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EDITORIAL

This week, a boy meets a girl amid an apocalyptic WasieThe sun sets in the east. A
driving lesson leads Saria down the road of vengeance. And the Long Now Clock is ticking.

Lovecraft surveysupernaturditerature in 19th century Europe. The adventurers learn the
long absent kings comingto a divided land. Carter Ward tends to the wounds of a friend.
And onThe Mysterious Islandn the penultimate installment of this Jules Verne classic, the
skyis abdaze
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PRETTY PENNYby Kate Lowe
fltGs just a dead body| tell her.fltés not going to hurt yoa.

But Penny recoils from the bloated, stinking, putrefied cadaver, as anyonexeadulthe
days before the Scourge, and trips on the upturogater of a bloodstained rug. She lands
with a thud, but the carpet has muffled it enough that &dwed to worry about drawing the
attention of the wrong kinds of people.

So Penny is clumsgy | make a note to watch for that. Sb@lso fourteen, blondeaired and
blue-eyed, and, until yesterday, alone in the world.

| found her in the ruins of a burout pile in the suburbs. | d@mormally scavenge so far
from the city, but most of whé left is already picked over, widaitvaluable taken, and the
rest either burned or decayed beyond use.

All of Pennygs family are dead, so she tells me. | ddmow what she did with the bodés
didnd asld just told her | could take her somewhere safe.

| wrestle the watch from the wrist of the dead wotsdrand angocket the timepiece, which

is gold, but that iséh why | take it. The price of things peStourge isé 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 lsypply and demand, and the Hawkers set the prices
accordingly. | do@ know if theydl trade me for the watch, but tl@atokay; | have other

wares to sell them.

| loot the cadaver for the buttons of her shirt, which | pick from the fabric with a penknife
Pennys blue eyes regard the knife as she stands, and | know thatastieng at the rust
coloured stains on the blade, forming theorfi&g peltso | tell her, nipping buttors plink-
plink. fiFetch a haul in the city. You can stitch them together enaallanket. A lot of folk
died from the cold last winter. A lot of folk planning on surviving the nextdne.

AYou mean you skinned a da?

fiDogsp | correct herfiThe big ones, anyhow. Sheep are good too, if you can find them. Most
already dead, thougButchered for the meat.

Pennys nose wrinkles and she looks towards the d#2an we go now?n hungry. You
said that there was food in the city, rigit?

| grunt, and she nods, and tisathe end of it. There is food in the city, but maybe not the
kind of food that Penrg 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 | nod as though | understand, wondering
if her tears are born of$g, or the smoke from the corpse pyres burning out west.

Shes wiping at her eyes when she catches her foot on a tree root erupting through the tarmac.
| reach out to catch her too late. She falls, and | curse myself for not paying closer attention to
thegirl in a world she washmade for.



She shows me her palms, which are grazed. Holds them out like a toddler to a parent.
Altés nothingg | tell her.AYoude fine. Get um

She stands, eyes glistenif@ut | think | cut my kne&

She pulls at thesar in her leggings, thin cotton, insubstantial. | stoop to inspect it and yes,
ther_eﬁ; a graze to her knee, beads of gravel still embedded in the wittdadinep | say

again.

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

Thank God shdidnd land on her face.

fAre there doctors in the citgPenny asks me.

| frown at herfYou dorét need a doctod.

il know buté areothere? And school s?

| shrug.iThere&s education if you want it, same as there are doctors.d tonk therés
lacrosse though.

She nods, and we pass the next mile or two in silence.
AYou haveid said very much about yoursélRenny offers.
fiNo,0 | say, and hope she leaves it there.

Which she doesh

AWhyal you take the buttons from that lady back thene®an, | get the watéhit must be
worth something but a handful of buttong?

| wish she had@ asked that. | ddhwant to spook hefiAll things have a price in the cityl
tell her.

Watches, buttons.
Other things.

The sign for the city looms ahedélanking 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 doeéinhear the subtle click of weapons readied, or notice how the shadows
shift beyonl the glassless windows. | think about the hands that are holding those weapons,
the eyes behind the sights and the men that are watching tfsengty arrival.

fiPennyo | say, although | dad know what ém doing. | point out the laces in her trainers,
grubby greyfiiCan | have those?



She glares at me, affronted. | choose not to mention | could take them if | wanted and tell her
that | only want to borrow them.

AWhy?20

| hold out a hand and sayTrustmeo

Penny must decide that she does, or at least that sh&idweamna choice, and stoops and
draws the laces from her trainers. | take them and tie them together, but she watches,

inquisitive, perhaps a little wary, so | point up ahead andfiS®g?The city gate

Whilst she isi@ looking, | finish what dm doing and hand the laces back to her, screwed into
a ball so she wdhknow what éve donefiHerep | say.fiBut hide them. Somewhere safe.

And this time, for the first time, but certainly rtbe last for her, | think she finally gets it.
AAIl things have a price in the cityshe tells me.

| nod and watch her tuck the knotted laces in her sock. As hiding placés gotithe best,
and | almost point this out to her, but then | hear theociand we both stop and stare as the
storeyhigh 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. | nudge her in the back: go ahead, go orlankShe
at me, hesitanfiltés finep | say,figo ono

We step into the city and the Hawkers close the gatssnliddy underfoot and the air stinks
of too many people lodged in too small a space: wood smoke and corpse smoke and
excrement and rot. Curiogmzes on dirstreaked faces eye Penny like a toy in a shop, and
Penny eyes them back, and | can see thds stiaid now.

| point towards a door with a mesh panel screen across the-gtirsted glass and tell Penny
to go in. The sign above the doordsé&awn Shopbut somebody hafpainted over it, and
now it readsArrivalsa

Which is pretty much the same thing these days.

fiGo ong | say.fldl meet you back out here.

Al dond want top Penny says, but she doésmave a choice now. All Pennysi a price,
which | go to collect from the hatch around the back.

But 16m stopped by a Hawker before | can makéHtey kid. You find her®

| dig out the harvested buttons and offer them up to him. He takes them and throws them in a
jar by the doorlté a big jar. Holds a lot of buttons.

fiYou teach her a lesson for running away, &id?

| shake my head né@She was already dead. Seiflicted.0
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fiHanger®
| nod, and he snort8Ah well. Saved you a job.
| dond bother answering. Go around baokhe hatch, where | wait.

Eventually it opens. A Hawker peers down at me, leering a smiled ggarn.fiAny mored
In the background, | hear a girl sobbing.

| 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. | can tell by the weight that she
fetched a good price. | can tell by the large lettyon the sack it waghquite good enough

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

Well, no matter. I&s food, and my hunger doésnare for specifics.

Iém leaving with my dues when the Hawker from Arrivals shouts é¥&y, kid!o

| turn around to find that Ide standing in the doorway, holding up the noose that | made from
Pennys lacesiiNice try, kid. Do something like this again, @édind another use for yoa.

| scowl at him and sayildm not a kido
But he laughs and say®/\Vhat are you? Like, twelvé?

Not even. Butdm tall for my age so | dahput him straight. Like Penny, bsyny age have a
use here.

Because all things have a price in the city.
THE END

Available from Rogue Planet Press
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A COOL BREEZEby Joseph J Patchen

The ground doeghseem as wet as it should. Not for the nine inches of rain fallen in a single
day. Not for the continuing rushes of disgdavater from the rivers and sewers and lakes;
flash flooding that uprooted tredencesand 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 doesit seem as clean as it shouldheFe 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 Octobés chill; there is an undercurrent of heat; a thread, sustained and hot at a
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.

| could tell you of the silence here; but there is none. Birds are chirping; eangsng 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 flestdstgen.

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 pharioface.

| dond@ know these people. Some are old, some are young; races and genders are mixed.

| dond know this place. | am not even sure | am in my own town as | 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 distgirb

The wails of these ghosts transforming into
| am beginning to understand. | now believe what my lifelong atheism attempted to hide. | am
dead. | am dead, | am dead and I@&now why. | 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. | am dead and
understand that my demise had to have been sudden. | am dead and with others so similarly

afflicted.

| walk in purgatory.
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fiYou are correch The voice is strong but old. The voice seemingly comes from everywhere
with a commanding omniscient authority and knowledge.

Good. Perhaps some answers. | need answers. Why? Why before my time? Was it a stroke?
Was it a hearattack? Could it have been an accident? | have no memory, no hint. Why have

| been ripped from my wife and children with no warning? | never had a chance to say
goodbye or put my affairs in order. Please answer me, please.

AYou were murdered.

fiMurdere® By whom and by the way, who are you?

It does not come.

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

It becomes my own walil, over and over, similar to the wails of the others. It becomes my own
mantra, my own cry of pain. | am only thistyo years old and | have lost everything. Why?
Why me? What have | done to bring this karma about?

| know things were not perfect in the marriage. | know we had our problems like every
married couple. | know | disappointed her in so many ways; she expectasthanore and |
was beginning to change thingseé

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 |
am standing on. | céhmove.My walk is halted.

Y our wife says you have drowned in a tragic accident.

The voice whispers in my ear. | @turn my head but | feel a warm breath on my neck and
the side of my face.

fiHer lover, a fireman, fished your body out downriver from yaaméo Beads of sweat
form from my eyebrows. My heart pounds as | grow weak.

Al was murderea.

The voice whispers agaifiHer lover fished you out of the river.

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

fiThere will be no service. The widow is telling everyone, including a news crew, she is too
distraught. She is leavirtge 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.

A cabin; |l have never ownedéyeahe
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Truly al one, I am so truly alone ivthid i f i edéT
marriage, even with my chil drend Fdraddtetnegneé
am cast asideéeven by my own childrené

Yeah. It makes sens@Vhy dort you work harder? | want a new house. | want a new car.
You are not making enoughte

Yeah.d_ook at the body he has. He works so hard in his §ard.

There wil!l be no service. The widow is headi
these yearsésureél wonder now if they are ev

| will find them. Time is on my side. They can dothing more to me. | am less than a
footnote. | will find them and they shall see.

The wails of the lost souls muffle as the sun falls. The night comes bringing a seiggrinf
in the form of a bright wide moon. Coursing through my veins as a huhgeelnever
before felt.

| have finally found my lifés purpose. | finally understand why | am here and what it is |
must do.

In their dreams each night after they relax from their celebration of debauchery and treachery
| will creep in their thoughtsncontrolled. | 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 | will be amongst them for the torture they have earned.

My darling bride, thdove 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 | am completely at rest when you place me in that tombb&tter be sure it is

sealed oh so tight because | \iostay still in that room. The darkness of death, the absence
of light doesq still my life. | shall roam this earth each day and night to nourish myself on
you and your kind.

THE END
Schlock! Presents: Ghostlands
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THE DRIVING LESSONby Steven Havelock

The phone was answered on the fifth ring.

fiHello, is thatYou Drivedriving school®

AYes. What can | do for yo?

Al need a driving lessomisaid Saria.

fiOkay, not a problemWhenwould you like to book for®
fiNext Friday, the 18 July, but | need a motorway lesson.
fiHave you passed?

AYes | passedwenty twoyears ago but have never driven on the motoysay would like
a lesson to practice my motorway driviag.

AHmMmmeé . ddREenormally do motorway lessons but | will ask Simon and get back to
you.o

Later that night Saria sat on her sofa with a glass of wine in onestanidg morosely at the
photosshe heldn the other.

My makeugs ruined but | doé ¢ a r d€&de almbot anythingnymoré Da v i d € Oh
Davi de.

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

Idm so sadAll | do is stare at these photos all day.

Sarias mobile rang.

fiHello?

fiHi, Saria, its Clare fromYou Drivedriving. We booked your motorway lesson with Simon
for next Friday 18 like you asked

AThank youéThank you so much.

SariaendedthecaMy head i s spinningél feel so dizzy.
She burst into tearse
Davi deé
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The next day at 2pm Saria was still in bed as ftegraoon sun tried to make its way through
her curtainsSarias phone rang.ookingat the screeshesaw it was her elderly mother
calling.

fiHello...Saria®

AHi mumo

fiHow are you? Are you alright? Just that you hdvealled for three day$?
fiSorrymum, Bve been really busy with woikA fake happy voice.

fiHowGs dad®

fiHeGs just in the garden messing with his tomato plants.

fiMum, | got a lot of work on that | need to géne. Wil call you latero

fiOhé Are you suriie you are okay?

fiYes mum |ém fined

fiHowGs Davidd

fiHes f i n e . G justiné Ba to go mum, speak sabn.

Saria ended the call and burst into tears. She started to think again about her atideDavid
she had done for the last three weeks

| remember when | first m&avid. 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.

Hes ki ssingékissingeé

The first time sh&l seen the photax the two figuresn the picture she hadmoticed the
similarities.

OhDavi dé

My marriage to David was the happiest day of
something waghright, ever since David left me the note on the kitchen tAblen ot e é A

piece of flipping pape é Whi ch s aiGbdeam o, t hi o&nabout iitéit c
painéThe pain is unbearabl eé

A plan had been forming in Safiamind ever since the privagaveher the photos.
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Eventually the day of the lesson dawn&ddays theday.Shesaw theYou Drivecar pull up
in front of her house.

Saria went to her goldfish tank.

By e Mi ckey é Boghe saM tolnexr své goldfiskhe knew this would be the last
time she would see them.

She switched the oxygen pump off from the mains and blewshafsoft sad kis®avid
bought me those fishéand |I | oved them the wa

She stared at them a moment lon@kay, leés do this.

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

AG o d é Yae ane of the best driver&/é seenYou sure you need motorway lessans?
asked Simon.

Al need this lessoa.

fOkay; just pull up on the left here and we will fill up.

Saria did as instructed, and Simon got out to put some petrol smidénew Fiesta.
Todays t h eShedsatgtaéring into nothing, thinking about her leear slid down her
right cheek, she wiped it quickb few seconds later Simon was bait®kay. Just follow
the Satnay and we will be fin@

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

AWhen | said you were a good driver, | wasmrongo

Saria looked at the time and date on the dashbbBadhy 16 July2:00

|l remember él met David on FrTodadsythe dagsheat t he o
thought again.

Al met my husband today exacfyur years agm
AiOh é Okday .
fiReach to the back seat and pull out that folder | brought with me.

Simon seemed a little bemused but didré® opened the foldefiJonathand
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fiLady, whyhave you got pictures of my new boyfriend JonatbasRed Simoystaring at
the blond hair and boyish features.

fiMy h u s b aaant &vas David and he had dark black &&he continuedil wondered
why David would leave meShe said it like she was tatlg to herselfdoing nothing more
thandescribing the weather.

Simon sat waiting tbiearmore A confused expression on his face turned to fear as Saria put
her footdownThe car went to 80é90é€100¢

Sarai started spinning the wheel and snaking in andfdtaffic. AiLady, are you crazy?!
Slow downb 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.

110é120¢

fWhen | first saw the pictures | di@rrecognise Davidi Saria shouted over the noise of the
car engine and Sim@s screams.

AWhat? Why®

Al didn& recognise him at firsiThen | realised he was wearing a wig!

130é140¢

AWhy would he leave ef? We were so happy together. We were planning to have ababy!
150¢

The car enginsquealedven louder. Smok&ascoming out of the front bonnet.

fiYou asshole! You snatched hirom meo

Saria thought of her elderly mother again. Tears streamed ldemsheeksSheremembered
the last time she had seen David, decapitated; lying motionless and dead in her garden shed.

fiPlease! Please, lady, slow doan!
fiSee you in held
Saria spun the wheel to the left and slammed into a large lorry.

THE END

Steven Havelodls books are available froAimazon
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THE LONGNOW 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 thesetsels even made contact? Because one day,

our own sun will rise, and for the first time we know of Genot alone.

Ever since our technology allowed us to communicate with each other over distarizes, we
been advertising our presence. If sometésiegming, its too late to stop whatever it is.
Anything seeking us could have any number of reasons, some of whichdve can
comprehend. Everything can change, suddenly and for everantkititable that it will.

This is science fiction for only so longhen 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 kemp fior 10,000 years. In

the words of Stewart Brand, a founding board member of the found@&oah a clock, if
sufficiently impressive and we#ingineered, would embody deep time for people. It should

be charismatic to visit, interesting to think abautd 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.0

Danny Hillis, the dsigner of the clock, saidi 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. | want the cuckoo to come out every millennium for the next 10,000 years. If |
hurry | should finish the clock in time to see the cuckoo come out for the firsbfithe.

oldest known human artefacts date from around 8000BC, so the clock would be a measure of
how mankind evolved or indeed survived over the next ten millennia wherwis 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:

filém thinking you might want ttake a look at this, Anna.

AWhat is it, little guy® Anna flipped the augmented reality lens up from her spectacles, and
looked at the toddlesized robot stumbling across the stu@ylow downo

fAh, yes Anna) Adam gaspedjalthough ém short ofbreath, | have no lungsdaitall rather
peculiar, Anna

fiSo what did you want to show me?

AOh yes, thig) Adam said, as he handed Anna a tablet defiléee worked out that @&
probably a message, but not what it sayylte droid sat on the floor and crossed his legs.

fWeird 0 Anna said, looking at the screéi\re these symbols, texa?
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filédm searching all | have nowAdam repliedfiThe Encyclopedia Galactica is a large

repository, so bear with me hayddamés round &ce 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.

ALet me know when you find something®nna suggested. She looked out of the window at

a pech sunset on a strawberry sky, as ash from a forest fire coloured the atmosphere. A pink
sepia dome had been placed over the planet.

fiYou can talk to me while | read. | can still mutiskp Adam reassured her.

fOkayp Anna said, sitting dowrtitheories

fiMere speculation at this stagé&dam repliedfiWe need to assume some thigs.

Al normally doo

fiThere 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 horriblemageso

fiThais pretty much what | do.

fiWell, yes. But lels make it plausible, so you ddget carried away and scare people
unnecessarily. Why do you do that, by the way?

AWell,0 Anna repliedfil only try. 1tés a human thing.
AYes, | knowp Adam agreediEven thoughdm sentient, and even thoughdeein an age
where my kind are recognised as a species with rights, | justulwterstand why anyone

would have a desire to be scared.

fiLike | said, its human. You are a technological beiagd even though you have a soul,
yours is different to mine.

fiBut wede still essentially made from the same stuff, Anna. What you have as an organic
body, | have too, made from the materials left over from the big bangie\Aémade of
stars, Anna.dn in touch with the universe, just like you, but through different méans.

fiPerhaps the differen@@Anna offeredfis that your mind is built upon that of others, with
all of the information you gain being from oth@experiences and recordings.

fiBut areré yours Anna@
Al suppos&) Anna saidfiAnd | guess humans lack something, as tisemeore of the
unknown to me, without the advantage of instant learning about a subject in its entirety in a

flash, like you have. So | suppose that in itself is afi@ahumans, simply not knowiny.

fiBut why do humans like to be scared?
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fiPerhaps to confront our fears of unknowns, things wé caagineo

fiUnless therés someone to tell yoo?

AExactlyo Anna nodded.

fiWhat are the greatest human fears, Avna?

fAt an individual leve Anna placed her hand on her chégtyould 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 waukbme sudden threat
wed never envisaged or planned for, which threatened us existentially as a race, and we were
helpless to do anything.

fiSo both fear®, Adam suggestediare rooted in a human fear of helplessness or futility?
AYesp Anna agreediwhere we are made to feel hopeless and patbetic.

AHumans) Adam saidfiTheyde very insecure, arérthey?

AFuck, yeahd Anna agreediFacebook is humaniy existential crisis for all to se&e.

AANd mankind has been broadcasting itself for around 2@@synow, since the first radio
broadcast. Two ticks of the century hand on the Long Now Glock.

fiHave you found anything yeiAnna wondered.

fiNothing conclusivé) Adam repliedfiand Bm still searching through Encyclopedia
Galactica as we speak.

AThemessage thoughAnna saidfis almost certainly artificial®
AQuite certairp Adam replied.

AWhich,0 Anna saidfimplies intelligence@

AiThats a word with a very broad definitianAdam pointed out.
fiCertainly when applied to the humans on tiianetd Anna concurred.

AlLetés assum®,Adam suggestedihat it is a message of some sort, and that its intent is non
threatening, perhaps even altruisiic.

fiLots of scenarioso.Anna beganiiand what welond know, is what iis. So what itcould
be..0

AYesp Adam interruptedfigo on, this is furd

fiHave you found something?
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fiSomething, yes,said Adamjibut nothing definite. So you keep guessing, d@itdéep
searching, and vi see how we do. Like a gange.

fiHow can you have fun when you éahave fea Anna wonderedfiior does the lack of the
latter increase the formey?

flté not that | doé know fear, Anna. & that | do@ seek it out like some humans do.

AWhich is more logical. Okay, so @stplay a game of optimistmShe looked at the window.
filt could be that they have something which would help us.

filt could also be that we have something they reed.
fiThey might propose a trade. There are more fundamental questions though: Why would they
come here in the first ate? We have to make a lot of assumptions, even to guess how

something so elaborate might be justiféed.

fAiTo 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 thesp of a button.

fiPerhaps theye had to leave their own planet, and they want to share ours, &dam.
AThats a nice thought, Anna.

fiBut,0 Anna continuedfias Stephen Hawking said, we only have to look at ourselves to see
why aliens might not be soni#tg we want to meei.

AYoudre going all apocalyptic, Anna. It could be that they have something they wish to share,
because they know it will help @s.

AOr we might have something they want.
fAnna, this planés minerals are nothing compared to thatéch are far more plentiful in
space, and probably easier to get to for an advanced race &Gtherglanetary fauna to

worry aboutd

fiMaybe they doé@ know wdre here) Anna saidfiand when they get here, they need us out
of the wayo

fil thought we vere trying to be optimistg?
fildm just trying to think which make the best stories at the moment. Of courséiefalle
doomed, thds irrelevant. Mankind and all traces we were ever here, could be gone in a

heartbeat, or a tick of the clook.

fAboutthatp Adam sat up straighiiléve not found anything else out about our message or
whatever it is, so maybe something will come to me. But tell me more about théclock.

AiSurely you can look all that up?
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fiBut from the human perspective. Why wamdde? What does it symbolise to you, other
than the time@

filtGs 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 aneewgiheered, would
embody deegime 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 thinkinghebout
environment. Such icons reframe the way people think.& la#ltassuming wae still here.

My uncle didrit say that last bib.

fWwho didd Adam wondered
fiMe, just nowp Anna replied.

fiSo essentiallp Adam saidfité art. And thak the one thindithink humans will always
have over robots, and what | long to know the feeling of.

fiThe feeling of art®

AWell, yes. All art has feeling. It appeals to the human senses. Whéthdnaiving or
painting for the eyes, making music or writing for tlaese human art is evocative. Do you
know what the first question is thdtllask visitingextraterrestrial80

fWhais that®
ADo you have musi@?
AThats quite profound, Adara.

fiPerhaps, butin an android. Do androids dream of electric she&glam stood and paced
around.filt strikes mej he said, standing on tees to look out the windowithat any race

which makes music, is in touch with its senses, and it has a soul. | mean, imagine if whatever
it is out there, just wants to come here ahdre their culture. Wouldnthat be wonderfut?

fANnd,0 Anna beganfidespite 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 pairof integration in wearables and implants.

fWe are at a poird, Adam addediwhere humans invented robots and want to be that
invention, and where the robots wish to be huan.

AiSop Anna continuediithere could be advanced species out there, whidhadineorganic
and technologicab.

fBut still made from the same stars, Anna. And perhaps those races have survived so long,
because thdye evolved beyond conflict, realising that war only destroys things. Maybe
theydve been so lontjved as a civilisatia that theyve transcended war, or it doésaven

occur to them, becauséstsuch a primitive concept.
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fiWe can live in hope,Anna said, looking at the window.

fiPossibly not for much longer. | mean, we may not haweaiomuch longeio

fiHave you fomd something®

AWell, | haveri. But in the time wése 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 gesiin many different ways, to try

to decode the message. But there are a lot of excited people out there, looking forward to
meeting something mindlowing headed our way soon. At the moment, dreegll as

frustrated as the biblical scribes, not beibtedo find the terms to describe what they

talking abou

fWell,0 Anna saidfiabout half of the ancient alien theorists will be proved right soorisIf it

the ones who looked on the bright side, everyone wins. And wheth&e youoptimist or a
pessimist makes no difference to the outcome, but the optimist has a better time leading up to
it.0

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

fiThe clock is a symbol of optimism, Adain.

*kk

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

fANnna, theré something | need to tell yauAdam announced as he-iped in, carrying the
tablet computer.

fiGood morning to you too, Adam. Sleep well? Silly question, | kdow.

fiThats the thing, Anna. | ddhsleep, yet | sat awake last night unlike | ever have.
fiHow do you mean®

fil think | feel frightened, Anna.

fiYou should have woken me if yalihad a bad dream.

fiNo, Anna. Its everyone. & thiso Adam showed Anna the tabléf heyde decoded the
message. Butin worried, Anna. Becausédstnot night time, so | thought your story would
end a happy one. But this message s@ysight time. Look.a

WE COME. GOODNIGHT LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. GOODBYE.

© Steve Laker, 2017.

THE END

Now available fronSteve Laker
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SUPERNATURAL HORROR IN LITERATURBY 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 (177@822) are a byword for melvness 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 thatetiible. 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 weseirit who married a mortal and gained a
human soul there is a delicate finenessraftsmanship 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 Elemental Sprites.

Undine, daughter of a powerful waggrince, was exchanged by her father as a small child

for a fishermats daughter, in order that she might acquire a soul by wedding a human being.
Meeting the noble youth Huldbrand at the cottafjeer fostetffather 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 hisséiepernatural affiliations,

and especially of the appearas®f her uncle, the malicious woodland wateidailit

Kuhleborn; a weariness increased by his growing affection for Bertalda, who turns out to be
the fishermads child for whom Undine was exchanged. At length, on a voyage down the
Danube, he is provokday 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 onéeto kill him, whether she will or no, if ever he prove unfaithful to
hermemory. 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, snewhite female figure appears among the mourrarsafter

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 Huldbaaa 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 terrevlich occur early in the narrative.

Not so well known as Undine, but remarkable for its convincing realism and freedom from
Gothic stock devices, the AmbeWitch of Wilhelm Meinhold, another product of the
German fantastic genius of the earlier negmamth century. This tale, which is laid in the time

of the Thirty Year8War, purports to be a clergym@manuscript found in an old church at
Coserow, and centres round the wietaughter, Maria Schweidler, who is wrongly accused
of witchcraft. She &s 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 wdilinting 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 witchcratft trial with forced confessions under torture she is about torbedoat the
stake when saved just in time by her lover, a noble youth from a neighbouring district.
MeinholdGs 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 persuadhvag 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 hoffiotion 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 Sorcet®Apprentice andlraune, and short stories liké he
Spidep, 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 WilG/Ad€n, Séraphita, and Lisu

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 thiastvgeem 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 likBAvataro, iThe Foot of the Mmyo, andiClarimond® display

glimpses of forbidden visits that allure, tantalise, and sometimes horrify; whilst the Egyptian
visions evoked ifOne of Cleopati@ Night® are of the keenest and most expressive

potency. Gautier captured the inmost soul of agerghted 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 enfdtimme 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. Anthop 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
abnornalities of human thought and instinct than in the actual supernatural, and subtle story
tellers whose thrills are quite directly derived from the nightk wells of cosmic unreality.

Of the former class dfartists in si the illustrious poet Baudelairefluenced vastly by

Poe, is the supreme type; whilst the psychological novelistBaridHuysmans, a true child

of the eighteemineties, is at once the summation and finale. The latter and purely narrative
class is continued by Prosper Mérimée, whaéenus of llle presents in terse and

convincing prose the same ancient stditide theme which Thomas Moore cast in ballad

form in fiThe Ring.

The horrortales of the powerful and cynical Guy de Maupassant, written as his final madness
gradually overbok 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 blaCKrtesse
storiesfiThe Horlais 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 extexrestrial organisms aved 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 AmericalafFies @rien

for details in describing the actual presence oiiteeen monster. Other potently dark
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creations of de Maupassant &®ho Knows®, iiThe Spectre, fiHe, fiThe Diary of a
Madmar, iThe White Wolb, filOn the Riven, and the grisly verses entitl@orroro.

The collaborators Erckmar@hatrian enriched Frehditerature with many spectral fancies
like The ManWolf, 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 naturgbkanations and scientific wonders; and few short tales
contain greater horror thdihe Invisible Eye, where a malignant old hag weaves nocturnal
hypnotic spells which induce the successive occupants of a certain inn chamber to hang
themselves on a crokeam.fiThe Owls Eap andfiThe Waters of Deathare full of

engulfing darkness and mystery, the latter embodying the familiar overgnuder theme so
frequently employed by weird fictionists. Villiers désle-Adam likewise followed the
macabre schoohis fiTorture by Hopé, the tale of a stakeondemned 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 weitobtradi

than a class peculiar to its@lthe secalled 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 NauLevel,

whose very brief episodes have lent themselves so readily to theatrical adaptation in the
fithrillerso 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 nnsieee 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, kepalive 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 undergroundlbog®urviving

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 exéstdérstrange 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 sicguiite to each letter of the Hebrew alphdbet

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 radghoroughly 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
pseudonyniiAnskyo. The former, with its haunting shadowy suggestions of marvels and
horrors just beyond reach, is laid in Prague, and describes with singular masterydhat city
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 thedy by

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 THEKING by Gavin Chappell

Scowling, Hogback brandished a massive warhammer. With his other paw he gestured at the
guards to keep bacérhis is my fightbhe rumbled. And he attacked.

Gerald ducked the first swipe of the heavy weapon. Then he leapttbedegrés guard,
thrust forward with his sword and nicked Hogb@clrist. 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 clungttoregain 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 picke himself up. The hatch to the treasury opened. Bel®ad appeared.

ANhats going on out theréhe asked. He broke off as he saw the two ogre guards advance
towards him@&hitohe added, and vanished again.

Hogback lumbered round, warhammer at #edly, as Gerald rushed him. The ogre lifted it
high. Gerald, quicker ariftier, leapt in at belly level, plunging his blade deep into the

ogres hide. Hogback groaned as blood flooded out. Wildly he brought down the warhammer,
catching Gerald a glancirdow 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 halburied in a rush of roekust and rhable.

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.

@GeraldbHe heard Per@g 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 throwiraxeat 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 @giegs. Confused, the huge creature looked down,
lifting up one leg then the other, trying to trample him, then lumbered round to face him.
Gerald seized the haft of Hogb@skvarhammer and, with a more than human effort, hit the
ogre in the face with it. Skull caved in by the blow, the ogre guard topplgdinto 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 glowirty bags

containing carbuncles, Gerald assumed. Haigptuinsteady on his legs, and shot the roof a
worried look. It creaked alarmingly.
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Better get out of heréPercy said, approaching hidBefore the whole roof collapsés.

The roof creaked again, and more dust sifted down. Then a whole block obsikedree

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

Olime to godhe shouted.

They rushed out into the courtyard in time to meet Lord Gurak running the other way.
AVhaitts happening@he shouted.

MHogbacks dead)Gerald saiddHe found us looting the treasury. | fought hom.

orou killed him, younglingBLord Gurak asked, eyeing Gerald with fresh respect. Abruptly
the palace fell in and rubble sprayed across the courtyard

@ut of the waybGerald 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 réad.ord Gurak halted and looked back at the ruin. Rubble
cascaded down the sides of what was now a heap of stone blocks.

drhank youdhe said to Gerald.
dNVhat do we do nowdPercy gasped.

ANegotiate a surrender with Cragfailegrd Gurak said at oncédogbacks dead. Theds
nothing to keep us here. You have the carbunéles?

ANe have the carbunclé$erald agreedand thads exactly why dm not surrendering. What
will Hogbackés ogres do when they realise wisatappened?

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

GAnd even if Cragface lets us surrend@ercy addedhe worit let us keep these glew
gemsdHe shook his bag and it chinked glassily.

Lady Candida appeared, flanked by two hireling warriddameof Tesh! What has
happened®she demanded haughtiVhat have you foolish boys dorée?

They explained hastily. She pursed her perfect dfise boys are right, milordshe told
Gurak.Even if Cragface lets us leave alive, he will be sure to take taglsancles from us.
The warriors are all prepared: now is the time to esbape.

Several ogres lumbered up, their savage faces betraying bewilderment.

ONhat happening®ne grunted, looking in horror at the collapsed palace.
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A sneak attack by Cragfaéd,ord Gurak liedHis siege engine achieved a direct hit on the
palace. Your leader is deéd.

ANhat we do@demanded another ogre.

ANe will ride out and avenge ourselves upon Cragfdaed Gurak repliedd/Ne shall take
as many of the foe with us beéowe die. | suggest you do the saine.

The bewildered ogres stumbled off to find their fellows.
d hope you dod intend to die just yet, milordl.ady Candida told Gurak gently.

@Come ondBrian was impatientdVhere are the horses? If @ gonna cubur way out of
here, lefs get movingdHe 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 hschootfriendés confidence. The rebel ogéeses flashed angrily, their
tusks gleamed in the weird light of the Mountain. As Percy and his friends mounted their
horses, the ogres shouted encouragement.

d/engeance for our chieftain! Vengeance for Hoghback
df only they knew)Percy heard Gerald multter.

@pen the gate8Lord Gurak gave the order calmly, as if he wiapianning the betrayal of
their allies.@pen the gates! We rideto vengeancé!

An ogre rushed to obey. The mighty gates of the paaceg open. The riders kicked their
horses into a gallop. Soon they were streaming out into the-genight, towards the
besiegerglines.

Warning cries echoed up and down the line and at once they were showered with arrows.
Percy saw two riders faltom 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 horsésbut then the free company was riding over crudelijt palisades, vaulting
trenches and siegeorks.

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 Gurékold friend knocked from the saddle by the wild swing of an

ogre wielding a massive, twiteaded axe.

More ogres rushed towards the riders. Percy swung out at one with his sword; the blade
caught in the ogi@® hide and was torn from his hand as the creature felltdahd ground.
Percys horse neighed, wild with terror. It galloped between rushing figures, urged on by
Percys 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 unnatutashadows 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 +igig glow of the Mountain, ogres ratafter

them; some on foot, others riding wlaison.

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.

dNVhere nowBheshouted at Lord Gurak, one of the few survivddp the Valley of the
Winds®

Grimly, Lord Gurak indicated the ogi@samp in the valley moutldVedl never survive
another fight like thabhe shouted backBreaking through was a fluke. We wibsee i$ like
again. | say we ride across the Subana Le&vels.

AHogback didi like the sound of tha@Percy said warningly.

dtés our only chance, younglir@d,ord Gurak replieddJnless you want to throw yourself on
Cragfacé mercyd

Curling his lip at thisPercy 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 wheneverdpcy 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 Mouatgliow, 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.

Theother 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 codpstapdard 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. Lordifak stood beside his horse, staring back across the
levels. A couple of other riders had survived, swarthy hirelings Percy é@ulime but who
reminded him of Mexican bandits.

d_ooks like we woi be bringing so much plunder back to Duke Daliiee, bld Lord
Gurak.
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The tall lord looked down at hindDo you truly think that matters nowRe asked sombrely.
Orhe ogres are still on our trail, and now we have halted they will be closing in. Are our lives
not worth more than our plundér?

Percy sighed. &casm might be the lowest form of wit, but it still went over some péople
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. Héitialiiso sore since the

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

ANot in public, Geraldyhe said cheerily.

Gerald gave him a sour loofShit that hurt§§he complainedd/Vhat are you grinning abgu
Percy? The ogres are going to hunt us down and slaughier us.

Percy knew this but somehow he cowddat it spoil his morning. He laughed at Gefald
words, but the laugh came out higitched and cracked, and then he knew his high spirits
concealed ysteria

ANe must ridéLord Gurak announcedrl he horses are watered and rested. Now is the time
to be riding agair.

Percy saw Gerald scowd.thought Bd taught that fucker a lesséhe mutteredddm the
leader herdd

&top being a wanker, GeraddPercy saiddNede fucked as it is. Let Lord Gurak lead. We
dond have time for hissy fits from yodiHe walked back to his horse, ignoring the betrayed
look on Gerald@ face, and mounted.

By the time they had reached the foothills of the Heightdatiapet, the horses were
beginning to die. As Brids steed collapsed, sending its rider falling into a thorn bush, Percy
realised that the ogres were catching up. A troop oftsaom with ogre riders streamed

across the levels towards them. They had #eefugitives, 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.

d reckon this is where we fight our last stditte said, as the ogres rode towards them

ducking take as many of them with us as wed@nan snarled, picking the prickles out of
his flesh.

Or'hese horses werérgoing to be much use up in the mountains any@Rsrcy said.
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The ground drummed with the approach of the-liaon. But bynow the ogres were out of
sight behind the rocks. He looked up the slope towards the ggakse ogres the other day
must have managed to ride through the hills, thalghadded.

Again his feelings were incongruous. He was calm when he should have been dreading
inevitable death. An idea hit himiThe horses are on their last |égd® said to GeraldVedl
be better off without therd.

Or'he ogres will get us for sure if e on fat,6Gerald complained.

ANot if we take to the rock8Percy said, indicating the maze of boulders that covered the
slope.OVede smaller than them, and that gives us an advantage here. Set the hogses free.

AWNVhatdGerald demanded.

et free the horsEsPercy repeatedif the ogres see them riding off, maybe téletink itGs
us and follow them. Meanwhile we can make our bieag theredGerald hesitated. Percy
resorted to mindjamesodYou want to prove yolle the leader, d@hyou? Hovés Lord high
andmighty Gurak dealing with the situation? Show you can do bétter.

Lord Gurak had drawn his sword and was awaiting the ogres with awful patience.
d dond know if this is going to work6.Gerald said.
o it'6Percy hissed. Gerald nodded, anchéat 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 didiit seem to have noticed yet that the hotsbno 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 adventur&ilgyht, other than the rough and rocky ground and the
steep slopes of the mountain, werellavy 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 oml@®revery 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 otiogyse co
Food supplies running low, water in even shorter supply. The wealth they carried might be
worth a kings 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 theddaigé 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 tight 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 glowgems. No, it was still there. He looked around him. The others were still
sleeping, and none of them haeken robbed. It looked like the hirelings had contented
themselves with taking their own plunder, when tidescarpered in the night. Treache®us
but not excessively greedy. Percy went to wake Gerald.

Several hours later, the remaining adventurers adassielge. 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 incorapably 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 Ogr@Sate, and the narrow thread was the &rngghway. Back then,

the valley had seemeld 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 brackeswng 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 téehglgvay.

They had spent all daglimbing 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
travdlers 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 andpidiégd nutton.

The farmer watched with disapproval.

droude not the first guests i had todayhe said, pronouncing the woiiduests with
distaste. Percy looked up.

drou haverdt been visited by two guys who look like Mexican bandits, havegioeiasked.
He flushed when everyone stared at hihmean, swarthy, darkaired men with drooping
moustachedhe explainedérhey would be carrying sacks of getns.

The farmer tugged at his beadiihere was only one mdhe saidde sleeps in a cot up
the loft. Dor@ think hds either of your men.

Pity,6said Geralddd like to get my hands on those thieving traitrs.
ANe ought to checkPercy said. He turned to the farr@ewife. 3NVould you show me?
She grinned and leaned over to musdhis. 6You come with me, ladshe 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,ddebe squashed flat by her fat arse.

Wheezing, she heaved herself up ithte 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 mas face; early twenties at a guess, pale as the whey these people sued for pickling
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and with a nble aquiline profile. Disappointed, Percy shook his head. ThisGvasa of the
Mexican bandits. He reached out and touched thé&syskim. It was icy cold. He checked for
a pulse. Nothing. No wonder the skin was so cold and pale.

Orhis guy is deadhesaid. He pulled back the coverlet to reveal a brax&arrow sticking
out of the maés ribs.dNo wonderdhe addedd/Vhy didnd you do something about th&?

Ay husband said it might be barbéthe woman saidHe thought it would be better to
leaveit.6

Percy sighedHe might have been rigldhe repliedd doubt there was anything you could
do for the poor bastard. When did he come léere?

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

@id he say anything®Percy asked.

e was raving, but one thing came out cl&he king is coming he saidd

Orhe king is coming.6Percy museddVell, ités the kings highwayd

Thoughtfully, he returned to the othedé not one of our chunéhe saidd dond know the
guy. He looks a bit like he might be a knight or a noble or something. Apparently, he said
fithe king is coming Oh, hés dead, by the way.

Lord Gurak starteddThe king is coming@he questionedAre you sure he said th&t?

dté bad news for Duke Dalimer if that is&bady Candida murmured.

ANell, goodbGerald burst oudtés about time the king sorted things out round here. Who is
the king, anyway@

Lord Gurak and Lady Candida exchanged glangekink it is still Conactus IVLord
Gurak saiddHe has never been seen in these parts, nor have his recent predécessors.

d agree with Geraldsaid Norman darklydté time someone set things to rights round here.
Everything wéve seen as viee travelled through thlountain Duchies has made that
obviouso

@do you even know whét going on8Gerald demandedl found it all out from... from
HogbackdHe shuddered slightly and Percy looked at him in coné®uke Dalimer is at the
back of it all. Hé been tradingtile babies with the ogres, babies for carbuncles.&@ katy
heds so rich. But when Cragface puts up the prices he declarés war.

The farmets wife sobbed a littledt& truedshe said. Her husband was going outside with a

spade, to dig a grave. He feat her awkwardlydrhe taxmen took our firsborn. And |
heard yesterday from a passing hawker that the duke has declared a éew tax.
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aCome nowgsaid the farmer grufflydHed the duke; @ his lawful right to impose taxes.
Besides, what can we do? Ward fight him; weie not even allowed to bear arms. And he
has his guardsa.

A new taxdGerald interrupteddVhais he taxing now®

The farmets wife dried her eyesThe firstborn, agairgshe saidéEvery night | say a prayer
of thanks to Tesh éfself that | am past childbearing age. But down in the next farntihere
young couple. Théye just had a child, a bright, bonny, bouncing babe. & @nde the
notion that the taxmen will come for hind

Percy couldd believe his ears. They had aped from the ogres and returned to civilisation,

to the Duchy of OgrésGate. 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 taxas wartime? Something waérright.

Orhe king ca@ come here soon enoughe 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 gréneehiomefield. They
followed the kings 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 whertewreof OgreéGate guarded

the way into ogre country. Further up the valley, the &fgghway vanished into a forest.

Percy had been glad when thgwbandoned the horses; glad for his blistered arse. But he
had spent enough time on horseback fohbisy 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.
6rou know ushsaid Gerald angrilydVede the Lady Candida Free Company. Let ué in!

The senior of the sentries laughédot so many of you as set dithe commentediY ou
might find things have changed around hire.

Despite these ominous words he refuseglaborate, 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.

Orhe Lady Candida Free Compaiye said, lifting thoseanimated eyebrows Percy
rememberedd/Ne thought you had been slain. Oh my, this is uncomfortable.

ONhy?2snapped Gerald. He nodded to the others, then upended his own sack-gégisw
Percy took his cue from his friend, and soon the adventurerslredpied out a glowing

pile before the increasingly embarrassed major domo, who was glowing as bright as any
carbuncledNebve brought back enough to pay off the loan we got from the dGlezald
addedAnd a few to make profit on the venture. What e wittering for®
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The major domo seemed more and morequiitby the situation. Suddenly he turned and
clapped his hands.

&uardsbhe cried @Guardsd

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.

ONhats going on@Gerald hisseddVe did what they wanted, didrwe®
Lord Gurak looked sombréSomething has gone wrodéne muttered.
Lady Candida looked frightened.

Voveldyelled 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 carlules.

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

ANherds the duke®@Gerald demanded after a few hours. A halberdier knocked him to the
ground with the butt of his halberd.

&ilence therdlshouted 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, tepped them down on his desk, then turned to look
at the prisoners.

Ay major domo tells me that you took those carbuncles from the dgeeshappedis this
trued

Gerald looked around him in confusidives, is truedhe saiddNe raided thegres, seized
the palace and looted the ogre lKingeasury. Wave got enough to pay off our loan anl...

Duke Dalimer cut ind will hear nothing of the profits of your villainghe snappedEnough

that you have waged illegal war against a natioh witom we have made peace. Word of

your raids has reached me from our ally, King Cragface. You aided his enemies even while |
was seeking peace; destroyed his buildings, slew his warriors and robbed him of his wealth.
You will be consigned to the dungeandtil | have time to decide your fade.

Percy gaped in shock.

The duke snapped his fingers and the lead halberdier marched fodivearkthem updhe
barked.
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&Sirl6The lead halberdier saluted, then nodded to his men.

@efore you lock us upsaid Lord Gurak coolly as the guards seized hinthought youd
like to know the news we heard on the way lgere.

The duke frowneddVhat was itehe demanded.
Orhe king is comingiLord Gurak saiddres, King Conactus is comir@.
Percy saw Duke Dalimés face turn as pale as that of the dead knight down the valley.

Then it purpleddlake them awayhe 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. Onaeeifesiyn, and the

guards were outside again, he locked it and left them in dankdsekmiess.

Ruefully, Gerald rubbed his bruisésthink we went wrong somewheéde said@ut | just
card work out whered

&Coming here@Percy saiddrhat must haveden a mistaké.
AdNe wereid to know the situation in Ogré&atefsaid Lord Gurak soothingly.
d meant coming to this planéRercy muttered.

dt seem)said Lady Candida after a short pau#ieat Duke Dalimer has made peace with
the ogres. Now ware an embarrassment.

drhat must be why tie been taxing his people agéisaid Percyda wondered why
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 feglfrom a barred window in the far wall, was

only enough for him to see dim shapes.

He was pretty scared when you told him the king was codsag] a dim shape that
sounded like GeraldHe must have realised that justice has finally caught up witt®him

After another pause, Lord Gui@kvoice saiddt seems that | must tell you younglings the
shameful truth about the kings of Ripadia.

ANhat are you talking abowdPercy asked, but then he heard a distant blare of horns from the
courtyard outside. istening, he heard the sound of movement from upstairs in the keep,
people rushing about, and criéShe king is coming! The king is comirfy!

Percy crossed to the barred window and hauled himself up by the bars. He looked out at the
courtyard.
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The bared 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. Dukeraalked

past, clearly having come from the keep. Beside him was a slim, youngish woman Percy
hadré seen before; the duchess, apparently. About twenty years thé ¢luker, she

seemed to be complaining.

@ h advbean visited by the king in gem¢ionspshe was sayingdVhy must he choose
now?

@No doubt he has heard of our wealth, and grown enviBuge Dalimer replied as they
stood at the head of the trodple has no authority in my domaii...

orhen tell him thathis wife exclaimed.
Orhat would be unwiséthe duke repliedHis forces are stronger than mide.

@h, youre such an old cowar@he duchess snappeiits about time you stood up to
peopled

The horns blared in the distance again, but they were coming closesRersgiwitched 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 gloomiilye king has coméhe said.

A cavalcade of heavy horses entered through the gae; knights and mounted mah

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, elsven man who wore an elaborate
golden crown. Hanging from the front ¢fet chariot were what looked like severed heads.
Behind him came a dark carriage hung with black drapes. More knights aral-arems

rode in the rear.

Duke Dalimer and his duchess got to their knees, bowed their heads, then abased themselves
on the groundPercy 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 andéemed to Percy that more and more smoke

trails were streaking the blue sky. The knights and mounteédatrems rode to encircle the
halberdiers.

The short man in the crovinKing Conactus himself, Percy gues$eallowed himself to be
helped down by aurly man with the blugelyed hair of a barbarian from the North.

He went to the duké&Dur barbarians are amongst your townsfolk, making an example of

leading citizenghe announced, in a higitched voice@ut it is meet that we should grub
out theweed of revolt at its rodi.
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&SireloDuke Dalimer wailed, his voice indistinct since his face was still buried in the earth.
dNe have never raised the standard of revolt against your majesty.

King Conactus looked scepticélVhere is our Bastardhe shilled. dVhere is the Bastar@?

A pale, cruel face appeared among the drapes that hung the dark carriage. Out leapt a black
clad man with closeropped blond hair.

does my father call for méMe carried a whip in one hand.

Orhis knave says he has matsed revolis standar@King Conactus repliedAre his words

true? Chancello@The Bastard clicked his fingers, and a tall, ldrggrded old man followed

him out of the carriage, bringing with him a huge ledger. The old man opened it and thumbed
through it.

drhe last tribute received from the Duchy of O@®atedthe old man said slowlywas
three generations ago, sie.

King Conactus shook his head sadiyou too, dukejhe saiddYou too have joined the

rebellion against our authority. You wile assessed by our chancellor and the necessary
deductions made. First, however, it is clear that punitive action must be taken. Do you have
daughters@

daughters, sirédmumbled Duke Dalimer.

The king looked impatien®A simple enough question! Doy have daughter8?

orwo, sirepDalimer mumbleddne is married to the son of the duke of Hexenwald...

Hexenwald, hadsaid the kingdNe have settled that piffling principality. That must have
been she who you took when we were in the duBhgtardd

Aye,6said the Bastard with a gridVhat of your other daughter, your grace? Is she as
piqguant? And is she her@?

&he is in the keepthe duke saidBut she is young. What of my elder daughter? What
happened to Hexenwald?

ANe taxed thatebellious witchhaunted duchgthe king said airilyéraxed it swingeingly.
The people rose in fresh revolt but my barbarian auxiliaries put it down and | slew Duke
Hexenwald with my own hands.

dGoodpPercy muttered. Lord Gurak shook his heidhat®Percy complainedilhe fucker
deserved it. Hey, maybe you could return to your homedow.

orou dord understandLord Gurak saiddrhe king will have laid waste everythidg.

Percy was about to question this when the king shouted an order. It seemtisdubsion
concerning the duke daughter had been resolved. Now the &amgenatarms dismounted,
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led by the bluéhaired barbarian, disarmed the halberdiers and forced them to kneel, hands on
their heads.

King Conactus directed them furthérlang thabnebhe said, indicating Duke Dalimer.
&Flog that onedHe pointed at the ducheginter the keep and bring out any you find. Open
up the treasury and bring me these carbuncles of which we hear so much. e duke
daughter must not be played with, iathinderstood? She is a gift for the Bastard. He will
sow as many bastards as have |, but only one will follow him in that dignity.

The menrat-arms dragged the duke and the duchess up onto the gaboiv®ercis eyes
widened as they tightened the nessund Duke Dalimés neck.

@ireldhe said as they were preparing to hang ldirlaim my right as a duke to die as an
aristocrat. The gallows is a commoisedeath. It is the block for such a8 I.

Orou lost all right to such favour when you chosedbelpsaid the king. He nodded to the
men.dHang the do@

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 Bastarklip slashing her bare
flesh.

Grou are now our conscripfithe king informed the kneeling halberdiers as the Bastard
methodically flogged the duchess to ded#ither you obey our orders or you are executed
for mutiny. Now, which is it to bé¥The meratarms menaced the halberdiers. Nohéhe
dukes men seemed willing to question the commands of King Conatms will remain
here while our meiat-arms search the keépe added.

Other mepat-arms were already approaching the building. As they did, Percy sank down
from the barred widow. The others were gathered below, and they had been listening.

d think the king has gone too fasaid Gerald criticallydDalimer deserves to be strung up,
but what thegre doing to his wife.@Even in the dim light that fell from the barred window
Percy saw a sickly cast to his features.

ANow theydre coming in heréNorman said worriedlydf they find us, what will they da®

Lord Gurak got down from the windowrhe king will conscript ughe saiddNe will be
forced to march and fight, witlhe option of flogging or hanging if we refuge.

GAnd were trapped, locked in heéssaid Lady Candida.

Orhey took my swordsaid Brian angrilyd want my sword backl

Shouts and cries, the tramp of booted feet and the sound of running men, camp fro
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 tensedhi%ase of
the kings men, come to conscript them? Then he recognised it as the major domo.
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Before any of them could speak, the major domo slammed the door behind him and locked it.
Then he turned towards them, pantiéihis is the only safe place ihg keeghe said
desperatelydAnd | have the only ke§he added, lifting it up.

@Give it heredBrian 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 waadible: more people running; cries; the occasional clash of
swords.6rhe king is in control up there! No one is safe, except us. Thegi Wwatter down

that doord

ONhat is going on heré®erald saiddGurak! You said yod tell us the truth about thengs
of Riparia. | think wéve heard plenty. But | still déhunderstand. Is it all because Duke
Dalimer was selling babies to the ogrés?

dté because he haspaid any taxeésaid Normandrhe king rules Riparia, so he has to tax
his people. If theluke hasd paid, hés bound to be angry!

dtés not quite as simple as thiiaid Lady Candida mysteriously.

Silence had settled on the keep upstairs. In the distance, Percy heard shouted orders from the
courtyard. It seemed that the matrarms werédringing 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 sheal staircaselNothing down herécame a distant

voice.

Orhe king does not rule Riparisaid Lady Candida, seemingly unaffectétlis many

generations since the kings were recognised by anyone outside their immediate vicinity.
Towns and citiebuilt 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. Butinen

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 beanvatiwthe

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 kingmimterule, but remains a constant

irritant.0

Buccessive kings have roamed the land like babddsled Lord Guralkdrhey march along

the roads known as the ki@sghighway, descending upon area after area; a plague of locusts
that strips it of its wedit and resources and all men of an age to fight in th&skangny,

while they slay anyone who objedtsaxation, they call it, and conscription, and law
enforcement before moving on to another area. Riparia is a large place, and many fortunate
corners 6the kingdom have not seen the king.

Grhis duchy has not been visited by a king for three generaitbesnajor domo broke in.
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ONho is that bastard@Norman askedPardon my French, but tliatwhat they called him.
The blond guy in black. Looks atlike Stingo

dt has been the custom of each king since the schism to eschew marriage, and to sow his seed
wherever he magreplied Lord Gurakdis resulting bastards are pitted against each other

when they come of age, and the most vicious of tHebeaomes known by the title of The

Bastard. He is crown prince and heir to the thrdne.

ANhat about the knights with the kinggsked Percydyou said the knights are at war with
him, miladyd

Lady Candida noddedit is true. But some remain: the kilsgPaladins, though they are not
worthy of the name of knights.

ONhat about the barbariarisisked Brian.

Lady Candida shook her head. She looked at Lord Gurak.

Or'he king doesit usually have barbarians fighting for hthe murmured.

Orhebarbarians attacked the city of Kasham@ste major domo contributedlhe news is
that they were driven off by knights of Tesh and were last heard of plundering along the
WagonrRoad. Perhaps they encountered the king and he defeated them. Consa@ipfied th

Gerald perked upgirhe barbarians were defeatétieé asked.

Orhey were driven away from Kashamaghe major domo corrected himl'he rest is
speculatiord

@&o we did save the city, after &lerald told the othergln a way. Immiel was wrong.

@kay, thafs all very wellpsaid Percy. He was also happy to hear that the barbarians who
had attacked Kashamash had been driven off, but itidielally help.But what about the
current situation? What are we going to @o?

The major domo held uphand.d.istenlbhe said.

They could hear a large group of people entering the keep aBavg.Conactus is

occupying the castlél.ord Gurak surmised. He went to the barred window and Percy joined
him.

Entering the gloom of the castle courtyard, taekdning evening sky behind them

illuminated by the burning town, was a troop of barbarians like the ones Percy remembered
from the Hills. Knights and meat-arms were already entering the keep.

Orhis is how the king operatés,ady Candida addedHe hassacked 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 landis.

Sounds of festivity filtered down from the keep.
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dt sounds like he will first celebta his new conquesisaid the major domo despairingly.
e and his men will ruin the household with their unbridled appetites.d kioow what the
duke would sayp

Orhe dukés dead)said Gerald harshlyHe® past caring. So are a lot of people tohigut
not us. And wée in a position to do something aboub it.

d_ocked in a dungeoi@Percy sneered.

Orhis guyss got the keysaid Gerald, indicating the major donddhey cait get in but we
can get oub

AVhy would we want to do thai®orman asked worriedlyAt least wére safe in heré.
ANede going to get out of helisaid Geraldd/NeGe going to get our weapons badk...
dGoodbsaid Brian.

Gerald continued®nd then wére going to leave this duchy for good. But before we go,
whoés up for a spot of regicidé?

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK
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