty-two years old and I have lost everything. Why? 

Why me? What have I done to bring this karma about? 

 

I know things were not perfect in the marriage. I know we had our problems like every 

married couple. I know I disappointed her in so many ways; she expected so much more and I 

was beginning to change thingsé 

 

A great shiver surrounds and enters my body tumbling down from my brow and spreading 

through to my toes. A great icy cold seizes my muscles and bones riveting me to the spot I 

am standing on. I canôt move. My walk is halted.  

 

ñYour wife says you have drowned in a tragic accident.ò 

 

The voice whispers in my ear. I canôt turn my head but I feel a warm breath on my neck and 

the side of my face. 

 

ñHer lover, a fireman, fished your body out downriver from your home.ò Beads of sweat 

form from my eyebrows. My heart pounds as I grow weak. 

 

ñI was murdered.ò 

 

The voice whispers again. ñHer lover fished you out of the river.ò 

 

The rain falls harder. The drops stab as pins pricking my flesh, they pierce with each strike. 

Each is sharper and colder, sharper and colder. Between the cold, the news, it is all freezing 

me in place, riveting me to this spot. 

 

ñThere will be no service. The widow is telling everyone, including a news crew, she is too 

distraught. She is leaving the children with her mother for a couple of weeks and is heading 

north with a friend to a cabin in the woods to grieve in private.ò 

 

A cabin; I have never ownedéyeahé 
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Truly alone, I am so truly alone. VilifiedéTruly alone, vilified. That is how I lived in this 

marriage, even with my children. ForgottenéThe authorities, my family wonôt challengeéI 

am cast asideéeven by my own childrené 

 

Yeah. It makes sense. óWhy donôt you work harder? I want a new house. I want a new car. 

You are not making enoughéô 

 

Yeah. óLook at the body he has. He works so hard in his yard.ô 

 

There will be no service. The widow is heading north with a friendéplayedéPlayed for all 

these yearsésureéI wonder now if they are even mineé 

 

I will find them. Time is on my side. They can do nothing more to me. I am less than a 

footnote. I will find them and they shall see. 

 

The wails of the lost souls muffle as the sun falls. The night comes bringing a sense of vigour 

in the form of a bright wide moon. Coursing through my veins as a hunger I have never 

before felt.  

 

I have finally found my lifeôs purpose. I finally understand why I am here and what it is I 

must do. 

 

In their dreams each night after they relax from their celebration of debauchery and treachery 

I will creep in their thoughts uncontrolled. I will appear in their vision, just out of sight, just 

out of reach. I will inhabit their shadows and each breeze that swarms about them.  

 

Each night and soon day I will be amongst them for the torture they have earned. 

 

My darling bride, the love of my young life your hate will be mirrored in my new existence. 

No one around you will be safe and each will be a standing lesson for you until we meet 

again for one final embrace.  

 

Be sure I am completely at rest when you place me in that tomb. You better be sure it is 

sealed oh so tight because I wonôt stay still in that room. The darkness of death, the absence 

of light doesnôt still my life. I shall roam this earth each day and night to nourish myself on 

you and your kind. 

 

THE END 

Schlock! Presents: Ghostlands 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Ghostlands-Schlock-Presents-Mark-Slade-ebook/dp/B076G2J75Q/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1508928602&sr=8-1&keywords=schlock%21+publications


14 

 

 
Return to Contents  

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Ghostlands-Schlock-Presents-Mark-Slade-ebook/dp/B076G2J75Q/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1508928602&sr=8-1&keywords=schlock!+publications


15 

 

THE DRIVING LESSON by Steven Havelock  

 

The phone was answered on the fifth ring.  

 

ñHello, is that You Drive driving school?ò 

 

ñYes. What can I do for you?ò 

 

ñI need a driving lesson,ò said Saria. 

 

ñOkay, not a problem. When would you like to book for?ò 

 

ñNext Friday, the 16th July, but I need a motorway lesson.ò 

 

ñHave you passed?ò 

 

ñYes, I passed twenty two years ago but have never driven on the motorway, so I would like 

a lesson to practice my motorway driving.ò 

 

ñHmmmé. We donôt normally do motorway lessons but I will ask Simon and get back to 

you.ò 

 

Later that night Saria sat on her sofa with a glass of wine in one hand, staring morosely at the 

photos she held in the other.  

 

My makeup is ruined but I donôt careéI donôt care about anything anymoreéDavidéOh 

Davidé. 

 

 

The next day Saria was at home staring at the photos again. 

 

Iôm so sad. All I do is stare at these photos all day. 

 

Sariaôs mobile rang. 

 

ñHello?ò 

 

ñHi, Saria, itôs Clare from You Drive driving. We booked your motorway lesson with Simon 

for next Friday 16th like you asked.ò 

 

ñThank youéThank you so much.ò 

 

Saria ended the call. My head is spinningéI feel so dizzy. 

 

She burst into tearsé 

 

Davidé 
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The next day at 2pm Saria was still in bed as the afternoon sun tried to make its way through 

her curtains. Sariaôs phone rang. Looking at the screen she saw it was her elderly mother 

calling. 

 

ñHello...Saria?ò 

 

ñHi mum.ò 

 

ñHow are you? Are you alright? Just that you havenôt called for three days?ò 

 

ñSorry mum, Iôve been really busy with work.ò A fake happy voice. 

 

ñHowôs dad?ò 

 

ñHeôs just in the garden messing with his tomato plants.ò 

 

ñMum, I got a lot of work on that I need to get done. Will call you later.ò  

 

ñOhéAre you sure you are okay? ñ 

 

ñYes mum, Iôm fine.ò 

 

ñHowôs David?ò 

 

ñHeôs fine. muméHeôs just fine. Got to go mum, speak soon.ò 

 

Saria ended the call and burst into tears. She started to think again about her and David like 

she had done for the last three weeks. 

 

I remember when I first met David. His dark black hair and boyish charm swept me off my 

feet.  

 

She looked at the photos she had next to her. She stared at the man in the picture, his blond 

hair gleaming. 

 

Heôs kissingékissingé 

 

The first time sheôd seen the photos of the two figures in the picture she hadnôt noticed the 

similarities. 

 

Oh, Davidé 

 

My marriage to David was the happiest day of my life. NowéNowéThiséI suspected 

something wasnôt right, ever since David left me the note on the kitchen table. A noteéA 

piece of flipping paperéWhich saidéno, I canôt bear to think about itéit cuts too deepéThe 

painéThe pain is unbearableé 

 

A plan had been forming in Sariaôs mind ever since the private gave her the photos. 
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Eventually the day of the lesson dawned. Todayôs the day. She saw the You Drive car pull up 

in front of her house. 

 

Saria went to her goldfish tank. 

 

ñBye MickeyéBye Mouseéò she said to her two goldfish. She knew this would be the last 

time she would see them. 

  

She switched the oxygen pump off from the mains and blew the fish a soft sad kiss. David 

bought me those fishéand I loved them the way I loved Davidé 

 

She stared at them a moment longer. Okay, letôs do this. 

 

She went to the kitchen and picked up a knife. A fetid rotting smell drifted in from the open 

kitchen window. 

 

 

 

ñGodéYouôre one of the best drivers Iôve seen. You sure you need motorway lessons?ò 

asked Simon. 

 

ñI need this lesson.ò 

 

ñOkay, just pull up on the left here and we will fill up.ò 

 

Saria did as instructed, and Simon got out to put some petrol in the small new Fiesta. 

 

Todayôs the dayéShe sat staring into nothing, thinking about her life. A tear slid down her 

right cheek, she wiped it quickly. A few seconds later Simon was back. ñOkay. Just follow 

the Satnav, and we will be fine.ò 

 

Two hours later they were speeding along the motorway at 70 miles an hour. 

 

ñWhen I said you were a good driver, I wasnôt wrong.ò 

  

Saria looked at the time and date on the dashboard. Friday 16 July: 2:00 

 

I rememberéI met David on Friday 16 at the office where I worked. Todayôs the day, she 

thought again. 

 

ñI met my husband today exactly four years ago.ò 

 

ñOhéOkay.ò 

 

ñReach to the back seat and pull out that folder I brought with me.ò 

 

Simon seemed a little bemused but did so. He opened the folder. ñJonathan?!ò 
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ñLady, why have you got pictures of my new boyfriend Jonathan?ò asked Simon, staring at 

the blond hair and boyish features. 

 

ñMy husbandôs name was David and he had dark black hair.ò She continued. ñI wondered 

why David would leave me.ò She said it like she was talking to herself, doing nothing more 

than describing the weather. 

 

Simon sat waiting to hear more. A confused expression on his face turned to fear as Saria put 

her foot down. The car went to 80é90é100é 

 

Sarai started spinning the wheel and snaking in and out of traffic. ñLady, are you crazy?! 

Slow down!ò Simon slammed his foot down on the brake on his side of the specially fitted 

car. 

 

Saria had prepared and anticipated. She pulled out a kitchen knife from under her blouse and 

stabbed Simon in his knee cap. 

 

110é120é 

 

ñWhen I first saw the pictures I didnôt recognise David!ò Saria shouted over the noise of the 

car engine and Simonôs screams. 

 

ñWhat? Why?ò 

 

ñI didnôt recognise him at first. Then I realised he was wearing a wig!ò 

 

130é140é 

 

ñWhy would he leave me? We were so happy together. We were planning to have a baby!ò 

 

150é 

 

The car engine squealed even louder. Smoke was coming out of the front bonnet.  

 

ñYou asshole! You snatched him from me!ò 

 

Saria thought of her elderly mother again. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She remembered 

the last time she had seen David, decapitated; lying motionless and dead in her garden shed. 

 

ñPlease! Please, lady, slow down!ò 

 

ñSee you in hell!ò 

 

Saria spun the wheel to the left and slammed into a large lorry. 

 

THE END 
 

Steven Havelockôs books are available from Amazon. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_1?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=steven+havelock
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THE LONG NOW CLOCK by Steve Laker 

 

What might humanity do, if we knew there was an impending encounter with beings from 

another star? Would factions put their differences on hold and unite in addressing the visitors, 

or might mankind destroy itself before these sentinels even made contact? Because one day, 

our own sun will rise, and for the first time we know of, weôre not alone. 

 

Ever since our technology allowed us to communicate with each other over distances, weôve 

been advertising our presence. If somethingôs coming, itôs too late to stop whatever it is. 

Anything seeking us could have any number of reasons, some of which we canôt 

comprehend. Everything can change, suddenly and for ever, and itôs inevitable that it will. 

This is science fiction for only so long, when that could be millennia or seconds.  

 

Neither the optimist nor the pessimist can effect the outcome, but the optimist is the happier 

of the two. Meanwhile, the Long Now Clock ticked. 

 

The Long Now Foundation built the clock of the long now to keep time for 10,000 years. In 

the words of Stewart Brand, a founding board member of the foundation, ñSuch a clock, if 

sufficiently impressive and well-engineered, would embody deep time for people. It should 

be charismatic to visit, interesting to think about, and famous enough to become iconic in the 

public discourse. Ideally, it would do for thinking about time what the photographs of Earth 

from space have done for thinking about the environment. Such icons reframe the way people 

think.ò  

 

Danny Hillis, the designer of the clock, said, ñI want to build a clock that ticks once a year. 

The century hand advances once every one hundred years, and the cuckoo comes out on the 

millennium. I want the cuckoo to come out every millennium for the next 10,000 years. If I 

hurry I should finish the clock in time to see the cuckoo come out for the first time.ò The 

oldest known human artefacts date from around 8000BC, so the clock would be a measure of 

how mankind evolved ï or indeed survivedðover the next ten millennia when it was started 

in 2000AD.  

 

The cuckoo in the long now clock had been silent for 50 years as Anna Hoshin looked at the 

automaton, perpetual but frozen. Then in her ear, she got a call from Adam, her virtual 

assistant android: 

 

ñIôm thinking you might want to take a look at this, Anna.ò 

 

ñWhat is it, little guy?ò Anna flipped the augmented reality lens up from her spectacles, and 

looked at the toddler-sized robot stumbling across the study. ñSlow down.ò 

 

ñAh, yes Anna,ò Adam gasped, ñalthough Iôm short of breath, I have no lungs. Itôs all rather 

peculiar, Anna.ò 

 

ñSo what did you want to show me?ò 

 

ñOh yes, this,ò Adam said, as he handed Anna a tablet device. ñIôve worked out that itôs 

probably a message, but not what it says yet.ò The droid sat on the floor and crossed his legs. 

 

ñWeird,ò Anna said, looking at the screen. ñAre these symbols, text?ò 
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ñIôm searching all I have now,ò Adam replied. ñThe Encyclopedia Galactica is a large 

repository, so bear with me here.ò Adamôs round face was an animated emoticon, as his green 

LED eyes turned to pulsing, concentric rings, as though he was travelling through a tunnel as 

he read some unseen tome.  

 

ñLet me know when you find something?ò Anna suggested. She looked out of the window at 

a peach sunset on a strawberry sky, as ash from a forest fire coloured the atmosphere. A pink 

sepia dome had been placed over the planet. 

 

ñYou can talk to me while I read. I can still multi-task,ò Adam reassured her. 

 

ñOkay,ò Anna said, sitting down, ñtheories?ò 

 

ñMere speculation at this stage,ò Adam replied. ñWe need to assume some things.ò 

 

ñI normally do.ò 

 

ñThere could be much for you to write of, Anna. You are capable of such beautiful dreams, 

but be careful. Because you are also capable of horrible nightmares.ò 

 

ñThatôs pretty much what I do.ò 

 

ñWell, yes. But letôs make it plausible, so you donôt get carried away and scare people 

unnecessarily. Why do you do that, by the way?ò 

 

ñWell,ò Anna replied, ñI only try. Itôs a human thing.ò 

 

ñYes, I know,ò Adam agreed. ñEven though Iôm sentient, and even though weôre in an age 

where my kind are recognised as a species with rights, I just donôt understand why anyone 

would have a desire to be scared.ò 

 

ñLike I said, itôs human. You are a technological being, and even though you have a soul, 

yours is different to mine.ò 

 

ñBut weôre still essentially made from the same stuff, Anna. What you have as an organic 

body, I have too, made from the materials left over from the big bang. Weôre all made of 

stars, Anna. Iôm in touch with the universe, just like you, but through different means.ò 

 

ñPerhaps the difference,ò Anna offered, ñis that your mind is built upon that of others, with 

all of the information you gain being from othersô experiences and recordings.ò 

 

ñBut arenôt yours Anna?ò 

 

ñI suppose,ò Anna said, ñAnd I guess humans lack something, as thereôs more of the 

unknown to me, without the advantage of instant learning about a subject in its entirety in a 

flash, like you have. So I suppose that in itself is a fear for humans, simply not knowing.ò 

 

ñBut why do humans like to be scared?ò 
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ñPerhaps to confront our fears of unknowns, things we canôt imagine.ò 

 

ñUnless thereôs someone to tell you?ò 

 

ñExactly,ò Anna nodded. 

 

ñWhat are the greatest human fears, Anna?ò 

 

ñAt an individual level,ò Anna placed her hand on her chest, ñit would be the thought of 

seeing someone you love dearly, brutally killed in front of you, while you were held captive 

audience, unable to do anything about it. At a collective level, it would be some sudden threat 

weôd never envisaged or planned for, which threatened us existentially as a race, and we were 

helpless to do anything.ò 

 

ñSo both fears,ò Adam suggested, ñare rooted in a human fear of helplessness or futility?ò 

 

ñYes,ò Anna agreed, ñwhere we are made to feel hopeless and pathetic.ò 

 

ñHumans,ò Adam said. ñTheyôre very insecure, arenôt they?ò 

 

ñFuck, yeah!ò Anna agreed. ñFacebook is humanityôs existential crisis for all to see.ò 

 

ñAnd mankind has been broadcasting itself for around 200 years now, since the first radio 

broadcast. Two ticks of the century hand on the Long Now Clock.ò 

 

ñHave you found anything yet?ò Anna wondered. 

 

ñNothing conclusive,ò Adam replied, ñand Iôm still searching through Encyclopedia 

Galactica as we speak.ò 

 

ñThe message though,ò Anna said, ñis almost certainly artificial?ò 

 

ñQuite certain,ò Adam replied. 

 

ñWhich,ò Anna said, ñimplies intelligence?ò 

 

ñThatôs a word with a very broad definition,ò Adam pointed out.  

 

ñCertainly when applied to the humans on this planet,ò Anna concurred.  

 

ñLetôs assume,ò Adam suggested, ñthat it is a message of some sort, and that its intent is non-

threatening, perhaps even altruistic.ò 

 

ñLots of scenarios...ò Anna began. ñand what we donôt know, is what it is. So what it could 

be...ò 

 

ñYes,ò Adam interrupted, ñgo on, this is fun.ò 

 

ñHave you found something?ò 
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ñSomething, yes,ò said Adam, ñbut nothing definite. So you keep guessing, and Iôll keep 

searching, and weôll see how we do. Like a game.ò 

 

ñHow can you have fun when you canôt have fear,ò Anna wondered. ñor does the lack of the 

latter increase the former?ò 

 

ñItôs not that I donôt know fear, Anna. Itôs that I donôt seek it out like some humans do.ò 

 

ñWhich is more logical. Okay, so letôs play a game of optimism.ò She looked at the window. 

ñIt could be that they have something which would help us.ò 

 

ñIt could also be that we have something they need.ò 

 

ñThey might propose a trade. There are more fundamental questions though: Why would they 

come here in the first place? We have to make a lot of assumptions, even to guess how 

something so elaborate might be justified.ò 

 

ñTo us, it may seem complex, Anna. But to a civilisation far more advanced than ours, it 

could be the blink of an eye, the flick of a switch, or the press of a button.ò 

 

ñPerhaps theyôve had to leave their own planet, and they want to share ours, Adam.ò 

 

ñThatôs a nice thought, Anna.ò 

 

ñBut,ò Anna continued, ñas Stephen Hawking said, we only have to look at ourselves to see 

why aliens might not be something we want to meet.ò 

 

ñYouôre going all apocalyptic, Anna. It could be that they have something they wish to share, 

because they know it will help us.ò 

 

ñOr we might have something they want.ò 

 

ñAnna, this planetôs minerals are nothing compared to those which are far more plentiful in 

space, and probably easier to get to for an advanced race if thereôs no planetary fauna to 

worry about.ò 

 

ñMaybe they donôt know weôre here,ò Anna said, ñand when they get here, they need us out 

of the way.ò 

 

ñI thought we were trying to be optimists?ò 

 

ñIôm just trying to think which make the best stories at the moment. Of course, if weôre all 

doomed, thatôs irrelevant. Mankind and all traces we were ever here, could be gone in a 

heartbeat, or a tick of the clock.ò 

 

ñAbout that,ò Adam sat up straight. ñIôve not found anything else out about our message or 

whatever it is, so maybe something will come to me. But tell me more about the clock.ò 

 

ñSurely you can look all that up?ò 
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ñBut from the human perspective. Why was it made? What does it symbolise to you, other 

than the time?ò 

 

ñItôs a lot of things, but my uncle wanted it to be a lasting monument to human ingenuity and 

endeavour. As he said, such a clock, if sufficiently impressive and well-engineered, would 

embody deep time for people. It should be charismatic to visit, interesting to think about, and 

famous enough to become iconic in the public discourse. Ideally, it would do for thinking 

about time what the photographs of Earth from space have done for thinking about the 

environment. Such icons reframe the way people think. Thatôs all assuming weôre still here. 

My uncle didnôt say that last bit.ò  

 

ñWho did?ò Adam wondered 

 

ñMe, just now,ò Anna replied.  

 

ñSo essentially,ò Adam said, ñitôs art. And thatôs the one thing I think humans will always 

have over robots, and what I long to know the feeling of.ò 

 

ñThe feeling of art?ò 

 

ñWell, yes. All art has feeling. It appeals to the human senses. Whether itôs drawing or 

painting for the eyes, making music or writing for the ears, human art is evocative. Do you 

know what the first question is that Iôd ask visiting extra-terrestrials?ò 

 

ñWhatôs that?ò 

 

ñDo you have music?ò 

 

ñThatôs quite profound, Adam.ò 

 

ñPerhaps, but Iôm an android. Do androids dream of electric sheep?ò Adam stood and paced 

around. ñIt strikes me,ò he said, standing on tip-toes to look out the window, ñthat any race 

which makes music, is in touch with its senses, and it has a soul. I mean, imagine if whatever 

it is out there, just wants to come here and share their culture. Wouldnôt that be wonderful?ò 

 

ñAnd,ò Anna began, ñdespite our relatively primitive evolution on this planet, we are at a 

point in history where mankind is becoming more and more connected with the digital and 

technological, to the point of integration in wearables and implants.ò 

 

ñWe are at a point,ò Adam added, ñwhere humans invented robots and want to be that 

invention, and where the robots wish to be human.ò 

 

ñSo,ò Anna continued, ñthere could be advanced species out there, which are both organic 

and technological.ò 

 

ñBut still made from the same stars, Anna. And perhaps those races have survived so long, 

because theyôve evolved beyond conflict, realising that war only destroys things. Maybe 

theyôve been so long-lived as a civilisation that theyôve transcended war, or it doesnôt even 

occur to them, because itôs such a primitive concept.ò 
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ñWe can live in hope,ò Anna said, looking at the window. 

 

ñPossibly not for much longer. I mean, we may not have to wait much longer.ò 

 

ñHave you found something?ò 

 

ñWell, I havenôt. But in the time weôve been talking, every conspiracy theorist in the world 

has been all over this. So there are some wild ones here, but there are consensual theories 

which are emerging. The nerdosphere is looking at languages in many different ways, to try 

to decode the message. But there are a lot of excited people out there, looking forward to 

meeting something mind-blowing headed our way soon. At the moment, theyôre all as 

frustrated as the biblical scribes, not being able to find the terms to describe what theyôre 

talking about.ò 

 

ñWell,ò Anna said, ñabout half of the ancient alien theorists will be proved right soon. If itôs 

the ones who looked on the bright side, everyone wins. And whether youôre an optimist or a 

pessimist makes no difference to the outcome, but the optimist has a better time leading up to 

it.ò 

 

ñThe Long Now Clock may yet see mankind transcend war, Anna.ò 

 

ñThe clock is a symbol of optimism, Adam.ò 

 

***  

Sunrise was a fresh, golden egg yolk, on a pink bacon sky, flecked with brown clouds. 

 

ñAnna, thereôs something I need to tell you,ò Adam announced as he tip-toed in, carrying the 

tablet computer. 

 

ñGood morning to you too, Adam. Sleep well? Silly question, I know.ò 

 

ñThatôs the thing, Anna. I donôt sleep, yet I sat awake last night unlike I ever have.ò 

 

ñHow do you mean?ò 

 

ñI think I feel frightened, Anna.ò 

 

ñYou should have woken me if youôd had a bad dream.ò 

 

ñNo, Anna. Itôs everyone. Itôs this.ò Adam showed Anna the tablet. ñTheyôve decoded the 

message. But Iôm worried, Anna. Because itôs not night time, so I thought your story would 

end a happy one. But this message says itôs night time. Look...ò 

 

WE COME. GOODNIGHT LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. GOODBYE.  

 

© Steve Laker, 2017. 

 

THE END  
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SUPERNATURAL HORROR IN LITERATURE by HP Lovecraft 

 

VI. Spectral Literature on the Continent 

 

On the Continent literary horror fared well. The celebrated short tales and novels of Ernst 

Theodor Wilhelm Hoffmann (1776ï1822) are a byword for mellowness of background and 

maturity of form, though they incline to levity and extravagance, and lack the exalted 

moments of stark, breathless terror which a less sophisticated writer might have achieved. 

Generally they convey the grotesque rather than the terrible. Most artistic of all the 

Continental weird tales is the German classic Undine (1811), by Friedrich Heinrich Karl, 

Baron de la Motte Fouqué. In this story of a water-spirit who married a mortal and gained a 

human soul there is a delicate fineness of craftsmanship which makes it notable in any 

department of literature, and an easy naturalness which places it close to the genuine folk-

myth. It is, in fact, derived from a tale told by the Renaissance physician and alchemist 

Paracelsus in his Treatise on Elemental Sprites. 

  

Undine, daughter of a powerful water-prince, was exchanged by her father as a small child 

for a fishermanôs daughter, in order that she might acquire a soul by wedding a human being. 

Meeting the noble youth Huldbrand at the cottage of her foster-father by the sea at the edge 

of a haunted wood, she soon marries him, and accompanies him to his ancestral castle of 

Ringstetten. Huldbrand, however, eventually wearies of his wifeôs supernatural affiliations, 

and especially of the appearances of her uncle, the malicious woodland waterfall-spirit 

Kühleborn; a weariness increased by his growing affection for Bertalda, who turns out to be 

the fishermanôs child for whom Undine was exchanged. At length, on a voyage down the 

Danube, he is provoked by some innocent act of his devoted wife to utter the angry words 

which consign her back to her supernatural element; from which she can, by the laws of her 

species, return only onceðto kill him, whether she will or no, if ever he prove unfaithful to 

her memory. Later, when Huldbrand is about to be married to Bertalda, Undine returns for 

her sad duty, and bears his life away in tears. When he is buried among his fathers in the 

village churchyard a veiled, snow-white female figure appears among the mourners, but after 

the prayer is seen no more. In her place is seen a little silver spring, which murmurs its way 

almost completely around the new grave, and empties into a neighbouring lake. The villagers 

shew it to this day, and say that Undine and her Huldbrand are thus united in death. Many 

passages and atmospheric touches in this tale reveal Fouqué as an accomplished artist in the 

field of the macabre; especially the descriptions of the haunted wood with its gigantic snow-

white man and various unnamed terrors, which occur early in the narrative. 

  

Not so well known as Undine, but remarkable for its convincing realism and freedom from 

Gothic stock devices, is the Amber Witch of Wilhelm Meinhold, another product of the 

German fantastic genius of the earlier nineteenth century. This tale, which is laid in the time 

of the Thirty Yearsô War, purports to be a clergymanôs manuscript found in an old church at 

Coserow, and centres round the writerôs daughter, Maria Schweidler, who is wrongly accused 

of witchcraft. She has found a deposit of amber which she keeps secret for various reasons, 

and the unexplained wealth obtained from this lends colour to the accusation; an accusation 

instigated by the malice of the wolf-hunting nobleman Wittich Appelmann, who has vainly 

pursued her with ignoble designs. The deeds of a real witch, who afterward comes to a 

horrible supernatural end in prison, are glibly imputed to the hapless Maria; and after a 

typical witchcraft trial with forced confessions under torture she is about to be burned at the 

stake when saved just in time by her lover, a noble youth from a neighbouring district. 

Meinholdôs great strength is in his air of casual and realistic verisimilitude, which intensifies 
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our suspense and sense of the unseen by half persuading us that the menacing events must 

somehow be either the truth or very close to the truth. Indeed, so thorough is this realism that 

a popular magazine once published the main points of The Amber Witch as an actual 

occurrence of the seventeenth century! 

  

In the present generation German horror-fiction is most notably represented by Hanns Heinz 

Ewers, who brings to bear on his dark conceptions an effective knowledge of modern 

psychology. Novels like The Sorcererôs Apprentice and Alraune, and short stories like ñThe 

Spiderò, contain distinctive qualities which raise them to a classic level. 

  

But France as well as Germany has been active in the realm of weirdness. Victor Hugo, in 

such tales as Hans of Iceland, and Balzac, in The Wild Assôs Skin, Séraphîta, and Louis 

Lambert, both employ supernaturalism to a greater or less extent; though generally only as a 

means to some more human end, and without the sincere and daemonic intensity which 

characterises the born artist in shadows. It is in Théophile Gautier that we first seem to find 

an authentic French sense of the unreal world, and here there appears a spectral mastery 

which, though not continuously used, is recognisable at once as something alike genuine and 

profound. Short tales like ñAvatarò, ñThe Foot of the Mummyò, and ñClarimondeò display 

glimpses of forbidden visits that allure, tantalise, and sometimes horrify; whilst the Egyptian 

visions evoked in ñOne of Cleopatraôs Nightsò are of the keenest and most expressive 

potency. Gautier captured the inmost soul of aeon-weighted Egypt, with its cryptic life and 

Cyclopean architecture, and uttered once and for all the eternal horror of its nether world of 

catacombs, where to the end of time millions of stiff, spiced corpses will stare up in the 

blackness with glassy eyes, awaiting some awesome and unrelatable summons. Gustave 

Flaubert ably continued the tradition of Gautier in orgies of poetic phantasy like The 

Temptation of St. Anthony, and but for a strong realistic bias might have been an arch-

weaver of tapestried terrors. Later on we see the stream divide, producing strange poets and 

fantaisistes of the Symbolist and Decadent schools whose dark interests really centre more in 

abnormalities of human thought and instinct than in the actual supernatural, and subtle story-

tellers whose thrills are quite directly derived from the night-black wells of cosmic unreality. 

Of the former class of ñartists in sinò the illustrious poet Baudelaire, influenced vastly by 

Poe, is the supreme type; whilst the psychological novelist Joris-Karl Huysmans, a true child 

of the eighteen-nineties, is at once the summation and finale. The latter and purely narrative 

class is continued by Prosper Mérimée, whose ñVenus of Illeò presents in terse and 

convincing prose the same ancient statue-bride theme which Thomas Moore cast in ballad 

form in ñThe Ringò. 

  

The horror-tales of the powerful and cynical Guy de Maupassant, written as his final madness 

gradually overtook him, present individualities of their own; being rather the morbid 

outpourings of a realistic mind in a pathological state than the healthy imaginative products 

of a vision naturally disposed toward phantasy and sensitive to the normal illusions of the 

unseen. Nevertheless they are of the keenest interest and poignancy; suggesting with 

marvellous force the imminence of nameless terrors, and the relentless dogging of an ill-

starred individual by hideous and menacing representatives of the outer blackness. Of these 

stories ñThe Horlaò is generally regarded as the masterpiece. Relating the advent to France of 

an invisible being who lives on water and milk, sways the minds of others, and seems to be 

the vanguard of a horde of extra-terrestrial organisms arrived on earth to subjugate and 

overwhelm mankind, this tense narrative is perhaps without a peer in its particular 

department; notwithstanding its indebtedness to a tale by the American Fitz-James OôBrien 

for details in describing the actual presence of the unseen monster. Other potently dark 
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creations of de Maupassant are ñWho Knows?ò, ñThe Spectreò, ñHe?ò, ñThe Diary of a 

Madmanò, ñThe White Wolfò, ñOn the Riverò, and the grisly verses entitled ñHorrorò. 

  

The collaborators Erckmann-Chatrian enriched French literature with many spectral fancies 

like The Man-Wolf, in which a transmitted curse works toward its end in a traditional Gothic-

castle setting. Their power of creating a shuddering midnight atmosphere was tremendous 

despite a tendency toward natural explanations and scientific wonders; and few short tales 

contain greater horror than ñThe Invisible Eyeò, where a malignant old hag weaves nocturnal 

hypnotic spells which induce the successive occupants of a certain inn chamber to hang 

themselves on a cross-beam. ñThe Owlôs Earò and ñThe Waters of Deathò are full of 

engulfing darkness and mystery, the latter embodying the familiar overgrown-spider theme so 

frequently employed by weird fictionists. Villiers de lôIsle-Adam likewise followed the 

macabre school; his ñTorture by Hopeò, the tale of a stake-condemned prisoner permitted to 

escape in order to feel the pangs of recapture, being held by some to constitute the most 

harrowing short story in literature. This type, however, is less a part of the weird tradition 

than a class peculiar to itselfðthe so-called conte cruel, in which the wrenching of the 

emotions is accomplished through dramatic tantalisations, frustrations, and gruesome 

physical horrors. Almost wholly devoted to this form is the living writer Maurice Level, 

whose very brief episodes have lent themselves so readily to theatrical adaptation in the 

ñthrillersò of the Grand Guignol. As a matter of fact, the French genius is more naturally 

suited to this dark realism than to the suggestion of the unseen; since the latter process 

requires, for its best and most sympathetic development on a large scale, the inherent 

mysticism of the Northern mind. 

  

A very flourishing, though till recently quite hidden, branch of weird literature is that of the 

Jews, kept alive and nourished in obscurity by the sombre heritage of early Eastern magic, 

apocalyptic literature, and cabbalism. The Semitic mind, like the Celtic and Teutonic, seems 

to possess marked mystical inclinations; and the wealth of underground horror-lore surviving 

in ghettoes and synagogues must be much more considerable than is generally imagined. 

Cabbalism itself, so prominent during the Middle Ages, is a system of philosophy explaining 

the universe as emanations of the Deity, and involving the existence of strange spiritual 

realms and beings apart from the visible world, of which dark glimpses may be obtained 

through certain secret incantations. Its ritual is bound up with mystical interpretations of the 

Old Testament, and attributes an esoteric significance to each letter of the Hebrew alphabetð

a circumstance which has imparted to Hebrew letters a sort of spectral glamour and potency 

in the popular literature of magic. Jewish folklore has preserved much of the terror and 

mystery of the past, and when more thoroughly studied is likely to exert considerable 

influence on weird fiction. The best examples of its literary use so far are the German novel 

The Golem, by Gustav Meyrink, and the drama The Dybbuk, by the Jewish writer using the 

pseudonym ñAnskyò. The former, with its haunting shadowy suggestions of marvels and 

horrors just beyond reach, is laid in Prague, and describes with singular mastery that cityôs 

ancient ghetto with its spectral, peaked gables. The name is derived from a fabulous artificial 

giant supposed to be made and animated by mediaeval rabbis according to a certain cryptic 

formula. The Dybbuk, translated and produced in America in 1925, and more recently 

produced as an opera, describes with singular power the possession of a living body by the 

evil soul of a dead man. Both golems and dybbuks are fixed types, and serve as frequent 

ingredients of later Jewish tradition. 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 
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THE COMING OF THE KING by Gavin Chappell  

 

Scowling, Hogback brandished a massive warhammer. With his other paw he gestured at the 

guards to keep back. óThis is my fight,ô he rumbled. And he attacked. 

 

Gerald ducked the first swipe of the heavy weapon. Then he leapt under the ogreôs guard, 

thrust forward with his sword and nicked Hogbackôs wrist. The ogre leapt back with 

surprising agility and the impact of his heavy feet on the stone floor was enough to send 

Gerald flying. The youth seized a huge rock pillar and clung to it to regain his balance. 

 

A whistling sound alerted him. A boom shook the chamber as he dropped. Dust fell from the 

roof. As he rolled across the stone flags, he saw that Hogback, missing him, had struck the 

pillar, cracking it clean through. 

 

Gerald picked himself up. The hatch to the treasury opened. Percyôs head appeared. 

 

óWhatôs going on out there?ô he asked. He broke off as he saw the two ogre guards advance 

towards him. óShit,ô he added, and vanished again. 

 

Hogback lumbered round, warhammer at the ready, as Gerald rushed him. The ogre lifted it 

high. Gerald, quicker and niftier, leapt in at belly level, plunging his blade deep into the 

ogreôs hide. Hogback groaned as blood flooded out. Wildly he brought down the warhammer, 

catching Gerald a glancing blow on the shoulder that knocked him to the floor. The ogre 

staggered backwards into the cracked pillar.  

 

It broke with a loud splitting sound, bringing half the roof cascading down on Hogback. 

Gerald himself was half-buried in a rush of rock-dust and rubble. 

 

Desperately he struggled to his feet, brushing off the dust and fragments. The rubble had 

buried Hogback apart from one hand, the one that had held the warhammer, although this 

now lay a yard away. The hand was twitching. 

 

óGerald!ô He heard Percyôs urgent voice and spun round.  

 

Two vengeful ogre guards lumbered towards him. Percy was half in and half out of the hatch, 

surrounded by the ethereal glow from below. As Gerald bent to grab his sword from the edge 

of the rubble, Percy flung a throwing-axe at one of the attackers. The ogre roared with dismay 

as the blade split his brow. He collapsed, arms akimbo, into the rubble as his fellow guard 

attacked Gerald. 

 

Gerald rolled between the advancing ogreôs legs. Confused, the huge creature looked down, 

li fting up one leg then the other, trying to trample him, then lumbered round to face him. 

Gerald seized the haft of Hogbackôs warhammer and, with a more than human effort, hit the 

ogre in the face with it. Skull caved in by the blow, the ogre guard toppled back into the 

rubble where Hogback lay struggling weakly. The impact shook the room. More dust 

cascaded from the roof. 

 

Percy had been joined by Brian and the others, all weighed down with faintly glowing bagsð

containing carbuncles, Gerald assumed. He got up, unsteady on his legs, and shot the roof a 

worried look. It creaked alarmingly. 
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óBetter get out of here,ô Percy said, approaching him. óBefore the whole roof collapses.ô 

 

The roof creaked again, and more dust sifted down. Then a whole block of stone broke free 

from and plummeted, to hit the rubble pile with a deafening crash. As dust rose in choking 

clouds, Gerald turned to Percy. 

 

óTime to go,ô he shouted. 

 

They rushed out into the courtyard in time to meet Lord Gurak running the other way.  

 

óWhatôs happening?ô he shouted. 

 

óHogbackôs dead,ô Gerald said. óHe found us looting the treasury. I fought him.ô 

 

óYou killed him, youngling?ô Lord Gurak asked, eyeing Gerald with fresh respect. Abruptly 

the palace fell in and rubble sprayed across the courtyard. 

 

óOut of the way!ô Gerald shouted. He grabbed Lord Gurak and flung him to one side. They 

evaded the rock flow, but the collapsing palace had more to throw at them as they fled. 

Stones clattered and crashed all about them.  

 

Once they were beyond its reach, Lord Gurak halted and looked back at the ruin. Rubble 

cascaded down the sides of what was now a heap of stone blocks. 

 

óThank you,ô he said to Gerald. 

 

óWhat do we do now?ô Percy gasped.  

 

óNegotiate a surrender with Cragface,ô Lord Gurak said at once. óHogbackôs dead. Thereôs 

nothing to keep us here. You have the carbuncles?ô 

 

óWe have the carbuncles,ô Gerald agreed, óand thatôs exactly why Iôm not surrendering. What 

will Hogbackôs ogres do when they realise whatôs happened?ô  

 

Even now, huge figures were coming round the stone buildings to investigate.  

 

óAnd even if Cragface lets us surrender,ô Percy added, óhe wonôt let us keep these glow-

gems.ô He shook his bag and it chinked glassily. 

 

Lady Candida appeared, flanked by two hireling warriors. óName of Tesh! What has 

happened?ô she demanded haughtily. óWhat have you foolish boys done?ô 

 

They explained hastily. She pursed her perfect lips. óThe boys are right, milord,ô she told 

Gurak. óEven if Cragface lets us leave alive, he will be sure to take these carbuncles from us. 

The warriors are all prepared: now is the time to escape.ô 

 

Several ogres lumbered up, their savage faces betraying bewilderment.  

 

óWhat happening?ô one grunted, looking in horror at the collapsed palace. 
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óA sneak attack by Cragface,ô Lord Gurak lied. óHis siege engine achieved a direct hit on the 

palace. Your leader is dead.ô 

 

óWhat we do?ô demanded another ogre. 

 

óWe will ride out and avenge ourselves upon Cragface,ô Lord Gurak replied. óWe shall take 

as many of the foe with us before we die. I suggest you do the same.ô 

 

The bewildered ogres stumbled off to find their fellows. 

 

óI hope you donôt intend to die just yet, milord,ô Lady Candida told Gurak gently. 

 

óCome on!ô Brian was impatient. óWhere are the horses? If weôre gonna cut our way out of 

here, letôs get moving!ô He brandished his bastard sword. The light of battle made his eyes 

glow like carbuncles themselves.  

 

As Percy followed him and the others to the little square where the riders were waiting, he 

wished he had half his school-friendôs confidence. The rebel ogresô eyes flashed angrily, their 

tusks gleamed in the weird light of the Mountain. As Percy and his friends mounted their 

horses, the ogres shouted encouragement. 

 

óVengeance for our chieftain! Vengeance for Hogback!ô 

 

óIf only they knew,ô Percy heard Gerald mutter. 

 

óOpen the gates!ô Lord Gurak gave the order calmly, as if he wasnôt planning the betrayal of 

their allies. óOpen the gates! We rideðto vengeance!ô 

 

An ogre rushed to obey. The mighty gates of the palace swung open. The riders kicked their 

horses into a gallop. Soon they were streaming out into the eerily-lit night, towards the 

besiegersô lines. 

 

Warning cries echoed up and down the line and at once they were showered with arrows. 

Percy saw two riders fall from their saddles with feathered shafts jutting from their throats, to 

vanish beneath the pounding hoofs of the horses. Another storm of arrows sank into flesh of 

men and horsesðbut then the free company was riding over crudely-built palisades, vaulting 

trenches and siege-works.  

 

More and more men and horses fell, some skewered on spikes that protruded from the ground 

at an evil angle, others killed by defenders or brought down by the constant hail of missiles. 

Percy saw Baylor, Lord Gurakôs old friend, knocked from the saddle by the wild swing of an 

ogre wielding a massive, two-headed axe.  

 

More ogres rushed towards the riders. Percy swung out at one with his sword; the blade 

caught in the ogreôs hide and was torn from his hand as the creature fell dead to the ground. 

Percyôs horse neighed, wild with terror. It galloped between rushing figures, urged on by 

Percyôs curses and the thunder of hoofs. 
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And then they were free, riding across the farmlands with the Mountain of Light behind them 

casting unnatural shadows across the fields. The ogre lines were passed. Percy looked back. 

To his horror, he saw that only eight or nine riders had broken through the lines. And behind 

them, black shapes silhouetted against the night-time glow of the Mountain, ogres raced after 

them; some on foot, others riding war-bison.  

 

The free company had escaped the besieged palace. Percy could see more fighting back there, 

presumably the ogres seeking vengeance for Hogback. All they could do now was ride for it.  

 

óWhere now?ô he shouted at Lord Gurak, one of the few survivors. óUp the Valley of the 

Winds?ô 

 

Grimly, Lord Gurak indicated the ogresô camp in the valley mouth. óWeôll never survive 

another fight like that,ô he shouted back. óBreaking through was a fluke. We wonôt see its like 

again. I say we ride across the Subana Levels.ô 

 

óHogback didnôt like the sound of that,ô Percy said warningly. 

 

óItôs our only chance, youngling,ô Lord Gurak replied. óUnless you want to throw yourself on 

Cragfaceôs mercy.ô 

 

Curling his lip at this, Percy rode on, weaponless and hopeless. 

 

Soon they left the farmlands behind them and rode across the levels of sand and rock that 

stretched towards the mountains. The further they rode, the dimmer grew the glow from the 

Mountain of Light. But whenever Percy looked over his shoulder, he could still see ogres on 

war-bison, pursuing them inexorably. 

 

Just as humans are weaker than ogres, the constitution of the horse is less than that of the 

bison. By the time the dawn light began to replace the Mountainôs glow, their steeds were 

foundering. Lord Gurak called a halt as they reached the banks of a stream that trickled 

feebly through the dust. 

 

Percy leapt down from his saddle and led his shuddering, foaming horse to the stream. It 

drank gratefully.  

 

The other riders were doing the same. Gerald had survived the breakout, that was good. And 

here was Norman, patting his horse affectionately as it drank. Brian had survived as well, like 

the cockroach he was, although he had lost the free companyôs standard somewhere in the 

fight; even now he was deep in thought, Percy could tell, by the enthusiastic way he was 

picking his nose.  

 

Then there was Lady Candida, managing to look calm and refreshed once again after 

splashing her face with water. Lord Gurak stood beside his horse, staring back across the 

levels. A couple of other riders had survived, swarthy hirelings Percy couldnôt name but who 

reminded him of Mexican bandits. 

 

óLooks like we wonôt be bringing so much plunder back to Duke Dalimer,ô he told Lord 

Gurak. 
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The tall lord looked down at him. óDo you truly think that matters now?ô he asked sombrely. 

óThe ogres are still on our trail, and now we have halted they will be closing in. Are our lives 

not worth more than our plunder?ô 

 

Percy sighed. Sarcasm might be the lowest form of wit, but it still went over some peopleôs 

heads.  

 

He went to talk to Gerald, who was standing by the water, rubbing his backside tenderly. 

Percy sympathised: all this riding was a right pain in the arse. He hadnôt felt so sore since the 

last time his dad came back drunk from the pub and leathered him. But he was in a strangely 

merry mood. 

 

óNot in public, Gerald,ô he said cheerily. 

 

Gerald gave him a sour look. óShit that hurts,ô he complained. óWhat are you grinning about, 

Percy? The ogres are going to hunt us down and slaughter us.ô 

 

Percy knew this but somehow he couldnôt let it spoil his morning. He laughed at Geraldôs 

words, but the laugh came out high-pitched and cracked, and then he knew his high spirits 

concealed hysteria 

 

óWe must ride,ô Lord Gurak announced. óThe horses are watered and rested. Now is the time 

to be riding again.ô 

 

Percy saw Gerald scowl. óI thought Iôd taught that fucker a lesson,ô he muttered. óIôm the 

leader here!ô  

 

óStop being a wanker, Gerald,ô Percy said. óWeôre fucked as it is. Let Lord Gurak lead. We 

donôt have time for hissy fits from you.ô He walked back to his horse, ignoring the betrayed 

look on Geraldôs face, and mounted. 

 

 

 

By the time they had reached the foothills of the Heights of Mohapet, the horses were 

beginning to die. As Brianôs steed collapsed, sending its rider falling into a thorn bush, Percy 

realised that the ogres were catching up. A troop of war-bison with ogre riders streamed 

across the levels towards them. They had seen the fugitives, and they were going in for the 

kill.  

 

Percy reined his horse, got down, and helped Brian out of the thorn bush. Gerald swung down 

from his own horse. 

 

óI reckon this is where we fight our last stand,ô he said, as the ogres rode towards them. 

 

óFucking take as many of them with us as we can,ô Brian snarled, picking the prickles out of 

his flesh. 

 

óThese horses werenôt going to be much use up in the mountains anyway,ô Percy said.  
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The ground drummed with the approach of the war-bison. But by now the ogres were out of 

sight behind the rocks. He looked up the slope towards the peaks. óThose ogres the other day 

must have managed to ride through the hills, though,ô he added.  

 

Again his feelings were incongruous. He was calm when he should have been dreading 

inevitable death. An idea hit him. óThe horses are on their last legs,ô he said to Gerald. óWeôd 

be better off without them.ô 

 

óThe ogres will get us for sure if weôre on foot,ô Gerald complained. 

 

óNot if we take to the rocks,ô Percy said, indicating the maze of boulders that covered the 

slope. óWeôre smaller than them, and that gives us an advantage here. Set the horses free.ô 

 

óWhat?ô Gerald demanded. 

 

óSet free the horses!ô Percy repeated. óIf the ogres see them riding off, maybe theyôll think itôs 

us and follow them. Meanwhile we can make our break ï up there.ô Gerald hesitated. Percy 

resorted to mind-games. óYou want to prove youôre the leader, donôt you? Howôs Lord high-

and-mighty Gurak dealing with the situation? Show you can do better.ô  

 

Lord Gurak had drawn his sword and was awaiting the ogres with awful patience.  

 

óI donôt know if this is going to work...ô Gerald said. 

 

óDo it!ô Percy hissed. Gerald nodded, and turned to the others. 

 

A few minutes later they were threading their way through the massive boulders. On the 

Subana Levels below, the ogres were pursuing the horses that the free company had left to 

bolt: they didnôt seem to have noticed yet that the horses had no riders. Each moment they 

spent vainly riding after them bought Percy and his companions time for escape on foot. The 

only thing that slowed the adventurersô flight, other than the rough and rocky ground and the 

steep slopes of the mountain, were the heavy sacks of carbuncles. 

 

Gerald was happy now. Everyone except Percy thought that it had been his idea to set free the 

now useless horses. This round of the ongoing conflict between him and Lord Gurak had 

been won, and now even Lady Candida hung on Geraldôs every word, while Lord Gurak 

walked behind them all, lost in sombre thought.  

 

Percy had to content himself with being the power behind the throne. Some power. Some 

throne. A few lost adventurers ascending a barren mountainside on the edge of ogre country. 

Food supplies running low, water in even shorter supply. The wealth they carried might be 

worth a kingôs ransom, but right now all that could be said was that it was heavy. 

 

They spent a night on the bare mountain, shivering into sleep in the lea of a huge rock 

beneath the snowline. Gerald put the two Mexican bandit guys on first watch. Percy was 

supposed to relieve them. 

 

When Percy woke up, it was morning and the sunlight shone ruddily on the snows of the 

Mohapet Heights. He had slept through the night. Shivering in the chill wind, he sat up and 

looked around. There was no sign of the bandits. Anxiety struck him. He scrabbled for his 
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sack of glow-gems. No, it was still there. He looked around him. The others were still 

sleeping, and none of them had been robbed. It looked like the hirelings had contented 

themselves with taking their own plunder, when theyôd scarpered in the night. Treacherousð

but not excessively greedy. Percy went to wake Gerald. 

 

Several hours later, the remaining adventurers crossed a ridge. Far below them lay a green 

valley where farmhouses stood amongst fields dotted with tiny white sheep. Up here the wind 

was cold, although the sun beat down fiercely; all was bleak and barren, and snow lay in 

drifts. Below, the land looked incomparably fertile. A thin brown thread ran through the 

valley; a road, it seemed. Percy realised that they were above the valley up which they had 

come on the way to Ogresô Gate, and the narrow thread was the kingôs highway. Back then, 

the valley had seemed the wildest, bleakest stretch of moorland imaginable. After long days 

lost among the rocks of ogre country, it looked like Paradise. 

 

They made their way down the mountainside. It took several more hours to reach the lower 

slopes where heather and bracken grew, and a few sheep cropped at tough grass. These bolted 

on seeing the adventurers. The ground grew boggy and bristled with reeds, and soon the 

adventurers reached the valley bottom. A farmhouse was visible near the kingôs highway. 

They had spent all day climbing down the mountainside and the mountain cast long shadows 

across the valley as the sun set. They waded across the boggy field towards the lonely 

building. 

 

The farmer, a short, taciturn man with a pepper and salt beard, welcomed the benighted 

travellers in a manner that seemed surly. But his wife, a plump and matronly woman, took 

pity on them, particularly Lady Candida. She provided hot water and towels, followed by 

drinks of fermented sheep milk and plates piled with barley bread and whey-pickled mutton. 

The farmer watched with disapproval. 

 

óYouôre not the first guests weôve had today,ô he said, pronouncing the word ñguestsò with 

distaste. Percy looked up. 

 

óYou havenôt been visited by two guys who look like Mexican bandits, have you?ô he asked. 

He flushed when everyone stared at him. óI mean, swarthy, dark-haired men with drooping 

moustaches,ô he explained. óThey would be carrying sacks of gems.ô 

 

The farmer tugged at his beard. óThere was only one man,ô he said. óHe sleeps in a cot up in 

the loft. Donôt think heôs either of your men.ô 

 

óPity,ô said Gerald. óIôd like to get my hands on those thieving traitors.ô 

 

óWe ought to check,ô Percy said. He turned to the farmerôs wife. óWould you show me?ô 

 

She grinned and leaned over to muss his hair. óYou come with me, lad,ô she told him. 

 

Percy followed her up the rickety ladder into the loft. It creaked alarmingly. Percy hoped it 

held. If the woman fell, he thought, heôd be squashed flat by her fat arse.  

 

Wheezing, she heaved herself up into the loft, and Percy joined her. A truckle bed stood on 

one side of the cluttered space and a figure lay in it, with a face as white as death. It was a 

young manôs face; early twenties at a guess, pale as the whey these people sued for pickling 
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and with a noble aquiline profile. Disappointed, Percy shook his head. This wasnôt one of the 

Mexican bandits. He reached out and touched the manôs skin. It was icy cold. He checked for 

a pulse. Nothing. No wonder the skin was so cold and pale. 

 

óThis guy is dead,ô he said. He pulled back the coverlet to reveal a broken-off arrow sticking 

out of the manôs ribs. óNo wonder,ô he added. óWhy didnôt you do something about this?ô 

 

óMy husband said it might be barbed,ô the woman said. óHe thought it would be better to 

leave it.ô 

 

Percy sighed. óHe might have been right,ô he replied. óI doubt there was anything you could 

do for the poor bastard. When did he come here?ô 

 

óLast night. We found him on the doorstep. The dogs had worried him a little, but he was 

already wounded.ô 

 

óDid he say anything?ô Percy asked. 

 

óHe was raving, but one thing came out clear. ñThe king is coming!ò he said.ô 

 

óThe king is coming...ô Percy mused. óWell, itôs the kingôs highway.ô  

 

Thoughtfully, he returned to the others. óItôs not one of our chums,ô he said. óI donôt know the 

guy. He looks a bit like he might be a knight or a noble or something. Apparently, he said 

ñthe king is comingò. Oh, heôs dead, by the way.ô 

 

Lord Gurak started. óThe king is coming?ô he questioned. óAre you sure he said that?ô 

 

óItôs bad news for Duke Dalimer if that is so,ô Lady Candida murmured. 

 

óWell, good!ô Gerald burst out. óItôs about time the king sorted things out round here. Who is 

the king, anyway?ô 

 

Lord Gurak and Lady Candida exchanged glances. óI think it is still Conactus IV,ô Lord 

Gurak said. óHe has never been seen in these parts, nor have his recent predecessors.ô 

 

óI agree with Gerald,ô said Norman darkly. óItôs time someone set things to rights round here. 

Everything weôve seen as weôve travelled through the Mountain Duchies has made that 

obvious.ô 

 

óDo you even know whatôs going on?ô Gerald demanded. óI found it all out from... from 

Hogback.ô He shuddered slightly and Percy looked at him in concern. óDuke Dalimer is at the 

back of it all. Heôs been trading little babies with the ogres, babies for carbuncles. Thatôs why 

heôs so rich. But when Cragface puts up the prices he declares war.ô 

 

The farmerôs wife sobbed a little. óItôs true,ô she said. Her husband was going outside with a 

spade, to dig a grave. He patted her awkwardly. óThe tax-men took our first-born. And I 

heard yesterday from a passing hawker that the duke has declared a new tax.ô 
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óCome now,ô said the farmer gruffly. óHeôs the duke; itôs his lawful right to impose taxes. 

Besides, what can we do? We canôt fight him; weôre not even allowed to bear arms. And he 

has his guards...ô 

 

óA new tax?ô Gerald interrupted. óWhatôs he taxing now?ô 

 

The farmerôs wife dried her eyes. óThe first-born, again,ô she said. óEvery night I say a prayer 

of thanks to Tesh Herself that I am past childbearing age. But down in the next farm thereôs a 

young couple. Theyôve just had a child, a bright, bonny, bouncing babe. I canôt abide the 

notion that the tax-men will come for him.ô 

 

Percy couldnôt believe his ears. They had escaped from the ogres and returned to civilisation, 

to the Duchy of Ogresô Gate. But who were the real ogres? Cragface? Or Duke Dalimer, who 

coldly taxed his people of their very babies to profit from trade with the ogres? And why was 

he levying these taxes in wartime? Something wasnôt right.  

 

óThe king canôt come here soon enough,ô he muttered. At last the land might see justice.  

 

Again, Lord Gurak and Lady Candida exchanged glances.  

 

The next day they started out early. Percy saw a freshly dug grave in the home-field. They 

followed the kingôs highway, making their way further and further into the hills. No one was 

really speaking, but whenever anyone slowed down, Gerald chivvied them on. They 

journeyed through the high pass and into the valley where the town of Ogresô Gate guarded 

the way into ogre country. Further up the valley, the kingôs highway vanished into a forest.  

 

Percy had been glad when theyôd abandoned the horses; glad for his blistered arse. But he 

had spent enough time on horseback for his horny soles to soften, and now it was his feet that 

were blistered. One of his shoes was beginning to disintegrate too, its sole becoming more 

and more detached as he walked.  

 

When they reached the town gates, the sentries challenged them. 

 

óYou know us,ô said Gerald angrily. óWeôre the Lady Candida Free Company. Let us in!ô 

 

The senior of the sentries laughed. óNot so many of you as set out,ô he commented. óYou 

might find things have changed around here.ô 

 

Despite these ominous words he refused to elaborate, but allowed them to march into town. 

Soon they were crossing the square before the walls of the castle. The major domo flurried 

out to meet them as they were ushered into the outer bailey. 

 

óThe Lady Candida Free Company?ô he said, lifting those animated eyebrows Percy 

remembered. óWe thought you had been slain. Oh my, this is uncomfortable.ô 

 

óWhy?ô snapped Gerald. He nodded to the others, then upended his own sack of glow-gems. 

Percy took his cue from his friend, and soon the adventurers had all emptied out a glowing 

pile before the increasingly embarrassed major domo, who was glowing as bright as any 

carbuncle. óWeôve brought back enough to pay off the loan we got from the duke,ô Gerald 

added. óAnd a few to make profit on the venture. What are you wittering for?ô 
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The major domo seemed more and more put-out by the situation. Suddenly he turned and 

clapped his hands. 

 

óGuards!ô he cried. óGuards!ô 

 

Halberdiers rushed into the outer bailey, shouting orders and menacing the adventurers with 

their weapons. Percy crouched on the ground, hands over his head as directed. He saw Gerald 

and the others copy him. 

 

óWhatôs going on?ô Gerald hissed. óWe did what they wanted, didnôt we?ô 

 

Lord Gurak looked sombre. óSomething has gone wrong,ô he muttered.  

 

Lady Candida looked frightened. 

 

óMove!ô yelled the leader of the halberdiers. The guards marched the adventurers into the 

keep. As Percy was hustled after his friends, he saw out of the corner of his eye the major 

domo inspecting their glowing pile of carbuncles.  

 

They were kept waiting in the ducal office, not allowed to speak, under close guard by the 

halberdiers.  

 

óWhereôs the duke?ô Gerald demanded after a few hours. A halberdier knocked him to the 

ground with the butt of his halberd. 

 

óSilence there!ô shouted another guard. 

 

Shortly after, Percy heard the clatter of hoofs from the outer bailey as a troop of riders came 

in. Some while after, Duke Dalimer strode into his office. He looked tired and was travel-

stained. Taking off a pair of gauntlets, he slapped them down on his desk, then turned to look 

at the prisoners. 

 

óMy major domo tells me that you took those carbuncles from the ogres,ô he snapped. óIs this 

true?ô 

 

Gerald looked around him in confusion. óYes, itôs true,ô he said. óWe raided the ogres, seized 

the palace and looted the ogre kingôs treasury. Weôve got enough to pay off our loan and...ô 

 

Duke Dalimer cut in. óI will hear nothing of the profits of your villainy,ô he snapped. óEnough 

that you have waged illegal war against a nation with whom we have made peace. Word of 

your raids has reached me from our ally, King Cragface. You aided his enemies even while I 

was seeking peace; destroyed his buildings, slew his warriors and robbed him of his wealth. 

You will be consigned to the dungeons until I have time to decide your fate.ô  

 

Percy gaped in shock. 

 

The duke snapped his fingers and the lead halberdier marched forward. óLock them up,ô he 

barked. 
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óSir!ô The lead halberdier saluted, then nodded to his men.  

 

óBefore you lock us up,ô said Lord Gurak coolly as the guards seized him, óI thought youôd 

like to know the news we heard on the way here.ô 

 

The duke frowned. óWhat was it?ô he demanded. 

 

óThe king is coming,ô Lord Gurak said. óYes, King Conactus is coming.ô 

 

Percy saw Duke Dalimerôs face turn as pale as that of the dead knight down the valley.  

 

Then it purpled. óTake them away!ô he bellowed. Percy and his friends were hustled from the 

chamber. 

 

The halberdiers marched them down the stone walled passages, down a spiral staircase and 

into the unutterable cold of the dungeons, lit only by a single carbuncle that glimmered 

malevolently in the wall above. A barred door hewn from oak stood at the end of the passage. 

A gaoler unlocked this, and let the halberdiers usher them inside. Once they were in, and the 

guards were outside again, he locked it and left them in dank semi-darkness. 

 

Ruefully, Gerald rubbed his bruises. óI think we went wrong somewhere,ô he said. óBut I just 

canôt work out where.ô 

 

óComing here?ô Percy said. óThat must have been a mistake.ô 

 

óWe werenôt to know the situation in Ogresô Gate,ô said Lord Gurak soothingly.  

 

óI meant coming to this planet,ô Percy muttered. 

 

óIt seems,ô said Lady Candida after a short pause, óthat Duke Dalimer has made peace with 

the ogres. Now we are an embarrassment.ô 

 

óThat must be why heôs been taxing his people again,ô said Percy. óIôd wondered why.ô  

 

He lay on the cold stone, trying to get comfortable. It was cold, it was wet, and the light from 

the carbuncle outside, combined with that falling from a barred window in the far wall, was 

only enough for him to see dim shapes. 

 

óHe was pretty scared when you told him the king was coming,ô said a dim shape that 

sounded like Gerald. óHe must have realised that justice has finally caught up with him.ô 

 

After another pause, Lord Gurakôs voice said, óIt seems that I must tell you younglings the 

shameful truth about the kings of Riparia.ô 

 

óWhat are you talking about?ô Percy asked, but then he heard a distant blare of horns from the 

courtyard outside. Listening, he heard the sound of movement from upstairs in the keep, 

people rushing about, and cries: óThe king is coming! The king is coming!ô 

 

Percy crossed to the barred window and hauled himself up by the bars. He looked out at the 

courtyard.  
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The barred window was at ground level. From outside it must be little more than a grating at 

the foot of the keep wall. Percy saw booted feet rushing past: in the distance, the gatehouse 

was visible, and assembling in the square was a troop of halberdiers. Duke Dalimer walked 

past, clearly having come from the keep. Beside him was a slim, youngish woman Percy 

hadnôt seen before; the duchess, apparently. About twenty years the dukeôs junior, she 

seemed to be complaining. 

 

óé havenôt been visited by the king in generations,ô she was saying. óWhy must he choose 

now?ô 

 

óNo doubt he has heard of our wealth, and grown envious,ô Duke Dalimer replied as they 

stood at the head of the troop. óHe has no authority in my domain...ô 

 

óThen tell him that!ô his wife exclaimed. 

 

óThat would be unwise,ô the duke replied. óHis forces are stronger than mine.ô 

 

óOh, youôre such an old coward,ô the duchess snapped. óItôs about time you stood up to 

people!ô 

 

The horns blared in the distance again, but they were coming closer. Percyôs nose twitched at 

an acrid smell. He saw black smoke creeping into the sky beyond the castle walls. What was 

going on? 

 

Lord Gurak joined Percy at the bars. He looked out gloomily. óThe king has come,ô he said. 

 

A cavalcade of heavy horses entered through the main gate; knights and mounted men-at-

arms. Behind them came a cart that bore a gallows and what looked like an execution block. 

Next there was a chariot in which stood a short, clean-shaven man who wore an elaborate 

golden crown. Hanging from the front of the chariot were what looked like severed heads. 

Behind him came a dark carriage hung with black drapes. More knights and men-at-arms 

rode in the rear. 

 

Duke Dalimer and his duchess got to their knees, bowed their heads, then abased themselves 

on the ground. Percy wondered at this: the proud duke and his haughty duchess, grovelling in 

the dirt. This king was a powerful man. 

 

The cavalcade came to a halt in front of the halberdiers and the grovelling duke. Thick black 

smoke billowed from the town behind and it seemed to Percy that more and more smoke-

trails were streaking the blue sky. The knights and mounted men-at-arms rode to encircle the 

halberdiers. 

 

The short man in the crown ï King Conactus himself, Percy guessed ï allowed himself to be 

helped down by a burly man with the blue-dyed hair of a barbarian from the North.  

 

He went to the duke. óOur barbarians are amongst your townsfolk, making an example of 

leading citizens,ô he announced, in a high-pitched voice. óBut it is meet that we should grub 

out the weed of revolt at its root.ô 
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óSire!ô Duke Dalimer wailed, his voice indistinct since his face was still buried in the earth. 

óWe have never raised the standard of revolt against your majesty.ô 

 

King Conactus looked sceptical. óWhere is our Bastard?ô he shrilled. óWhere is the Bastard?ô 

 

A pale, cruel face appeared among the drapes that hung the dark carriage. Out leapt a black 

clad man with close-cropped blond hair. 

 

óDoes my father call for me?ô He carried a whip in one hand. 

 

óThis knave says he has not raised revoltôs standard,ô King Conactus replied. óAre his words 

true? Chancellor!ô The Bastard clicked his fingers, and a tall, long-bearded old man followed 

him out of the carriage, bringing with him a huge ledger. The old man opened it and thumbed 

through it. 

 

óThe last tribute received from the Duchy of Ogresô Gate,ô the old man said slowly, ówas 

three generations ago, sire.ô 

 

King Conactus shook his head sadly. óYou too, duke,ô he said. óYou too have joined the 

rebellion against our authority. You will be assessed by our chancellor and the necessary 

deductions made. First, however, it is clear that punitive action must be taken. Do you have 

daughters?ô 

 

óDaughters, sire?ô mumbled Duke Dalimer.  

 

The king looked impatient. óA simple enough question! Do you have daughters?ô 

 

óTwo, sire,ô Dalimer mumbled. óOne is married to the son of the duke of Hexenwald...ô 

 

óHexenwald, ha!ô said the king. óWe have settled that piffling principality. That must have 

been she who you took when we were in the duchy, Bastard.ô 

 

óAye,ô said the Bastard with a grin. óWhat of your other daughter, your grace? Is she as 

piquant? And is she here?ô 

 

óShe is in the keep,ô the duke said. óBut she is young. What of my elder daughter? What 

happened to Hexenwald?ô 

 

óWe taxed that rebellious witch-haunted duchy,ô the king said airily. óTaxed it swingeingly. 

The people rose in fresh revolt but my barbarian auxiliaries put it down and I slew Duke 

Hexenwald with my own hands.ô 

 

óGood,ô Percy muttered. Lord Gurak shook his head. óWhat?ô Percy complained. óThe fucker 

deserved it. Hey, maybe you could return to your home now.ô 

 

óYou donôt understand,ô Lord Gurak said. óThe king will have laid waste everything.ô 

 

Percy was about to question this when the king shouted an order. It seemed the discussion 

concerning the dukeôs daughter had been resolved. Now the kingôs men-at-arms dismounted, 
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led by the blue-haired barbarian, disarmed the halberdiers and forced them to kneel, hands on 

their heads. 

 

King Conactus directed them further. óHang that one!ô he said, indicating Duke Dalimer. 

óFlog that one!ô He pointed at the duchess. óEnter the keep and bring out any you find. Open 

up the treasury and bring me these carbuncles of which we hear so much. The dukeôs 

daughter must not be played with, is that understood? She is a gift for the Bastard. He will 

sow as many bastards as have I, but only one will follow him in that dignity.ô 

 

The men-at-arms dragged the duke and the duchess up onto the gallows-cart. Percyôs eyes 

widened as they tightened the noose round Duke Dalimerôs neck. 

 

óSire!ô he said as they were preparing to hang him. óI claim my right as a duke to die as an 

aristocrat. The gallows is a commonerôs death. It is the block for such as I.ô 

 

óYou lost all right to such favour when you chose to rebel,ô said the king. He nodded to the 

men. óHang the dog.ô 

 

As the duke dangled from the rope, the men stripped his young wife and bound her to a 

whipping post. As Dalimer expired, his last sight was of the Bastardôs whip slashing her bare 

flesh. 

 

óYou are now our conscripts,ô the king informed the kneeling halberdiers as the Bastard 

methodically flogged the duchess to death. óEither you obey our orders or you are executed 

for mutiny. Now, which is it to be?ô The men-at-arms menaced the halberdiers. None of the 

dukeôs men seemed willing to question the commands of King Conactus. óYou will remain 

here while our men-at-arms search the keep,ô he added.  

 

Other men-at-arms were already approaching the building. As they did, Percy sank down 

from the barred window. The others were gathered below, and they had been listening. 

 

óI think the king has gone too far,ô said Gerald critically. óDalimer deserves to be strung up, 

but what theyôre doing to his wife...ô Even in the dim light that fell from the barred window, 

Percy saw a sickly cast to his features.  

 

óNow theyôre coming in here!ô Norman said worriedly. óIf they find us, what will they do?ô 

 

Lord Gurak got down from the window. óThe king will conscript us,ô he said. óWe will be 

forced to march and fight, with the option of flogging or hanging if we refuse.ô 

 

óAnd weôre trapped, locked in here,ô said Lady Candida. 

 

óThey took my sword,ô said Brian angrily. óI want my sword back!ô 

 

Shouts and cries, the tramp of booted feet and the sound of running men, came from up 

above. Percy heard a patter of terrified feet echoing from the spiral staircase. They came 

straight up to the door, and he heard the scrape of a key. The door swung open. 

 

A plump figure was silhouetted in the light of the carbuncle. Percy tensed. Was this one of 

the kingôs men, come to conscript them? Then he recognised it as the major domo. 



45 

 

 

Before any of them could speak, the major domo slammed the door behind him and locked it. 

Then he turned towards them, panting. óThis is the only safe place in the keep,ô he said 

desperately. óAnd I have the only key,ô he added, lifting it up. 

 

óGive it here!ô Brian demanded, trying to snatch it.  

 

The major domo pulled back, and slipped the key into the folds of his tunic. From up above 

the sound of bloodshed was audible: more people running; cries; the occasional clash of 

swords. óThe king is in control up there! No one is safe, except us. They wonôt batter down 

that door.ô 

 

óWhat is going on here?ô Gerald said. óGurak! You said youôd tell us the truth about the kings 

of Riparia. I think weôve heard plenty. But I still donôt understand. Is it all because Duke 

Dalimer was selling babies to the ogres?ô 

 

óItôs because he hasnôt paid any taxes,ô said Norman. óThe king rules Riparia, so he has to tax 

his people. If the duke hasnôt paid, heôs bound to be angry!ô 

 

óItôs not quite as simple as that,ô said Lady Candida mysteriously. 

 

Silence had settled on the keep upstairs. In the distance, Percy heard shouted orders from the 

courtyard. It seemed that the men-at-arms were bringing out the contents of the treasury, 

followed by the people they had found. He heard footsteps from outside, and started 

nervously as someone tried the door. After a while, they stopped, and their footsteps were 

audible again as they went back up the spiral staircase. óNothing down here,ô came a distant 

voice.  

 

óThe king does not rule Riparia,ô said Lady Candida, seemingly unaffected. óIt is many 

generations since the kings were recognised by anyone outside their immediate vicinity. 

Towns and cities built strong walls to keep the kings out, and in the countryside lords and 

dukes constructed castles as defence against their rapacity. There was a time when the kings 

governed Riparia ably, with the aid of the Order of Tesh; my lineage included. But then came 

the Great Schism, when a king seized power from his brother by murdering him after a 

lengthy civil war, and the Templars of Tesh refused to serve the usurper. Since then, the 

schismatic knights, who swore an oath to protect the kingdom, have been at war with the 

king, and the king has been at war with his kingdom. Sadly, it is too divided to oppose him 

successfully or put an end to his depredations. And yet it is so resolute in opposing him that a 

balance has been maintained for centuries: the king does not rule, but remains a constant 

irritant.ô 

 

óSuccessive kings have roamed the land like bandits,ô added Lord Gurak. óThey march along 

the roads known as the kingôs highway, descending upon area after area; a plague of locusts 

that strips it of its wealth and resources and all men of an age to fight in the kingôs army, 

while they slay anyone who objects ï taxation, they call it, and conscription, and law 

enforcement ï before moving on to another area. Riparia is a large place, and many fortunate 

corners of the kingdom have not seen the king.ô 

 

óThis duchy has not been visited by a king for three generations,ô the major domo broke in.  
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óWho is that bastard?ô Norman asked. óPardon my French, but thatôs what they called him. 

The blond guy in black. Looks a bit like Sting.ô 

 

óIt has been the custom of each king since the schism to eschew marriage, and to sow his seed 

wherever he may,ô replied Lord Gurak. óHis resulting bastards are pitted against each other 

when they come of age, and the most vicious of them all becomes known by the title of The 

Bastard. He is crown prince and heir to the throne.ô 

 

óWhat about the knights with the king?ô asked Percy. óYou said the knights are at war with 

him, milady.ô 

 

Lady Candida nodded. óIt is true. But some remain: the kingôs Paladins, though they are not 

worthy of the name of knights.ô 

 

óWhat about the barbarians?ô asked Brian.  

 

Lady Candida shook her head. She looked at Lord Gurak.  

 

óThe king doesnôt usually have barbarians fighting for him,ô he murmured. 

 

óThe barbarians attacked the city of Kashamash,ô the major domo contributed. óThe news is 

that they were driven off by knights of Tesh and were last heard of plundering along the 

Wagon-Road. Perhaps they encountered the king and he defeated them. Conscripted them.ô 

 

Gerald perked up. óThe barbarians were defeated?ô he asked. 

 

óThey were driven away from Kashamash,ô the major domo corrected him. óThe rest is 

speculation.ô 

 

óSo we did save the city, after all!ô Gerald told the others. óIn a way. Immiel was wrong.ô 

 

óOkay, thatôs all very well,ô said Percy. He was also happy to hear that the barbarians who 

had attacked Kashamash had been driven off, but it didnôt really help. óBut what about the 

current situation? What are we going to do?ô 

 

The major domo held up a hand. óListen!ô he said.  

 

They could hear a large group of people entering the keep above. óKing Conactus is 

occupying the castle,ô Lord Gurak surmised. He went to the barred window and Percy joined 

him.  

 

Entering the gloom of the castle courtyard, the darkening evening sky behind them 

illuminated by the burning town, was a troop of barbarians like the ones Percy remembered 

from the Hills. Knights and men-at-arms were already entering the keep. 

 

óThis is how the king operates,ô Lady Candida added. óHe has sacked the town, looted it and 

slain or enslaved the inhabitants. Now he has instated himself at the centre of the duchy. Soon 

he will ransack the surrounding lands.ô 

 

Sounds of festivity filtered down from the keep. 
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óIt sounds like he will first celebrate his new conquest,ô said the major domo despairingly. 

óHe and his men will ruin the household with their unbridled appetites. I donôt know what the 

duke would say.ô 

 

óThe dukeôs dead,ô said Gerald harshly. óHeôs past caring. So are a lot of people tonight. But 

not us. And weôre in a position to do something about it.ô 

 

óLocked in a dungeon?ô Percy sneered.  

 

óThis guyôs got the key,ô said Gerald, indicating the major domo. óThey canôt get in but we 

can get out.ô 

 

óWhy would we want to do that?ô Norman asked worriedly. óAt least weôre safe in here.ô 

 

óWeôre going to get out of here,ô said Gerald. óWeôre going to get our weapons back...ô 

 

óGood!ô said Brian. 

 

Gerald continued. óAnd then weôre going to leave this duchy for good. But before we go, 

whoôs up for a spot of regicide?ô 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 
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