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  Chapter 1


  Blart was master of all he surveyed.


  On condition he didn’t look very far. Or very wide. But if he concentrated on staring straight in front of him and bent his head downwards, then he was still just about master of all he surveyed – one field, one pig shed, one small barn and two pigs.


  ‘Here, Venerable. Here, Bede.’


  The pigs looked up at him. They saw a gawky looking fifteen-year-old boy whose mouth was hanging open. His face was smeared with dirt, his jumper was torn and his trousers had muddy knees. Fortunately none of this interested the pigs. What interested them were the apples he held out towards them. They snuffled over and began to eat. Blart listened appreciatively to the munching. However bad things are, he thought, the sight of a pig eating an apple raises your spirits.


  Because otherwise things were very bad.


  After saving the world from the evil Zoltab and his foul minions, Blart’s real dream had come true. With the reward money given to him by King Philidor the Happy, monarch of Elysium, Blart had purchased a large farmhouse, two orchards, three barns and ninety-eight pigs, and all the fields he could see from where he stood (without bending down).


  But only a year later, the two apples that the pigs were now munching were the last that he possessed, and as he no longer owned either of the two orchards, he had no way of feeding the pigs once those were gone. And from the noises the pigs were making they were very close to being gone indeed. Faced with the prospect of the loss of his livestock, Blart acted as countless farmers (but not many fifteen-year-old boys) had done before him down the ages – he leant against a fence, stuck a bit of straw in his mouth and wondered where it had all gone wrong.


  And then he remembered where it had all gone wrong – Milkdale.


  Chapter 2


  Milkdale was a friendly village. Ducks quacked by the pond, children ran hither and thither, shouting and laughing, their mothers brought chairs outside their houses and gossiped amiably about which family in the village had the biggest lice infestation, whose husband was a good-for-nothing drunkard and who should be clapped in the stocks and pelted with rotten fruit. But unlike some villages where the gossip was malicious and muttered slyly behind people’s backs, here in Milkdale it was done cheerily in the open – the woman whose husband was a good-for-nothing drunkard changed each week so nobody felt picked on, and the children constantly passed their lice around so nobody was infested long enough to become the village scapegoat. Indeed it was precisely this reputation for friendliness that had appealed to Capablanca the Wizard when he had strongly recommended to Blart that this was the place to buy his pig farm. Capablanca thought that it would take Blart at least a year to offend all the local people.


  Blart’s year was up. Even so, as Blart walked down the main street he was surprised to find that there was nobody his own age to tell about his heroic exploits. He wondered what had happened to the boys and girls of the village recently. They never seemed to be around when he appeared. Still, not one to be put off by this setback, Blart walked on to the one place in Milkdale where he knew you could always find people to tell about your heroic exploits – the local inn. Many youths would have been daunted at the prospect of entering such a place at Blart’s age, but Blart was not like other youths. He pushed open the door of The Happy Hangman and stomped in. But even here the threat of yet another retelling by Blart of the story of how he saved the world had caused most of the customers to swallow their ale in uncomfortably large gulps and rush out of the back door when they saw him coming. The inn was empty except for a thin old man with unkempt whiskers, hunched over a half-filled tankard. For in every inn there is at least one man who so likes his ale that there is nothing that can shift him from the bar.


  Or possibly it was just that he’d never met Blart.


  Blart was about to rectify the situation. He pulled up a bar stool and sat down.


  ‘I’m a hero,’ he announced. ‘I’ve saved the world. You owe everything to me.’


  ‘I haven’t got much,’ pointed out the man.


  ‘You can thank me for it,’ Blart told him.


  The man didn’t answer. Instead he sank his face grudgingly into his beer, muttering about youngsters being seen and not heard.


  Martin the landlord emerged from the cellar. ‘Where have all my customers gone?’ he demanded. ‘It was heaving before I nipped down to change the mead.’


  ‘Maybe it’s him,’ suggested the old man.


  As Martin’s gaze fell upon Blart, a new customer – a tall thin man with sleek black hair, slicked into a neat ponytail – entered the bar and looked around.


  ‘Blart, my friend. How pleasant it is to see you.’


  Chapter 3


  Uther Slywort was rumoured to be the richest man in the shire. He was certainly the most unscrupulous. And he was the only person in Milkdale whom Blart could consider a friend. He listened to Blart’s stories and he had recently taught him how to play cards.


  A secret smile seemed to hover at the end of Uther’s thin lips as he peeled fine leather gloves from his fingers. ‘Fancy a quick hand of Muggins?’ he said when he was sitting down with his flagon of mead in front of him.


  Muggins was the card game Uther had taught Blart. It was, Uther had explained, a regional card game, unknown in other parts of the world. Indeed it was so regional that it was only played in Milkdale. And in Milkdale it was only ever played by Uther Slywort and Blart.


  ‘I don’t want to play Muggins,’ replied Blart.


  Although he knew Uther was just being friendly, there were times when Blart wished that Uther had never troubled himself to teach Blart to play Muggins. Because once Blart had learnt the rules and had some early success at the game, Uther Slywort had suggested that they bet on the outcome of each hand. Luck, it seemed, turned cruelly against Blart as soon as wagers were introduced.


  ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained,’ persisted Uther. ‘I can feel your luck is changing.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘We don’t need to play for stakes,’ said Uther mildly. ‘We can just play for amusement.’


  He reached into a deep pocket and pulled out a pack of cards. He shuffled them quickly, cut them, and then dealt. One card appeared under Blart’s nose.


  ‘I’ve got the eight of clubs,’ said Uther, turning over his card. ‘What’s yours?’


  Blart stared at his card.


  Muggins is a very simple card game. The dealer deals one card to the other player and one to himself. Both players turn over their cards. If the cards are different (for example, a nine and an eight, or a three and a queen) then the non-dealer wins. If, however, they are a pair (for example, two nines or two queens) then the dealer wins. Even Blart had grasped (after a little while) that as the non-dealer the odds of winning the game were drastically in his favour, for the chances of the cards not being a pair were far greater than the chances that they would be. Once he had understood this he became determined to play Muggins for money with Uther.


  But to Blart’s horror, as soon as he had begun to play Muggins for money the cards didn’t seem to stop falling as pairs. Pairs of tens, kings, threes, fives – Uther himself professed to be amazed at the number of pairs that were turning up. Never had he known such a run of bad luck for the non-dealer, he informed Blart sympathetically. Every pair that had turned up lost Blart money until he had no more money. Then Uther suggested that they used Blart’s pigs and fields to represent money. Blart had refused. He had lost his money, but he could never gamble with his pigs, he told Uther.


  But there was a little voice in Blart’s head that kept whispering to him that he’d just been unlucky.


  The next evening he had gone to The Happy Hangman and bet his pigs and his fields.


  And he had lost.


  Indeed he might well have lost absolutely everything if Martin the landlord hadn’t said he was closing the inn for the night and thrown them both out.


  That had been a month ago.


  Uther sat back in his seat and waited.


  What harm could it do, Blart wondered to himself, to turn over this one little card? After all it wasn’t like they were even betting on this card. So it would be just to see what it was.


  Uther Slywort continued to neither move a muscle nor twitch a nerve.


  Blart turned over the card.


  The three of spades.


  ‘You would have won,’ observed Uther.


  Quick as a fox, he gathered up the cards and began to shuffle. Blart watched the blur of Uther’s hands as the cards whizzed through them. He fanned them out on the table, gathered them in, shuffled them vigorously, cut them into two piles, riffled them together and dealt one card to each of them once more.


  ‘Should we play for stakes?’ Uther asked.


  ‘No,’ replied Blart. ‘I’m not playing. Well, not really.’


  ‘Just as you like,’ agreed Uther amiably. ‘You’re in charge. Sometimes it’s nice just to play a friendly game.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Blart.


  Uther turned over his card.


  ‘The four of spades.’


  Blart fingered his own and then stopped. Wasn’t there something wrong with doing this? he asked himself. But it was just a friendly game. It didn’t make any difference what he turned over. Nothing would change.


  He flipped the card.


  ‘The nine of hearts,’ observed Uther. ‘You must be hitting a lucky streak.’


  Uther gathered, shuffled and dealt again. Immediately he turned over the seven of clubs. Blart turned over the queen of diamonds.


  ‘Three in a row,’ Uther commented. And then almost as an afterthought he added, ‘You could have won ten pigs, a field and an orchard by now.’


  Blart didn’t say anything.


  ‘I’m so grateful we haven’t been playing for stakes,’ Uther continued jovially. ‘Still, I’ve finished my drink and I must be off.’


  He banged his tankard down cheerily on the table.


  ‘One more game,’ said Blart.


  ‘I’ve got things to do,’ explained Uther, standing up.


  ‘One more game,’ insisted Blart.


  ‘I’d love too oblige you, Blart, but –’


  ‘For stakes.’


  ‘It’s not to do with whether it’s for stakes or not,’ explained Uther. ‘It’s just that I haven’t got the time really. What stakes were you thinking of?’


  ‘Everything.’


  ‘That would be two pigs, one shed, a barn and a field, wouldn’t it? I only ask out of academic interest because, as I say, I haven’t actually got the time.’


  Blart confirmed that two pigs, one shed, a barn and a field would indeed be the stakes.


  ‘What can I say, Blart? Uther Slywort can never let a friend down. You want to play, then I will play.’


  This grand gesture of friendship so overwhelmed Uther that he had to wipe a tear from his eye as he sat down.


  Once the tear was gone, he whipped out the cards from his pocket, shuffled them once more and dealt one each to himself and Blart.


  As soon as it was in front of him Blart turned the card over. A king.


  ‘Any card but another king and you win,’ commented Uther. ‘And with the lucky streak you’re on I can’t believe that … oh …’


  Uther laid his card face upwards.


  Another king.


  Blart stared at it in disbelief. Then he covered his face with his hands. Then he peeked through his fingers to give the card one more chance not to be a king. It remained a king. A king that spelt Blart’s ruin.


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Uther, reaching into a pocket inside his coat and swiftly pulling out a piece of parchment he seemed to have prepared earlier. ‘I can hardly believe it myself. Still, rules are rules and we have to play by them even if neither of us wants to. So if you would just make your mark here, then I’ll own the remainder of your farm and we can move on.’


  He pushed the piece of parchment under Blart’s stunned and disbelieving nose. Blart was too shocked to resist. He placed his dirty finger on the parchment and made his mark.


  Uther grabbed the parchment, rolled it up and replaced it in the depths of his great coat, briefly revealing a luxurious lining and many hidden pockets. Blart placed his head on the table and began to moan.


  ‘Now I’ve got nothing.’


  ‘Blart,’ said Uther, ‘I am a good and generous man. I feel terrible about the tricks the fickle fortune of fate has played on you. I will give you a chance to win it all back.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘One final game of Muggins,’ answered Uther. ‘No pair and you get everything back. One pair and I win …’ Uther paused. ‘Oh, there’s a problem. There have got to be stakes on both sides. What could I win if you haven’t got anything?’


  The hopeful flush on Blart’s face became a rash of concern. What if he couldn’t make the bet?


  ‘I know,’ said Uther. ‘Why don’t you bet yourself?’


  ‘Myself?’ repeated Blart doubtfully.


  ‘That’s right,’ confirmed Uther. ‘It isn’t as though you’ve got anything to lose. You have no family and no means of support. As soon as you finish that drink Martin will throw you out of his inn and you will be left to starve on the open road.’


  ‘But I’m a hero,’ countered Blart. ‘I saved the world.’


  ‘Heroism butters very few parsnips in the real world,’ Uther informed him. ‘How I wish it could be different, but we live in hard and cruel times.’


  Blart thought about what Uther had said. It was true, he concluded, that he had nothing to lose and everything to gain. And yet he hesitated. Even a boy as uninformed about personal freedom and liberty as Blart still found himself hesitating before risking it on a hand of cards.


  But then he remembered his farmhouse, his barns and his orchards. And above all he remembered his pigs. In his mind’s eye he saw them snorting and wallowing in their own muck. The beauty of this vision overwhelmed his doubts.


  ‘Let’s play,’ he said.


  Quick as an eel, Uther was back in his seat, dealing a card for Blart and himself.


  Blart, his hand shaking like a salt cellar in the grip of a hungry knight who had been served a badly seasoned stew, turned his card over.


  An ace!


  Uther now revealed his own card.


  Another ace!


  ‘No,’ cried Blart dejectedly, as the vision of his pigs snorting and wallowing in mud slowly dissolved in his mind.


  Another parchment was placed before Blart.


  ‘Your mark, please,’ demanded Uther.


  And Blart had lost his freedom for ever.


  Chapter 4


  ‘Most impressive,’ said Uther. ‘And to think you’ve only two hours’ more digging.’ He stood at a distance lest Blart’s spade threw up soil that might mark his overcoat.


  Rain poured down on Blart. He had not dug like this since he was unexpectedly put to work in the Great Tunnel of Despair by Zoltab’s evil minions a year ago. He hadn’t liked it then and he didn’t like it now. The side to Uther’s character he had revealed since Blart had placed his mark on the parchment was not to Blart’s taste at all. There had been no more pleasant chats or sympathetic expressions. Instead there had been fourteen-hour days and an unceasing hard physical grind. All in all, slavery wasn’t working out anywhere near as well as Blart had hoped.


  ‘I’d like to resign,’ said Blart.


  ‘You can’t resign from slavery,’ said Uther. ‘It’s a job for life. Now I’m going inside for a cup of tea. Two hours will fly by in the wink of an eye.’


  And with these depressing words he retired to the farmhouse. As the door opened, Blart caught a brief tantalising glimpse of the bright orange fire dancing in the kitchen grate. With a weary sigh he raised his spade to continue digging. But he was exhausted and simply lifting it drained the last of his strength. He felt his legs buckle and he slumped face forward in the mud.


  ‘Blart!’


  Blart didn’t care how much Uther shouted. He couldn’t dig any more. He buried his face deeper in the mud.


  ‘I don’t know what you’re doing in the mud but I would appreciate an answer.’


  Blart was confused. The voice was familiar but it was not Uther’s.


  ‘Your manners still leave a great deal to be desired.’


  Blart raised his face from the mud.


  ‘Capablanca!’


  The bearded face of the old wizard was peering down at him.


  ‘Have you come to rescue me?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Not exactly,’ answered the wizard.


  ‘What are you here for, then?’


  ‘I’ve brought some bad news,’ said Capablanca awkwardly. ‘We are wanted men.’


  Blart was not used to being wanted, and in his present muddy state he was touched.


  ‘Who wants me?’ he asked.


  ‘Us,’ corrected Capablanca. ‘The Duke wants us, and all his knights and soldiers too. But not in a good way. They want us dead or alive. Or both.’


  Chapter 5


  ‘Both?’ said Blart, missing the greater significance of Capablanca’s news once more. ‘You can’t be dead and alive.’


  ‘No,’ hissed Capablanca with exasperation. ‘But you could be dead and I could be alive. Or the other way round.’


  Capablanca had not seen Blart for a whole year and was already beginning to feel that it was nowhere near long enough.


  ‘Blart!’ Capablanca spoke firmly. ‘Even now the Duke’s soldiers are heading towards Milkdale. We must flee at once.’


  The farmhouse door opened and Uther Slywort appeared in the doorway.


  ‘What’s all that noise?’


  ‘Who’s that?’ Capablanca asked Blart.


  ‘He’s my owner.’


  ‘Your owner?’ echoed Capablanca.


  ‘I lost myself at cards,’ explained Blart.


  ‘Who’s that on my property?’


  ‘I am Capablanca,’ answered Capablanca. ‘The second greatest sorcerer alive today.’


  ‘Second greatest?’ said Blart. ‘Last time I saw you, you were the greatest.’


  ‘It’s only a temporary blip,’ said Capablanca testily, ‘and there’s no time to discuss it now. We must leave immediately.’


  ‘He’s going nowhere,’ interjected Uther. ‘Who else is going to dig this mud?’


  ‘That is not my concern,’ answered Capablanca. ‘I am here to take Blart with me to save the world.’


  ‘Again?!’ said Blart. One could empathise with his surprise.


  ‘There’s no time to explain now,’ said Capablanca. ‘The Duke’s soldiers are on their way with orders to capture us dead or alive.’


  ‘The Duke?’ queried Uther. ‘No doubt he has offered some reward for information leading to your capture.’


  ‘He has,’ confirmed Capablanca.


  ‘Is it a large reward?’ inquired Uther casually.


  ‘I have little interest in money,’ replied Capablanca. ‘Would a thousand gold pieces be considered substantial?’


  Uther’s sly smile suggested that it might.


  ‘And where are the Duke’s soldiers now?’


  ‘They will probably already have reached Milkdale village,’ answered Capablanca, ‘which is why Blart and I must flee immediately.’


  ‘What a coincidence,’ remarked Uther. ‘I was just about to go into Milkdale to buy some, er … milk.’


  And Uther made to pass. Capablanca blocked his way.


  ‘Perhaps you should read this proclamation first,’ the wizard suggested and he pulled a slightly soggy parchment from his cowl, which he proceeded to unroll.


  ‘Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye,’ began Capablanca. ‘I, the Duke of Northwestmoreland, do offer a reward of one thousand gold pieces for the capture of Blart and Capablanca, dead or alive.’


  ‘I know all that,’ said Uther, trying to pass.


  ‘Or any of their associates,’ read Capablanca. And then he paused significantly.


  ‘You appear to have paused significantly?’ said Uther.


  ‘Because you are Blart’s owner,’ answered Capablanca. ‘Which makes you his associate. If you go to Milkdale the Duke’s men will capture you dead or alive.’


  ‘Let me see that!’ Uther snatched the proclamation from Capablanca’s hand and read it for himself.


  The rain continued to pour down on the three figures in the farmyard and the dusk of Capablanca’s arrival had now thickened into night.


  ‘But this is terrible,’ Uther said after reading the proclamation twice more. ‘This means that I’m wanted dead or alive too.’


  ‘Exactly,’ said Capablanca. ‘Your only hope is to throw in your lot with us and flee immediately.’


  But even as he spoke the sound of hooves pounding in the distance told him that they had waited too long already. The Duke’s soldiers had reached Milkdale, interrogated Martin at The Happy Hangman, found out Blart’s whereabouts and were now only minutes away from arriving at the farm and capturing them all, dead or alive.


  Or both.


  Chapter 6


  ‘Run!’ shouted Blart.


  The sound of galloping hooves grew louder.


  ‘If we run we will be hunted down and caught,’ snapped Capablanca. ‘They have horses, we do not. Our only hope is to hide.’


  The cries of the Duke’s men urging their mounts on reached the farmyard.


  ‘Where can we hide?’ he demanded of Uther.


  Uther had only recently won the farm from Blart and had not explored its nooks and crannies. He looked blank. In desperation, Capablanca turned to Blart. Blart realised that they were both depending on him.


  ‘Pigs!’ he announced defiantly.


  ‘Pigs?’ queried Capablanca and Uther in unison.


  ‘Hide among the pigs,’ said Blart.


  It might work. The Duke’s men were at the gate. There was no time to do anything else. Blart and Uther hurried off towards the pig shed, with Capablanca hobbling behind on his aged legs.


  And not a moment too soon. For only seconds after they disappeared from the farmyard, a cohort of the Duke’s men galloped in, dismounted and pulled out their swords. They had the options of dead or alive, but from their grim demeanours and the cold steel in their hands it was obvious that they were leaning heavily towards the former.


  The three fugitives’ sudden appearance in the pig shed had startled the unfortunate creatures, who proceeded to run around and bump into each other.


  ‘They’re all moving around,’ protested Uther. ‘If we hide behind them and the Duke’s men come in to search for us, the pigs will move out of the way and we’ll be caught.’


  Blart realised that there might be a flaw in his plan. But he was not going to admit it.


  ‘Maybe the Duke’s men will think we’re pigs too.’


  ‘What?’ Uther shook his head. ‘We’re all humans. They’re all pigs. Why wouldn’t they notice that?’


  ‘We could oink,’ Blart said.


  Uther stared at him in disbelief.


  Blart was about to stare back but he was distracted by a better idea.


  ‘When Capablanca first came to see me last year he turned the kitchen table into a pig. He can turn us all into pigs too and then the Duke’s men wouldn’t be able to find us. Can you turn us into pigs?’


  Still panting after attempting to run, Capablanca struggled to get his breath before answering.


  ‘Only for a short time,’ he answered finally. ‘And I can only turn you two into pigs. I must remain a wizard in order to keep the spell working.’


  ‘So Blart’s plan won’t work,’ observed Uther. ‘They’ll capture you and then you won’t be able to keep the spell working and we’ll turn back to humans and be captured ourselves.’


  Blart was not known for coming up with good ideas. But having got so close he was unwilling to give up on this one so easily.


  ‘We could sit on him.’


  ‘What?’ Now it was Capablanca’s turn to sound unsure.


  ‘We could sit on you,’ repeated Blart. ‘Two pigs can easily sit on a person and cover him up.’


  There were voices outside the barn.


  ‘We’ve got to try it,’ whispered Capablanca. ‘Just try not to squash me.’


  Suddenly the wizard was very still and moments later piercing blue light flashed from his eyes towards Blart and Uther.


  There were two more pigs in the shed.


  The door squeaked as it opened. Two of the Duke’s men poked their heads round the door.


  ‘I definitely thought I heard voices, Bob,’ said one.


  ‘I thought I heard them too, Much,’ said another.


  They opened the shed door wider and entered warily. Each held a lantern in one hand and a sword in the other.


  ‘It’s only pigs in here, Bob,’ observed Much.


  ‘But I’m sure I heard voices,’ persisted Bob.


  ‘Pigs can’t talk, Bob,’ asserted Much confidently.


  ‘Not normally,’ agreed Bob. ‘But these might be strange pigs.’


  Much took two bold strides further into the shed and held his lantern high. The pigs moved away from him.


  ‘They look like normal pigs to me, Bob,’ said Much. ‘Come and look at them for yourself.’


  Reluctantly, Bob followed Much into the shed.


  ‘See?’ said Much, whose life philosophy embraced the traditional virtue of believing what he could see with his own eyes.


  ‘All right, they look normal,’ conceded Bob, ‘but that doesn’t mean they are normal.’


  Unlike Much’s philosophy, Bob’s was built on the assumption that things were almost certainly worse than they looked.


  ‘Why not?’ persisted Much


  ‘I’ve heard what the captain says,’ answered Bob. ‘He says that this lad Blart and this evil sorcerer Capablanca are in league with the Dark Lord Zoltab. They couldn’t put it on the proclamation because it would scare the common people too much. But let me tell you, if Zoltab’s involved then talking pigs could be the least of our problems. He’s the most evil thing there’s ever been.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Much, taking a step back. The mention of Zoltab’s name had a sobering effect on all who heard it.


  ‘So,’ said Bob, ‘let’s get this search done as fast as we can and get back to the others.’


  The soldiers, holding their lanterns high and keeping close together, stepped into the middle of the shed. The pigs shuffled away. Somehow the pigs seemed to know that sharpened steel, be it swords or carving knives, was best avoided.


  Except for two.


  ‘This is strange,’ said Bob. ‘These pigs aren’t moving.’


  ‘Perhaps they’re sitting on their eggs,’ suggested Much.


  The observant reader will notice that Much was not a country boy.


  ‘Eggs!’ repeated Bob derisively. ‘Pigs don’t have eggs. They have piglets. Hens have eggs. Now let’s get these pigs moved and get the shed searched. Hie. Move, pigs. Move!’


  The two pigs remained exactly where they were.


  ‘I’ve never known such stubborn pigs,’ commented Bob.


  ‘I’m going to shift these pigs if it’s the last thing I do. I am not going to be defied by creatures that spend their lives covered in mud.’


  ‘Actually, they don’t appear to have much mud on them,’ observed Much.


  They both looked closer. Compared to the other pigs in the barn, indeed compared to any other pigs anywhere, these pigs were suspiciously clean.


  ‘What are you two idle layabouts doing?’


  Much and Bob jumped to attention. Behind them stood the captain of their cohort, a small man with a big voice.


  ‘We were searching the shed, sir,’ said Much.


  ‘But some of the pigs are being uncooperative,’ explained Bob.


  ‘Uncooperative pigs?’ fulminated the officer. ‘I’ll give you uncooperative pigs.’


  He pulled out his sword, strode straight across the shed and jabbed it into the leg of the first pig he encountered. The pig oinked in pain and stood up to reveal a slightly squashed wizard.


  ‘Aha!’ said the captain.


  ‘Aha!’ said Capablanca. In his surprise he lost his concentration and the spell was broken. To the amazement of the soldiers, the two clean pigs who had been sitting on him were suddenly Blart and Uther.


  ‘You stabbed me for nothing!’ said Blart ruefully, indicating a flesh wound on his arm.


  The captain fixed Blart with a steely glare.


  ‘I am searching for an ugly stupid boy and you fit the description exactly,’ he said. ‘I charge you with being a foul cur and an enemy of the state.’


  ‘A what?’ asked Blart.


  ‘And I charge you,’ the captain continued, pointing his sword at Capablanca and Uther, ‘with being associates of a foul cur and an enemy of the state.’


  ‘I was just passing,’ protested Uther desperately.


  ‘I am ordered to take you dead or alive. Do you surrender?’


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca defiantly.


  ‘Don’t we?’ asked Blart.


  ‘I might,’ considered Uther.


  The captain looked a little frustrated. ‘If one of you refuses, then all of you refuse.’


  ‘I refuse,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Then dead it is,’ said the captain. ‘Which is always my preferred method. Men! Charge!’


  Swords at the ready, the three Duke’s men lunged forward. Before them stood one old man and two former pigs. They were doomed.


  Chapter 7


  When I say they were doomed, I refer not to Capablanca, Uther and Blart but to the three Duke’s men. For though they were strong and well-armed and trained to act as a team in combat, they were still doomed to defeat. For their opponents had one thing in their armoury that the Duke’s men could not compete with.


  Magic.


  Actually two things.


  Magic and pigs.


  A brief beam of blue light flashed from Capablanca’s eyes and suddenly the pigs began to advance. Little did the soldiers realise that Capablanca had cast a spell on the pigs (animals being much more susceptible to magic than humans) that ensured they were not seeing Duke’s men at all. They were seeing the tastiest swill they had ever set their eyes upon and were intent on eating it.


  ‘Oi,’ said Much. ‘What are those pigs doing?’


  ‘Ignore the pigs,’ said the captain. ‘Keep your mind on the criminals.’


  ‘They’re still coming,’ said Bob.


  ‘You are soldiers,’ the captain reminded them sternly. ‘Your job is to do the Duke’s bidding and capture his enemies.’


  The pigs began to run towards the soldiers. The soldiers charged towards the Duke’s enemies. The pigs had never seen moving swill before but they were prepared to chase anything that looked so tasty. Just before the three soldiers could get near enough to thrust their rapiers deep into the hearts of Blart, Capablanca and Uther, they were overrun by a slavering pack of pigs, who weren’t going to let their supper escape that easily.


  ‘Aaargh,’ the Duke’s men cried as their weapons fell from their hands and they were trampled to the floor.


  ‘Grab their swords,’ instructed Capablanca. The blue light flashed from his eyes again and the pigs, who had been about to tuck into three hearty portions of swill, stopped. Their swill had suddenly become three soldiers. The pigs looked at their ex-swill for a while in disappointment and then wandered off.


  Blart, Capablanca and Uther stood over the soldiers with their swords pointed menacingly at the soldiers’ chests.


  ‘You would kill us,’ said Uther, holding his sword to the captain’s neck.


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca, placing a hand on Uther’s arm. ‘The Duke’s men were acting in good faith. They believed that we were in league with Zoltab.’


  The wizard’s words reminded Blart of something he had wondered about earlier.


  ‘Why do they think we are in league with Zoltab? We were the people who defeated him.’


  Capablanca was silent.


  ‘Yes,’ added Uther. ‘Blart used to bore the whole of Milkdale telling them how he defeated Zoltab. Why do they think we’re on his side?’


  ‘We have no time for these discussions,’ snapped Capablanca, looking unusually sheepish. ‘Soon the other soldiers will notice these three have vanished and come looking for us.’


  ‘What should we do?’ asked Blart.


  ‘There are three of us and three of them,’ answered Capablanca. ‘We will put on their uniforms and ride off with the troop. They will never know that anything is wrong. Then we will slip away during the night.’


  ‘You won’t get away with it,’ interjected the captain.


  ‘Silence!’ ordered Uther.


  ‘Take off their clothes then tie them up and gag them,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘I warn you,’ said the captain, ‘that stealing the clothes of a Duke’s soldier is a very serious offence. You will be punished.’


  ‘We’re already wanted dead or alive,’ Uther pointed out, then, turning to the wizard, he added, ‘and perhaps while we’re tying and gagging these men and then changing into their uniforms you could tell us why.’


  ‘You make it sound like it’s my fault,’ said Capablanca testily. ‘You shouldn’t leap to conclusions.’


  ‘Even if they’re right?’ asked Blart.


  Capablanca pretended not to hear.


  ‘Anyway, wizard,’ said Uther. ‘I want to know why I’m wanted dead or alive and I want to know now.’


  ‘I suppose you were going to find out sooner or later,’ Capablanca grumbled. After a long, dramatic pause, he began. ‘Following ten arduous years of research in the great and ancient Cavernous Library of Ping, I discovered a prophecy …’


  ‘I’ve heard this before,’ said Blart, yawning. ‘And it wasn’t very interesting then.’


  Capablanca ignored Blart. Experience had taught him that it was the best thing to do.


  ‘The prophecy,’ the wizard continued, ‘stated that Zoltab would escape from the Great Tunnel of Despair and take possession of his vast black palace called the Terrorsium, from which he would then conquer the world. The only person who could prevent him was a hero who would be the first-born son of the first-born son of the first-born son, going back through eternal generations to the beginning of time. I realised that there was little time to save the world, so I immediately left my books and rushed off in search of the hero, and after much research I found Blart.’


  ‘Blart!’ interjected Uther.


  ‘He got it wrong,’ explained Blart.


  ‘It was more a case of not being perfectly correct,’ snapped Capablanca. ‘I was meant to find Blart’s elder brother, but Zoltab’s Ministers had spirited him away. And so it came to pass that Zoltab escaped and took possession of the Terrorsium and was only a day away from beginning his conquest of the world. But a small band of questors, led by myself, took Zoltab’s power away, captured him and took him from his palace.’


  ‘I was the biggest hero,’ pointed out Blart. ‘Without me Zoltab would have triumphed.’


  Capablanca looked irked at this further interruption to his narrative.


  ‘That may be technically true,’ he conceded. ‘But it was largely accidental heroics.’


  ‘It was still heroics,’ said Blart. ‘And you said if I was a hero people would sing ballads about me and I’ve never heard anybody sing a ballad about me, so I think you’ve got me to be a hero under false pretences.’


  A cunning look came into Capablanca’s eyes.


  ‘Blart is right,’ he admitted. ‘He was the hero who was responsible for getting Zoltab out of the Terrorsium.’


  ‘See,’ said Blart to Uther.


  ‘Unfortunately,’ continued Capablanca, ‘this action is why we are all wanted dead or alive.’


  ‘What?’ protested Blart. ‘You just said I was a hero. People can’t want heroes dead or alive.’


  ‘I’m afraid,’ said Capablanca. ‘That I must formally withdraw your heroic status as you are responsible for saving Zoltab.’


  


  Chapter 8


  ‘Saving him!’ parroted Blart in shock.


  ‘Saving him,’ confirmed Capablanca. ‘It turns out that the Terrorsium was built in a rush on very shaky foundations and that only a few minutes after we saved him it was going to collapse, killing all Zoltab’s Ministers and minions and entombing the immortal Zoltab for eternity.’


  ‘I only did what you told me,’ said Blart. His proud boasts of a few moments ago were swiftly forgotten.


  Capablanca gave Blart a contemptuous look.


  ‘Unfortunately this was also foretold,’ he continued. ‘Zoltab’s return was doomed before it had even occurred.’


  ‘But our quest?’ said Blart.


  ‘Sadly our quest was a waste of time,’ confirmed Capablanca.


  Blart was shocked into silence. Not because he wasn’t used to wasting his time but because he wasn’t used to wasting his time that energetically.


  ‘When was it discovered that Zoltab’s return was doomed?’ asked Uther.


  Capablanca looked annoyed.


  ‘It was discovered only recently by a young upstart wizard called Teichmann in his researches in the Cavernous Library of Ping,’ Capablanca answered bitterly. ‘For this discovery he has been credited with the title of Greatest Sorcerer in the World. A title that is rightfully mine.’


  Capablanca had gone very red in the face during this last speech.


  ‘Does it bother you?’ asked Blart, who was never that quick on the uptake.


  ‘Bother me?!’ shouted Capablanca. ‘Of course it bothers me. A young whippersnapper takes my title – a mere lad of ninety, who doesn’t know a spell from an incantation. And what is worse he was not even a wizard from birth but was a late starter after being a friar for a number of years. But that title will be mine again. Mark my words.’


  ‘How did he discover that Zoltab’s return was already doomed,’ asked Uther, ‘when you, the Greatest Sorcerer in the World, could not find out during ten years’ research?’


  ‘That’s what really annoys me,’ said Capablanca, who was now entirely caught up in his own indignation. ‘There was another book in the library which was on loan while I was doing my research and which I knew nothing about. It was returned the day after I set out to search for Blart. It makes reference to a later prophecy about Zoltab’s return, which states nobody should worry about it because the Terrorsium will collapse on him and entomb him for eternity.’


  ‘Why does that annoy you?’ asked Uther.


  ‘The book was overdue,’ answered Capablanca. ‘This whole misunderstanding is the fault of the librarian.’


  Blart grasped the significance of what the wizard had just said.


  ‘You mean that if you’d just waited one more day then you would have discovered that I didn’t have to go on the quest.’


  Capablanca looked uncomfortable.


  ‘You have to understand that as soon as I read the prophecy I realised that there was very little time. I had to act. I had to try and find you straight away and save the world.’


  ‘Not even one more day?’ said Uther incredulously.


  ‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing,’ snapped Capablanca. ‘Anyway, what is important is that Teichmann, in his desire for glory, revealed what he had discovered, and in some quarters what he has revealed has been misinterpreted.’


  ‘How?’ asked Blart.


  ‘The fact that we plucked Zoltab from the Terrorsium moments before it collapsed and took him away has been seen by some people as evidence that we rescued him.’


  ‘How many people think that?’


  ‘Everybody who’s heard the story.’


  ‘But,’ said Blart, ‘you took Zoltab away and put him in a dungeon. All you need to do is to tell the Duke or whoever where Zoltab is and they go and see for themselves that we’re not on his side.’


  ‘If only it were that simple,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘It sounds simple to me,’ said Uther. ‘And if Blart can work it out then it must be simple.’


  ‘It would be if I knew where Zoltab was,’ explained Capablanca exasperatedly.


  ‘You mean you lost him?’ said Blart. ‘How could you lose him after all that time we spent finding him?’


  ‘I didn’t lose him.’


  ‘Then why don’t you know where he is?’


  ‘Because I forgot.’


  ‘You forgot?’ shrieked Blart. ‘After you went on and on about how important it was to catch Zoltab, then you forgot about him?’


  ‘I forgot deliberately,’ explained Capablanca.


  ‘That makes it much better,’ said Uther sarcastically.


  ‘All I know,’ continued Capablanca, ‘is that I put Zoltab somewhere incredibly safe. But I feared that Zoltab’s Ministers and minions would come searching for him, and that one day they might capture me and torture me. I feared that if their tortures grew too foul and painful I might reveal Zoltab’s whereabouts, so I cast the Great Spell of Fog on the part of my brain that knew of Zoltab’s location, which means I no longer know where he is. It was a very brave thing to do.’


  ‘Sounds a very stupid thing to do to me,’ observed Blart.


  ‘Can’t you undo the spell?’ asked Uther.


  ‘The Great Spell of Fog is one of the few irreversible spells,’ answered Capablanca glumly. ‘It has covered that part of my brain for ever. And it also means I have terrible difficulty remembering where I put my spectacles.’


  Neither Blart nor Uther mustered any sympathy at this new revelation. They were too dumbfounded by the dire circumstances into which they had been thrust.


  ‘What are we going to do?’


  A lifetime spent regarding himself as the wisest and cleverest man in the world had left Capablanca physically incapable of saying the words I don’t know. So instead he replied, ‘We must escape from the Duke’s men and quickly find Princess Lois and Beowulf the Warrior. As they were your fellow questors they too are wanted dead or alive, but they do not know this yet and so could easily be taken unawares.’


  ‘I’m not too worried about them,’ said Blart. Neither of them had been very nice to him, one commenting frequently on the drawbacks of his appearance and the other regularly threatening to make it even worse by cleaving him in two.


  ‘You should be worried,’ said Capablanca. ‘For if they do not know where we imprisoned Zoltab then we will be unable to prove our innocence and will be hunted for the rest of our lives.’


  By now they had completed their tasks. Bound and gagged and dressed only in their shabby undergarments the Duke’s men sat shivering in a corner of the barn. Blart, Capablanca and Uther stood in front of them, finely clad in the Duke’s livery. The captain was the smallest of the three so Blart had worn his uniform while Capablanca and Uther were dressed as common soldiers. Capablanca wrapped their old clothes in a bundle to take with them.


  ‘We must now try to slip past the Duke’s men,’ he said. ‘Keep your wits about you at all times and be prepared to react to unforeseen situations.’


  ‘Like what?’ said Blart, who didn’t really appreciate the idea that unforeseen situations could not be reliably predicted.


  ‘Like somebody noticing we’re not really the Duke’s men,’ suggested Uther. ‘They will spot Blart in a second. His face is nothing like the captain’s. The captain has a moustache and a lean tanned look about him, whereas Blart’s complexion is blotchy and pasty.’


  ‘I have sensitive skin,’ said Blart defensively.


  ‘Obviously we will wear the visors on our helmets down,’ Capablanca told them. ‘Drop your visors and let us go.’


  They dropped their visors and walked over to the shed door, wondering what lay beyond.


  ‘Try not to talk,’ Uther said to Blart. ‘But if you must, remember to speak in a low manly voice and not that nasty high-pitched nasal whine you normally speak in.’


  ‘We must go now!’ instructed Capablanca, defying his aged stoop and forcing himself to stand up straight and tall. ‘I’m surprised we haven’t been discovered yet. Our luck can’t hold much longer.’


  Without further ado the three newly recruited Duke’s men opened the shed door and prepared to face the farmyard.


  Chapter 9


  Any hope that Blart, Capablanca and Uther could pass unnoticed was dashed as they approached the yard. The whole cohort had mounted their horses and was waiting for them.


  One soldier detached and approached. He knows, he knows, Blart thought. Perhaps I should confess and blame Capablanca and Uther and then I will be spared and my comrades will be killed.


  ‘Sir!’ The soldier came to a stop in front of Blart. ‘I am glad you have returned.’


  Blart couldn’t believe it. The solider was convinced.


  ‘The men await your orders, sir.’


  This was unexpected. Blart had often been given orders and had regularly refused orders but he had never been asked for orders. He was stunned into silence.


  ‘Is there anything wrong, sir?’ said the soldier.


  At a loss for words Blart shook his head vigorously. Unfortunately he had not secured the chinstrap on his helmet properly and it tipped alarmingly to one side. He only just managed to grab it before it fell. This did not give an impression of military competence and for the first time the soldier looked a little doubtful.


  ‘Are you sure there isn’t anything wrong, sir?’ he asked.


  ‘No.’


  Blart finally managed to squeeze a word out of his nervous mouth. Unfortunately he had forgotten Uther’s advice of only a moment ago and the word came out in his high nasal whine.


  ‘What was that, sir?’ said the soldier.


  The soldier’s expression was moving rapidly towards suspicion.


  ‘Why is your visor down, may I ask?’


  Blart didn’t know what to say. But fortunately he was in front of a man who did. Uther’s authoritative tones rang out behind him.


  ‘What impertinence!’ said Uther. ‘Why is your visor up is what the captain wants to know. The captain has ordered us to put our visors down so that we are ready for battle at all times. He is doubtless refusing to address you because you are unprepared for battle and are therefore dishonouring the traditions of the Duke’s men.’


  ‘But we’re miles from anywhere and there are no enemies in sight,’ protested the puzzled soldier. ‘And the captain never said we had to have our visors down before.’


  ‘Do you reject the orders of your own captain?’ Uther’s voice reached new levels of cold anger.


  Uther’s haughty confidence overwhelmed the soldier.


  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said to Blart, ‘it’s just –’


  ‘Silence!’ commanded Uther. ‘The captain does not wish to hear your grovelling apology. He wishes you to return to the cohort and pass on his order.’


  Happy to escape with no actual punishment bar a severe telling-off, the soldier immediately backed away.


  ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Very good, sir.’


  The news that the captain wanted visors down spread swiftly among the cohort and the clanging sound of armour rang around the farmyard as they were urgently shut.


  ‘The captain says that we must pursue the traitors,’ Uther announced. ‘There are signs that they made their escape not long before we arrived. Let us light our torches and ride through the night for the Duke.’


  The soldiers cheered Uther’s speech. They lit their torches and prepared to ride like a hurricane.


  ‘Lead your men in the pursuit,’ hissed Uther to Blart. ‘They are ready to follow you anywhere.’


  The soldiers looked to Blart. With no other option he kicked the side of his horse, who began to trot.


  ‘What are you doing?’ hissed Uther, catching him up. ‘We’re supposed to be rapidly pursuing traitors, not taking the Sunday air in the royal park.’


  ‘Trotting is all I can do,’ answered Blart.


  ‘You must gallop,’ insisted Uther. ‘The men expect it.’


  Capablanca rode up to join them


  ‘The men think something’s wrong,’ hissed Capablanca. ‘They’re muttering among themselves.’


  The cohort trotted into a dark forest.


  ‘At least try a canter,’ said Uther.


  Hearing the mutterings of the men grow louder, Blart reluctantly spurred his horse on to a canter. All the riders behind him felt the surge in pace. This was what pursuing the enemy was all about, they thought, and they let loose a warlike cheer.


  The cheer unnerved Blart, who fell off his horse.


  The mutterings in the cohort grew into open doubts.


  ‘He fell off his horse.’


  ‘I ain’t following a man who can’t ride.’


  Soon the doubts would swell to barefaced mutiny. Someone with a quick wit needed to step in and save the situation by convincing the soldiers that everything was all right.


  ‘I’ve hurt my arm,’ said Blart.


  ‘Comrades,’ urged Uther in desperation. ‘We are under attack. The captain has been hit by an arrow that has thrown him from his horse. We must all quickly dismount and fan out to search for his attacker.’


  No soldier dismounted. Though it was dark by now the light of the torches meant that the men were very dubious of any attack.


  ‘I saw no arrow,’ shouted an anonymous voice from the back of the cohort. His words were supported with grunts of agreement, none of which could be traced because the men had all lowered their visors. Things were looking ominous.


  ‘I saw no arrow either,’ said another voice.


  ‘Nor me.’


  Any moment now one would find the courage to disobey the order and all would be lost.


  ‘Of course you saw no arrow,’ shouted Capablanca suddenly. ‘Why would you see one? The captain was felled by an invisible arrow.’


  This was perhaps not the most convincing explanation. Luckily it was the Dark Ages, when people believed that you could see if someone was a witch by throwing them into a pond and that if someone pulled a sword out of a stone then they were entitled to be king.


  The threat of invisible arrows had an immediate effect on the soldiers. They tumbled off their horses and crouched low, scanning the surrounding trees for these imaginary missiles.


  ‘Aaargh,’ cried a soldier, collapsing on the ground. ‘I’ve been hit by an invisible arrow.’


  This was a surprise.


  Two soldiers rushed over to their fallen comrade, who was writhing about on the floor.


  ‘I’m hit in the leg,’ cried the soldier.


  Now fully convinced that invisible arrows were raining down upon them, the soldiers scattered into the surrounding trees.


  ‘We must take our chance,’ urged Capablanca. ‘Climb on to the back of my horse, Blart, and we will flee before they realise what has happened.’


  ‘I don’t think I can get up,’ protested Blart. ‘The invisible arrow has hurt me too much.’


  Capablanca sighed. ‘There’s no such thing as an invisible arrow,’ he said. ‘I made it up.’


  ‘But what about him?’ Blart gestured towards the lame soldier.


  ‘I think it might have been a touch of cramp, sir,’ admitted the shame-faced soldier.


  ‘Quickly,’ urged Uther. ‘Before they realise what’s happened and come back.’


  Blart gingerly rose to his feet. Capablanca grabbed him and pulled him on to the back of his own horse.


  ‘Let’s go.’


  The wizard and Uther spurred their horses and galloped deep into the forest. The soldiers watched them go in disbelief.


  Soldiers are not complex thinkers. Without orders they tend to become confused. Seeing their superior officer disappear into the forest meant only one thing for the soldiers. They would have to catch him or think for themselves. The fear of the challenge of independent thought overcame the soldiers’ fear of invisible arrows and they swiftly emerged from the undergrowth, mounted their horses and gave chase.


  Chapter 10


  Through the forest thundered Capablanca, Blart and Uther. Behind them drummed the hooves of the soldiers’ horses.


  ‘We must go faster,’ said Capablanca, bravely ignoring the juddering pain that was shooting through his body as the horse galloped and Blart clung on.


  ‘Throw the boy off the back of your horse,’ suggested Uther. ‘He is nothing but useless ballast.’


  Blart wasn’t sure what useless ballast was but he was confident that it wasn’t nice.


  ‘We need him,’ replied Capablanca.


  ‘We need to live more,’ insisted Uther. ‘He’s slowing you down. Soon they’ll be able to see us.’


  And it was true. The pursuing soldiers all had one horse each. Meanwhile Blart and Capablanca had only one horse between them due to Blart’s poor riding skills. Their horse would tire first.


  ‘All we need to do is get to the edge of the wood,’ said Capablanca breathlessly. ‘There the Duke of Northwestmoreland’s lands come to an end and we enter the lands of the Earl of Nethershire. They won’t follow us there.’


  Though they could not understand it this news seemed to spur on the horses, who surged forward towards the edge of the wood.


  Behind them the noise of the chasers grew louder. But the forest boundary was within reach and Blart, Capablanca and Uther flashed across into the lands of the Earl of Nethershire.


  It was almost a furlong before they could bring their horses to a halt. They wheeled round to see the Duke’s men emerge from the wood and reach the border of his lands. They waited for them to stop.


  The Duke’s men didn’t.


  ‘Oh,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Another great plan,’ observed Blart.


  ‘They’re trespassing,’ said Capablanca indignantly.


  ‘They’re trespassing towards us,’ pointed out Uther.


  They urged their horses on again. Ahead of them was the Churn, a river that slithered its way through the plains of Nethershire. With no bridge in sight, their only hope was that their horses would leap across or, the river being too wide, swim it. The horses, however, both decided that it would be far easier not to attempt to cross the fast-flowing river at all, and so came to an abrupt stop that sent Capablanca, Blart and Uther flying over their heads and crashing down the riverbank.


  The Duke’s men, seeing what had happened, slowed their horses cautiously to a trot.


  ‘Any ideas?’ asked Uther sarcastically, picking himself up.


  Capablanca shook his head.


  Knowing they had their prey cornered, the Duke’s soldiers advanced steadily.


  ‘Do you know you’re trespassing?’ Capablanca shouted to them. ‘This arrest will be declared invalid in any court of law.’


  ‘If you’re who we think you are,’ shouted back one soldier, ‘we’re not going to arrest you. We’re going to kill you. Now pull up your visors.’


  There were no options left. Capablanca and Uther put up their visors and prepared to fight to the death like men.


  Blart, on the other hand, was backing into the tall reeds that grew beside the river.


  ‘Just as we suspected,’ shouted the soldier. ‘You are not members of our cohort. You are associates of Blart, the friend of Zoltab. And you must die.’


  Blart felt a clunk. He had walked into something in the reeds.


  His hand felt an oar.


  ‘Now, when you say associate,’ Blart heard Uther begin in his best argumentative style, ‘could you define just exactly what you mean by it because –’


  ‘There’s a boat here,’ shouted Blart.


  Uther stopped talking and started running. Capablanca followed. They plunged through the reeds towards Blart.


  ‘After them!’


  The soldiers jumped off their horses and charged.


  Blart, who was rather shocked by the turn of events, was the only person to remain still.


  ‘Push it out,’ shouted Capablanca, hobbling as fast as he could.


  Belatedly Blart too leapt into fantastic action. His nervous shaking hands untied the boat from its moorings and pushed it out. The strong current tugged at the little craft and all Blart’s strength was needed to stop it being pulled away.


  Uther and Capablanca splashed past him and collapsed into the boat.


  Uther leant over the stern.


  ‘If you could let go,’ he said. ‘You are preventing our escape.’


  ‘I’m stuck in the mud,’ explained Blart. ‘Pull me in.’


  ‘Another time,’ said Uther, loosening Blart’s fingers.


  Blart heard the murderous cries of the soldiers behind him and felt the surge of the water as it prepared to pull the boat away from him for ever.


  But just before the river could grab the boat and the soldiers could grab Blart, a bony arm shot out and hauled him over the side.


  The boat was spinning away. Behind them the soldiers hollered in anger.


  Chapter 11


  The recent rain had swollen the river and it was flowing fast. By morning it had taken the questors far from the wrath of the Duke and his men. At first they had tried to steer the boat, but it soon became apparent that the boat was in the grip of the river, for better or worse, and so, leaving it to the will of the water, they each gradually drifted to sleep, as the boat floated further and further into the unknown.


  Blart was the first to wake. He looked up at a bright blue sky. He listened to the gurgle and slap of the river.


  Capablanca stirred, waking up from a dream in which he was turning the final page in an ancient book in the Cavernous Library of Ping which would have revealed a spell which, when cast, would once and for all confer upon him the title of Greatest Sorcerer Ever. It was a dream he had a lot.


  ‘Where are we?’ demanded Uther grumpily. He had been halfway through a dream in which he had owned the biggest farm in the world and everyone was his slave and had to work for no money. It had been the best dream he’d had for ages.


  Capablanca looked down at the river, which was now calm and serene. It gave no hint as to their whereabouts. He looked out at the empty grassy plains that surrounded them. They gave no clue. He looked up at the sky to see if the position of the sun could aid him. It couldn’t. It looked as though Capablanca was going to have to answer with his least favourite phrase – three little words that made him feel physically ill to say.


  But before he could open his mouth, Blart shouted, ‘There’s a sign!’ He was right. A roughly hewn sign stood in the centre of the river.


  The wizard, by squinting his eyes, managed to pick out the words.


  ‘I can now answer your question about our location with complete confidence,’ he told Uther smugly. ‘We are approaching the Rapids of Hell, which lead to the Devil’s Falls.’


  ‘Rapids?’ said Uther.


  ‘Falls?’ said Blart.


  Capablanca looked pensive.


  Already the tranquil river had begun to run faster. Ripples had become waves. Drift had become current.


  ‘Perhaps it won’t be so bad,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘What do the words Hell and Devil conjure up in your mind?’ demanded Uther.


  ‘Perhaps we are passing through a land which is steeped in the traditions of irony,’ countered Capablanca.


  ‘How ironic does that roar sound?’ recountered Uther.


  The three questors listened. In the distance there was an unambiguous unironic roar of water.


  Bang!


  They were all thrown forward in the boat as it bumped violently into a rock.


  Crash!


  The boat hit another rock and spun round.


  Bang! Crash!


  As they entered the rapids, the boat picked up speed. Water spilled over the sides.


  ‘I’ve read about this in the Cavernous Library of Ping,’ shouted Capablanca.


  ‘All he does is read,’ observed Blart. ‘When he’s not doing that he’s messing my life up and keeping me away from my pigs.’


  ‘My pigs,’ corrected Uther.


  ‘In a situation like this,’ continued Capablanca, determined to put his learning to good use, ‘according to Being Shipwrecked Made Easy we should lash ourselves to the mast.’


  The boat lurched alarmingly to one side as it was smashed against another rock and more water flooded in.


  ‘This boat hasn’t got a mast,’ Blart pointed out.


  A further wave buffeted the boat and sent him flying backwards into Uther. The roar of the approaching waterfall grew louder.


  ‘Hold on to whatever you can,’ shouted Capablanca.


  Blart grasped Capablanca firmly.


  ‘Not me,’ cried Capablanca, kicking him off. ‘Hold on to the boat.’


  Shocked into an unusual state of obedience by the ever-growing roar, Blart entwined himself around the seat.


  And just in time too. The roar grew louder, the boat got faster and the crashes grew ever more violent. The three questors closed their eyes as the boat raced towards the thundering Devil’s Falls and plummeted over.


  Chapter 12


  ‘Glug,’ gurgled Blart.


  He was in the middle of a deep, calm, blue pool. Above him was the angry white cascade of the Devil’s Falls. He took a brief moment to be amazed that the deep, blue pool and the angry white cascade were the same thing – water.


  Then he remembered he couldn’t swim. Immediately he remembered, he began to sink.


  His eyes darted around the pool in the hope of seeing something he could grab hold of and float on.


  There was nothing.


  The water covered his head and he fought for breath.


  Then, suddenly, he felt a tug from behind.


  He was being pulled – pulled hard and fast through the pool. And then up. Up towards the surface, banging against rocks on the way. And then he was being scraped over more rocks as he got closer to the sides of the pool. By now he could have climbed up himself but the force kept pulling him relentlessly. He was buffeted, banged, jarred and scratched and then, suddenly, he was out of the water on dry land. He opened his eyes.


  Uther and Capablanca looked down at him.


  ‘Trust you to be nearly drowned,’ said Capablanca, ‘while the rest of us had the good sense to stay in the boat.’


  ‘He’s still alive,’ said Uther, shaking himself dry. ‘That means you owe me double the fee for saving him.’


  ‘You didn’t need to drag him over the rocks like that,’ said Capablanca critically. ‘His clothes have been torn to pieces. He’ll have to have new ones or he’ll catch a chill that could become a fever and then kill him.’


  ‘I’m c-c-cold,’ shivered Blart.


  ‘Follow me,’ said the wizard.


  Cold and shivering, Blart followed Capablanca and Uther. They left the pool behind them and fought their way through briars and nettles until, bleeding and exhausted, they came upon a rough path. They followed the rough path until it became a smooth path which seemed to be well used. Capablanca stopped and looked about him.


  ‘I have been doing some calculations,’ he began smugly, ‘and I have concluded after studying various astrological, geographical and geological features –’


  ‘What?’ said Blart, taking a break from shivering for a moment.


  ‘The land and the sky,’ explained Uther.


  Capablanca affected not to hear.


  ‘I have concluded,’ he continued, ‘that overnight the river swept us right through the lands of the Earl of Grindstone and has now deposited us in the lands of the Prince of Murkstan.’


  ‘Murkstan?’ repeated Uther.


  ‘With an M,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Oh,’ said Uther.


  ‘Is there a problem?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘Possibly.’ Uther looked shifty. ‘It’s just that they are not very advanced in their business practices,’ he grumbled. ‘Suffice it to say I must warn you that if I am discovered in Murkstan I am liable to immediate arrest. I must be incognito.’


  ‘Wh-wh-what?’ said Blart, shivering again.


  ‘Nobody must know I’m here,’ explained Uther.


  ‘Indeed?’ said Capablanca distractedly.


  ‘There!’ said Uther. ‘A cottage.’


  As they drew closer they saw that it had a well-tended garden, smoke coming out of the chimney and bright flowers in boxes on the window sills. It was the kind of cottage that gave cottages a good name.


  ‘Wait here,’ Capablanca said to Blart. ‘I will see if I can borrow some clothes for you from the good inhabitants of this cottage.’


  ‘H-h-how do you know they’re good?’ asked Blart. ‘They might be horrible.’


  ‘One should always expect the best of people,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘W-w-why can’t I come in?’ asked Blart. ‘I am cold and there’s a fire.’


  ‘We cannot allow the good people of the cottage to be suddenly shocked by the sight of you in shredded trousers.’


  ‘I will wait outside too,’ said Uther.


  ‘Why?’ said Blart, who was not fond of Uther’s company since he’d tricked Blart into slavery.


  ‘Because there’s the slight possibility that I sold these people some of my Marvellous Miracle Seeds when I was passing through the area in days gone by.’


  ‘Marvellous Miracle Seeds?’ said Blart. ‘They sound great. What do they do?’


  ‘It turned out that it would be a miracle if they did anything,’ said Uther. ‘I was let down by my supplier.’


  Capablanca and Blart stared hard at Uther, who maintained an air of studied innocence.


  Shaking his head, Capablanca walked over to the cottage and knocked on the door.


  Half an hour later, Capablanca emerged from the house with a large package and a big smile. He had not looked so well since the quest began.


  ‘You look happy,’ said Blart suspiciously.


  ‘I have had a pleasant conversation and a piece of cake and a glass of cordial with the woman of the house and her six pretty daughters,’ answered Capablanca. ‘Why wouldn’t I be happy?’


  Capablanca tossed the package he had brought over to Blart.


  ‘They very generously gave me some clothes for you.’


  Blart eagerly tore open the package. But on seeing the contents his face fell.


  ‘It’s a dress,’ he said.


  ‘It’s a woollen dress,’ said Capablanca, whose poorly hidden smile was becoming an unsuppressed chortle. ‘A woollen dress that will keep you warm.’


  ‘But it’s a dress.’


  ‘There was a woman and her six daughters,’ said Capablanca in exasperation. ‘What did you expect? A suit of armour?’


  Blart threw the dress on to the ground and lapsed into a sulk. A cold sulk.


  ‘Put it on!’ ordered Capablanca. ‘The woman in the house told me that a cohort of the Prince’s soldiers passed through here a day ago, asking questions about allies of Zoltab. It is obviously not just the Duke’s men who are pursuing us now and we cannot hope to elude them for long. We must press on to find Beowulf the Warrior and Princess Lois in the hope that they can lead us to Zoltab’s prison, so we can prove our innocence and save our lives.’


  ‘Do you promise that as soon as we can we will get me some boys’ clothes?’ Blart demanded of Capablanca.


  Capablanca nodded.


  ‘And you promise not to laugh.’


  Capablanca nodded.


  ‘And you promise to turn Uther into a toad if he laughs.’


  Capablanca nodded.


  With a sigh and a particularly violent shiver Blart bent down to remove his trousers.


  ‘There!’ said Capablanca. ‘I bet you’re warmer now.’


  Blart stood before them in a bright red dress.


  ‘It brings out the colour in your eyes,’ observed Uther without laughing.


  ‘Shut up,’ said Blart.


  ‘But we should really must do something about your posture if –’


  ‘Shut up,’ said Blart again.


  ‘Uther,’ warned Capablanca.


  Strictly speaking Uther was correct. For Blart stood with his arms hanging loosely at his sides, his knees slightly bent and his head drooped forward. It was obvious he had never been to finishing school.


  ‘Let us go,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Where?’ asked Uther.


  ‘We must head for Illyria with all speed to find the Princess and hope to pick up news of Beowulf’s whereabouts on the way,’ said Capablanca. ‘We must keep moving if we are not to be caught.’


  The urgency in Capablanca’s tone galvanised the others and they immediately set off. Their vigorous walking generated heat and Blart swiftly felt the advantages of the woollen dress. He stopped shivering and began to feel like himself again. Just to make sure he really was himself he did some grumbling to Capablanca as they walked about how unfair it all was and how much he’d rather be with his pigs. It felt good.


  They followed the road over a hill and into another unattractive valley. By now, night was upon them and they needed to find somewhere to stop. Luckily, nestled in the valley was a village. As they got closer a sign announced they were entering Screeb. In keeping with the surrounding countryside it was not the most prepossessing village. Instead of pretty cottages, there were functional houses. Instead of gardens or pretty flowers, there were a lot of sheds. Instead of a green or a pond in the centre of the village, there was a set of stocks.


  At the outskirts of the village Blart insisted they stop.


  ‘I can’t go into the village,’ he said to Capablanca. ‘People will laugh at me.’


  ‘We’ll get you a change of clothes as soon as possible,’ Capablanca reassured him.


  ‘I’m not going to be laughed at,’ insisted Blart. ‘I hate being laughed at.’


  ‘They will only laugh at you if they think you’re a boy,’ said Capablanca. ‘If they think you’re a girl they will simply admire your dress.’


  Blart was dismayed. He felt the solution to his problem was to return him to being a convincing boy, not to make him an ever more convincing girl.


  ‘Simply bury your head in the side of my cowl and people won’t see your face,’ said Capablanca. ‘Anybody watching you pass will think you are my very shy granddaughter. Then we will take a room in the local tavern and I will go out to procure your clothes and you will emerge as a strapping youth with nobody any the wiser.’


  Capablanca was stretching the truth to snapping point. There was no way Blart was going to emerge as a strapping youth whatever clothes they found for him.


  ‘Come on, Blart,’ urged Capablanca. ‘We must go on. Remember that we are wanted dead or alive. Who knows what is behind us?’


  ‘I’ll tell you what, Blart,’ added Uther. ‘If you do this then I’ll give you back one of your pigs.’


  ‘Really?’ said Blart. His resolve, previously insurmountable, was suddenly weaker.


  ‘Yes,’ said Uther.


  ‘All right, then.’


  Blart took a deep breath and buried his face into the wizard’s cowl.


  And so they walked into the village. Little did they know that in Screeb shyness in maidens was prized above all other virtues. A girl in a red dress with her head buried into what they assumed was her grandfather’s cowl to hide her modesty was a bright beacon to any young buck in the village. The local young men appraised her with wanton eyes as she passed along the village street. The mystery conjured up by the maiden’s modesty played havoc with their emotions. Eventually one particularly bold young man hailed the wizard.


  ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘my name is Kmoch. Is that your granddaughter with you?’


  Capablanca grunted his assent.


  ‘Tell me now, would she be wanting a tour of the village?’


  Capablanca grunted his disapproval.


  ‘I have five cows of my own and I stand to inherit a whole herd when my father dies,’ the young man informed him. ‘And between you and me he’s not looking too well.’


  ‘Your cows do not interest me, stranger,’ said Capablanca gruffly, continuing to walk towards the tavern. ‘And nor does the well-being of your father.’


  The haughty tone of Capablanca’s dismissal merely heightened Kmoch’s desire to know the name of his granddaughter. Surely, he reasoned, this maid must be rare indeed if I am not worthy to know her name. Like many young men, emboldened by his imagination and watched by his peer group, he spoke rashly.


  ‘What if I were to offer her my own name?’


  Capablanca stopped and stared at Kmoch.


  ‘You want to marry my granddaughter?’


  Kmoch nodded. Blart buried himself even deeper in the wizard’s cowl.


  ‘Even though you’ve never seen her face or heard her speak?’


  Kmoch nodded again. ‘She is obviously a shy and modest maiden. I would be the envy of all here if she were to take my hand.’


  ‘I don’t want to get married,’ squeaked Blart and in his desperation to get his message across his voice rose even higher.


  ‘I think my granddaughter has made herself clear,’ said Capablanca firmly. ‘And now, if you don’t mind, we are going to seek out rooms in the local tavern.’


  And with that Capablanca ushered his granddaughter away from the suitor.


  ‘I shall not give up,’ Kmoch shouted after them. ‘I shall pursue your fair granddaughter with renewed ardour, and I am confident of success!’


  Chapter 13


  ‘We would like a room for the night,’ Capablanca told the landlady of The Rabid Dog when she finally emerged from the cellar. ‘I see from a sign outside that your rooms are only one crown, which is very reasonable.’


  ‘A room?’ said the landlady, looking as though such a request was most unexpected. ‘Why?’


  ‘To stay in overnight,’ explained Capablanca.


  ‘Will you be wanting a bed in it?’ said the landlady.


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘You should have said,’ the landlady told him.


  ‘Surely beds are standard?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Not in this tavern,’ she replied.


  ‘Well, we would like a bed,’ confirmed Capablanca. ‘In fact, we would like three beds.’


  ‘I think we can manage that,’ agreed the landlady. ‘Now, will you be wanting a door?’


  ‘A door?’ Capablanca was even more staggered. ‘Are you telling me your rooms don’t have doors?’


  ‘Some do, some don’t,’ said the landlady enigmatically.


  ‘Well, we would like one that does,’ Capablanca informed her. ‘How can a person sleep soundly without a door to close behind them to give them privacy?’


  ‘You want to sleep?’ the landlady exclaimed. ‘You really are fussy customers.’


  ‘Didn’t I say I wanted to sleep?’ demanded Capablanca.


  ‘No,’ said the landlady. ‘You said you wanted to stay in it overnight.’


  ‘We want to sleep,’ confirmed Capablanca.


  ‘So that means you’ll want sheets and a pillow and a blanket. All these extras are going to cost you.’


  ‘The room does come with four walls, a ceiling, a floor and a window?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Of course it does.’ The landlady looked hurt. ‘Eleven crowns. Payment in advance, please.’ Grimly, Capablanca reached into his purse and counted out eleven crowns.


  Grumpily, the landlady showed them up to their room.


  She could not depart soon enough for Blart, who was finally able to pull his face out of the repulsive folds of Capablanca’s cowl. He rushed to the window and breathed in deeply.


  ‘We have a problem,’ said Capablanca. ‘I only have one crown remaining. Do either of you have any money?’


  ‘Uther won all mine at Muggins,’ said Blart from the window.


  ‘But unfortunately,’ added Uther swiftly. ‘I had no notice that we were about to leave when we did and so was unable to gather any of my fortune. I am as penniless as Blart.’


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘This is no good,’ he said. ‘We are on the run and we have no money. We will be even more vulnerable to capture. Still, I must use my last crown to buy Blart some new trousers and a shirt. And then we must trust to fortune.’


  And so saying Capablanca left the room to search the village for bargain trousers.


  Blart and Uther were left alone together.


  ‘Fancy a game of Muggins?’ said Uther.


  Blart shook his head in a statement of absolute and final refusal.


  ‘Go on,’ said Uther.


  ‘I shall never play Muggins again,’ said Blart.


  Five minutes later, Blart was sitting on the bed, looking at a pair of nines. He had lost the pig that he had so recently gained.


  ‘Bad luck,’ said Uther mildly.


  Blart said nothing. He simply stomped back over to the window. Having spent so long inside the folds of Capablanca’s cowl he now had a much greater respect for fresh air. As soon as Blart poked his head out of the window he was greeted by an excited cry.


  He looked down. Below him was Kmoch. And he was carrying a lute.


  ‘What light from yonder window breaks?’ shouted Kmoch.


  Uther pulled Blart back into the room. He was well aware that any less than a fleeting glance at Blart would reveal that he was no fair maiden.


  Unfortunately, the sudden disappearance of Blart from the window merely confirmed to Kmoch that his love was as shy and modest as he had hoped.


  ‘My love,’ shouted Kmoch with a preparatory strum of his lute. ‘I have written you a ballad and I have come to serenade you.’


  Blart was horrified. Kmoch was out of tune. But it didn’t stop him. He twanged his lute again and began:


  ‘My lady in red


  Her name is unsaid


  She’s gone up to bed


  And I wish I were dead


  Without my lady in red.’


  Blart put his fingers in his ears to drown out the sound. Five minutes later he pulled them out again. Kmoch was still singing. A few minutes later he had moved on to an instrumental solo, before embarking upon a finale of loud strums on the lute, accompanied by whoops. A final shuddering chord brought the song to an end.


  ‘What was that?’ said Capablanca, coming through the door, holding a pair of trousers and a shirt.


  But nobody answered him. Blart had eyes only for the clothes – he dashed up to the wizard and snatched them.


  ‘Manners,’ said Capablanca.


  Blart tore off his red dress, threw on his new clothes and within seconds he looked like himself again. Only Blart considered this to be an improvement.


  ‘I’ll be going out for a few moments,’ said Uther.


  ‘I thought you were travelling incognito,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘So I hoped,’ said Uther. ‘But we are in dire need of money and I suspect that I am the only one amongst us who has the acumen to make it.’


  ‘How do you propose to do that?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Do I ask you how you cast spells?’ replied Uther. ‘Leave me to my own devices.’


  ‘Don’t attract any attention to us,’ said Capablanca sternly.


  Uther laughed hollowly in response.


  ‘Attract attention?’ he said. ‘We’ve got a youth outside the window, making more noise with his lute than ten tom cats in a sack because Blart has driven him mad with desire, and you ask me not to draw attention to us.’


  Without further ado, Uther opened the door they had paid extra for and went out into the town, where night was already falling.


  ‘That door squeaks,’ observed Blart.


  Uther did not return for many hours. Capablanca and Blart had no money and no food, and time passed slowly. Blart occasionally broke the silence to whine at Capablanca that everything bad that had ever happened in Blart’s life was Capablanca’s fault. Capablanca occasionally broke the silence to threaten to turn Blart into a toad. Eventually, bored by each other and by themselves, they grumpily went to bed. Both of them were sleeping deeply when Uther slipped into the room later in the evening, As he retired to his bed there was the chink of gold coins in his pocket.


  Chapter 14


  Blart was dreaming he was running in the orchard with his pigs. All was right with the world.


  Then there was a huge crash and the door was smashed to smithereens.


  He shot up in his bed.


  A hulking figure brandishing a sword stood in the doorway.


  All was obviously no longer right with the world.


  ‘Where is the damsel in distress?’ demanded a deep voice.


  ‘There’s no damsel in here,’ said Uther.


  ‘I refer,’ said the deep voice that belonged to the hulking figure, ‘to the damsel sold into marriage against her will. I have come to rescue her.’


  ‘Uther,’ said Capablanca. ‘What have you done?’


  ‘It was a fair deal,’ insisted Uther. ‘We spat on our hands and shook on it.’


  ‘Be silent,’ said the deep-voiced hulking figure. ‘Hand over the damsel in distress. This is your last chance.’


  ‘There is no damsel,’ protested Uther. ‘You’ve been misinformed.’


  ‘Don’t lie to me,’ said the hulking figure. ‘I know that someone in this room sold a shy damsel to Kmoch and his father earlier this evening and I am here to rescue her.’


  ‘It wasn’t me,’ said Blart, who regarded self-preservation as the most important thing. ‘It was him.’


  The hulking figure approached Uther’s bed.


  ‘Let’s not be hasty,’ placated Uther. ‘I’m sure this is a misunderstanding.’


  The hulking figure raised its sword.


  Blart thought it was a pity that the room was so dark because he wouldn’t be able to see Uther cut to pieces.


  ‘I shall cleave you in two,’ pronounced the hulking figure.


  There was something familiar to Blart about that phrase. In fact there was something familiar about the voice. In fact …


  ‘What’s going on in here?’


  The landlady was standing at the door, holding a lantern.


  ‘What have you done to my door? When I rent out a door I don’t expect my guests to turn it into firewood overnight.’


  She stepped into the room.


  ‘Why is nobody listening to me?’


  The landlady was right. Nobody was listening to her. Instead they were staring at the hulking silhouette, coloured in by the landlady’s light to reveal the big, bronzed, burly, bearded figure of Beowulf the Warrior (known to his acquaintances as Beo) – the man who had travelled with Blart and Capablanca and Princess Lois of Illyria when they had journeyed to the Terrorsium and defeated Zoltab, the Dark Lord.


  ‘What’s the matter with everybody?’ demanded the landlady.


  Capablanca was the first to regain his composure.


  ‘Beowulf!’


  ‘Capablanca!’


  Beowulf turned to Blart


  ‘Thingy.’


  ‘Do you all know each other?’ asked Uther, who had never met Beowulf the Warrior before. While the others were all wide-eyed and slack-jawed with disbelief, Uther was wide-eyed and slack-jawed because he thought he was about to be cleaved in two.


  ‘Yes,’ said Capablanca. ‘We know each other.’


  ‘If it’s not too much trouble,’ said Uther evenly, ‘perhaps you could ask your friend to lower his sword.’


  ‘Nobody said we were friends,’ pointed out Blart.


  ‘Acquaintance, then,’ said Uther in exasperation.


  ‘I don’t care whether he’s a friend or an acquaintance,’ interrupted the landlady. ‘He is a non-resident and he shouldn’t be in a resident’s bedroom after nine-thirty at night. Especially if he smashed the door down to get in.’


  ‘Beowulf, I’m sure it would help us all if you were to lower your sword,’ agreed Capablanca.


  But Beo stood firm.


  ‘I cannot do so until the damsel is freed from distress and the foul cur who besmirched her honour lies dead.’


  ‘Nobody besmirches anybody’s honour in my inn,’ said the landlady. ‘It’s in the rules. Just under the bit about evacuation procedure in case of fire.’


  ‘You can put up your sword,’ Uther reassured Beo, ‘because there is no damsel in distress. In fact, there’s no damsel at all.’


  ‘You’ve murdered her,’ accused Beo, taking a firmer grip on his sword.


  ‘Murdered her!’ shrieked the landlady. ‘That’s even more against the rules than honour-besmirching. I’m not putting up with this. I want you all out right now. Come on.’


  Finally the landlady had managed to grab their attention.


  ‘Woman,’ said Capablanca, ‘let me inform you that we are good people who are at risk of being the victims in a terrible miscarriage of justice. I appeal to you to overlook these minor infringements and allow us to stay.’


  ‘Door-smashing, honour-besmirching and murder are not minor infringements,’ insisted the landlady. ‘I want you out.’


  ‘I appeal to your human spirit,’ pleaded the wizard desperately.


  ‘I’m adamant,’ said the landlady firmly. ‘Nothing will change my mind.’


  ‘How about some gold?’ said Uther, reaching under his pillow.


  The landlady turned on him.


  ‘How dare you suggest you can buy your way out of this! Rules are rules and –’


  ‘Three crowns,’ offered Uther.


  ‘Seven,’ said the landlady.


  ‘Five and you leave the lantern behind when you go.’


  ‘Done.’


  The landlady grabbed the gold and swept out of the room.


  ‘Everybody has their price,’ observed Uther wryly.


  ‘Excuse me,’ said Beo, who felt that he had rather lost control of the situation. ‘But what about this damsel in distress?’


  ‘There isn’t a damsel,’ repeated Blart, Capablanca and Uther.


  ‘If there isn’t a damsel,’ said Beo, dramatically pulling out a shabby parchment that he had hidden beneath his livery, ‘then explain this.’


  Capablanca squinted at it.


  ‘I, Uther the Uncle,’ Capablanca began – Uther looked uncomfortable – ‘do sell my niece, Blartarina the Shy, to Kmoch for the purpose of marriage, with or without her consent and regardless of the distress caused. Price: five gold crowns. Handling fee: half a crown. No refunds under any circumstances.’


  Everybody in the room looked at Uther.


  ‘You misunderstand,’ Uther insisted. ‘We needed the money and I simply sold Kmoch his dream. Tonight he will be happy thinking about his future wife. Only later will he discover that his bride never existed. And then he will simply return to being miserable, but he will cherish for ever the memory of his one night of happiness.’


  Uther looked at the others. They didn’t look impressed by his solution.


  ‘And I shall leave the dress behind as a souvenir.’


  Denied his damsel in distress, Beowulf stood deflated.


  ‘So, Beo,’ began Capablanca with a forced cheerfulness, ‘what have you been up to since our quest came to an end?’


  Beo sighed.


  ‘Capablanca, I’ve had terrible trouble,’ he said. ‘At the end of our last quest wasn’t I made a knight of Zoltab? But when I came back nobody would accept that I was a proper knight. Twas some technicality about Zoltab being a terrible force for evil unable to create a force for good. So it turned out that I had not achieved my dream and still remained a mere warrior. I have spent the past year wandering from place to place, trying to do deeds of chivalry in order to attract the attention of a king or queen who would bestow on me the title I crave.’


  Capablanca nodded sympathetically.


  ‘I’ve had special trouble with damsels,’ lamented Beowulf. ‘There is not a damsel in distress to be found. Every damsel I meet seems to be happy. They’ve never had it so good.’


  Capablanca nodded sympathetically again.


  ‘And what is worse,’ bemoaned Beo, ‘I have a terrible pain in my arm whenever I lift my great sword. A doctor told me that I have “warrior’s elbow”, caused by excessive brutality, and that if I do not rest it then I will lose my ability to cleave my enemies in two. Even threatening your friend with death has caused me much anguish.’


  Beo looked very sorry for himself. The wizard was at a loss how to proceed. Fortunately Blart was on hand to help.


  ‘You’re wanted dead or alive,’ he told the warrior.


  ‘What?’ said Beo, grasping his sword firmly once more and then grimacing with pain.


  ‘And it’s all the wizard’s fault,’ added Blart. ‘He got all the research wrong and now everybody thinks we’re Zoltab’s friends and wants to kill us.’


  ‘Is this true?’ demanded Beo.


  ‘There is some truth to what he says,’ agreed Capablanca ruefully and he swiftly explained to Beo what had recently occurred. Blart noticed that Capablanca rushed through the part where it emerged that the wizard had made a large mistake in his research which entirely invalidated the previous quest, and instead focused heavily on the fact that they were all wanted men, tracked by soldiers who had orders to take them dead or alive and who had expressed a preference for dead.


  ‘What?’ repeated Beo. ‘Even me?’


  ‘You are a known associate of Blart and myself,’ confirmed Capablanca.


  ‘Blart!’ Beo was outraged. ‘You mean I’m wanted dead or alive because of my association with that vile boy?’


  He turned to face Blart, his sword gripped menacingly.


  ‘If I was to cleave him in two then nobody could say I was his associate.’


  ‘I’m afraid they could,’ said Capablanca, ‘and they would.’


  ‘Couldn’t we try it anyway to see if it works?’ requested Beo.


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca firmly. ‘How many times must I tell you that unnecessary violence and killing attract unwanted attention. We must avoid it.’


  Beo reluctantly accepted Capablanca’s authority.


  ‘How will we save ourselves from being killed?’ he asked.


  ‘Aha,’ said Capablanca. ‘I will answer you. First we will find Princess Lois and alert her to the terrible danger she faces. Then we will try to locate Zoltab’s eternal prison, thus demonstrating to the Duke that we are not Zoltab’s allies but his enemies, proving our innocence and saving all of our lives. The proclamation can be lifted and we can all live happily ever after.’


  ‘I don’t want to live happily ever after,’ said Blart. ‘It sounds boring.’


  Chapter 15


  As dawn was breaking Blart, Capablanca, Uther and Beo rode out of the little town of Screeb. Behind them they left a broken-hearted youth, who was never to see his modest lady in red again. He would waste his life writing mournful ballads about lost love and eventually die of despair. There’s not much of a story there, so we’ll leave him to it.


  ‘Beo,’ asked Capablanca as the town of Screeb disappeared behind them. ‘There is something very important which I must ask you. Can you remember where I said I was going to imprison Zoltab after our previous quest came to an end?’


  ‘I cannot,’ replied Beo. ‘You said I could never be told because I would blab Zoltab’s whereabouts to the first person who bought me three flagons of ale to drink. I was most offended. It normally takes me at least five flagons before I start to tell people my secrets.’


  ‘It is as I feared,’ said Capablanca. ‘I do not know where Zoltab is because of the Great Irreversible Spell of Fog and you do not know and Blart does not know. We must therefore head with all speed to the land of Illyria and seek out Princess Lois. She is the only questor we have not asked, and if she doesn’t know, we will probably all die horribly. Perhaps because my gifts include wisdom and foresight I gave her some clue as to Zoltab’s whereabouts that I could then decipher. Let us make haste. Onward!’


  Capablanca, with Blart sitting behind him, spurred on his horse. Uther and Beo followed. Over hill they went, through valley, through dale, fording streams and rivers, across luscious green fields and through woods. All morning they rode with no pause. The sun blazed above them to signify that it was approaching noon.


  ‘Could we have a rest?’ said Blart. ‘Bits of me are hurting.’


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca, though the wizard’s weary body craved one. ‘Soon our pursuers will pick up our trail and come after us. We must head for Illyria with all speed.’


  Over hills and through valleys they continued. They forded more streams. They left luscious green fields behind them and galloped over blasted heaths. Blart’s bottom winced in pain with each movement of the horse. All afternoon they rode without stopping. Then, as the sun sank into the west to signify the end of the day, Capablanca called a halt. Blart clambered off and collapsed face down in the grass. He was convinced he would never be able to sit comfortably again.


  ‘We can stop for the night and give the horses some rest,’ said Capablanca. ‘But we will camp outdoors, away from towns and villages. Word spreads faster than any horse can gallop and the story of the disappearing damsel and the smashing up of the hotel may well have drawn the attention of those who are aware that there is a price on our heads.’


  For the next hour they worked in silence. Beo disappeared to kill something for their dinner, Uther fetched firewood and built a fire, Capablanca tried to construct a basic shelter and Blart followed a gurgling sound until he found a little stream into which he lowered his sore bottom.


  Finally, later that evening, as they sat round the fire, gnawing the last meat from the bones of the two rabbits, the silence was broken.


  ‘We need aliases,’ said Uther.


  ‘Are they books with maps in?’ said Blart.


  Uther shook his head.


  ‘They are false identities,’ he explained. ‘If they are convincing they can help a wanted man escape detection.’


  ‘Do you speak from experience, merchant?’ asked Beo.


  ‘I own there are some places where it has been convenient for me to be known by a name other than that with which I was born,’ said Uther evenly. ‘If only to avoid misunderstanding.’


  ‘Misunderstanding?’ grunted Beo disapprovingly. ‘A man should never hide his name. He should announce it proudly and any who have an argument with him should be prepared to feel the thrust of his sword in their guts.’


  ‘A noble sentiment,’ agreed Uther with a hint of sarcasm, ‘but what if you are a wanted man with a price on his head, who is vastly outnumbered?’


  ‘Then you die,’ said Beo simply. ‘But you die with your own name on your lips. You die with your pride and your honour intact. Tungsten the Dwarf taught me that.’


  ‘Would you rather not live with your pride and honour dented?’ queried Uther.


  ‘Nonsense.’ Beo gave Uther a look of disdain. ‘A life without pride and honour is no life at all.’


  ‘You could still keeps pigs,’ pointed out Blart. ‘They don’t care about things like pride and honour. They care more about apples and swill.’


  ‘Apples and swill,’ repeated Beo with contempt. He turned to Capablanca, who had so far remained silent during the conversation. ‘Wizard, will you not explain that it is better to die like a man than to live like a worm?’


  Capablanca furrowed his brow. He thought Uther’s idea was a good one but hated to admit it.


  ‘Perhaps Uther is right,’ he conceded reluctantly. ‘Though deception is generally wrong, in this case we must make an exception. We must all pick an alias. What are they to be?’


  Beo shook his head to show his disagreement with the wizard’s decision.


  ‘I’ve thought of mine,’ said Blart eagerly. ‘I shall be Blob the Pig Boy.’


  ‘Nobody will ever see through that, will they?’ said Uther sarcastically.


  ‘I know,’ Blart said proudly.


  Realising that sarcasm was not going to work, Uther was forced to resort to a long and tortured explanation. Finally, he convinced Blart that merely altering the final three letters of his name was unlikely to prevent his being unmasked.


  ‘What shall I be, then?’ said Blart sulkily. ‘How about a pig and goat boy? That’s really different.’


  Uther ignored him.


  ‘When you are concocting an alias for a number of people,’ he explained, ‘it is important to be consistent. If Blart says he’s a pig boy and Capablanca says he’s an astrologer and Beo claims to be a tax collector then people will think that’s a strange group of people to be travelling together and they will wonder. And the last thing that you want after you have created an alias is people wondering.’


  ‘What do you think we should be?’ asked Capablanca, who had been on the receiving end of Blart’s stupidity more often than most and felt a twang of sympathy.


  ‘A troupe of travelling players,’ said Uther.


  ‘You mean actors,’ said Beo in disgust.


  ‘The very same,’ answered Uther. ‘For travelling players are often made up of an unusual combination of men. If asked, Capablanca will be the leader of the company, who plays the narrator. Beo will be the hero’s best friend. I will be the hero. And Blart will be the heroine.’


  ‘Why can’t I be the hero?’ demanded Beo.


  ‘In all the plays ever written,’ said Uther, ‘the hero always has a fat, funny best friend. It’s one of the rules of drama. It was invented by the Greeks. You’re the only fat one, so you have to play it.’


  ‘It’s all muscle really,’ said Beo, but he did not protest further. Drama, he assumed, must be like chivalry, with strange rules that had to be obeyed.


  ‘What’s a heroine?’ said Blart.


  ‘The beautiful girl who wins the hero’s heart,’ answered Uther.


  Blart grasped the implications of this.


  ‘No, no, no, no, no!’ he said, shaking his head vigorously. ‘I’m never wearing a dress again.’


  ‘You wouldn’t have to,’ Uther reassured him. ‘We will never give a performance. We will claim that we are on our way to our next engagement and have no time to stop and perform. It is customary for the youngest boy to play the female parts for he has yet to grow hair on his face. A bearded lady would fatally undermine the audience’s ability to suspend their disbelief. Do we all have our aliases and our story clear in our heads?’ asked Uther.


  His three companions nodded grudgingly.


  Chapter 16


  They travelled for five days across the Prince of Murkstan’s lands, keeping away from well-travelled roads and bypassing towns for fear of encountering soldiers who might be searching for them. But despite their caution, occasionally they would meet people who would ask them questions as to their names and their business. Uther’s answer that they were a group of travelling players seemed to satisfy everyone. Sometimes people would ask if they were performing nearby so that they could come and watch them. Uther explained that sadly they did not have the time as they were rushing to Illyria to perform in front of King Philidor the Happy and his Queen and their daughter, Princess Lois. The people they met accepted this, for they understood that to perform in front of a king was a great honour for a troupe of players and they wished them luck.


  And so, after five days of arduous travel, the companions finally came within sight of the friendliest kingdom in the entire world, Illyria. But before they could enter the kingdom they had to negotiate the Prince’s border crossing. As they approached, two fierce-looking guards emerged from a sentry post.


  ‘Stop in the name of the Prince.’


  Obediently Blart, Capablanca, Uther and Beo stopped.


  The two guards approached them. One pointed his halberd at them while the other aimed his lance. The effect was far from friendly.


  ‘State your business in the name of the Prince and be quick about it,’ ordered the guard with the halberd.


  ‘We are nought but a humble troupe of players,’ said Uther. ‘We are travelling to Elysium in Illyria to perform at the command of King Philidor.’


  ‘Have you got anything to declare?’ demanded the guard with the lance.


  ‘Nothing but our love of drama,’ answered Uther.


  ‘Why is the fat one carrying such a big sword?’


  Beo bristled at this gratuitous insult but Capablanca placed a stern arm on his shoulder to calm him down.


  ‘Tis but a prop,’ said Uther. ‘A puny thing made from the flimsiest metal. It would shatter into a thousand pieces were it ever to be used in real combat.’


  ‘It looks very thick and powerful to me,’ observed the guard with the lance.


  ‘Theatre is all about illusion,’ explained Uther. ‘What seems to be thick and strong is often weak and flimsy.’


  ‘Hmm,’ said the guard with the halberd.


  The guards pushed past Uther and approached Blart, Capablanca and Beo. They walked around them slowly.


  ‘What part do you play?’ said the guard with the lance to Blart.


  ‘He plays the heroine,’ said Uther.


  ‘He can answer for himself,’ said the guard.


  ‘I play the heroine,’ repeated Blart.


  ‘I pity the hero,’ observed the guard with the halberd.


  The guard with the lance laughed at the cruel taunt.


  ‘We are on the lookout for a group of desperate men, boy,’ continued the guard. ‘They have defied an order to surrender and stolen the uniforms of soldiers. We have been ordered to take them dead or alive. Have you seen them?’


  ‘What do they look like?’ asked Blart.


  ‘They look desperate,’ snapped the guard. ‘They are probably armed to the teeth and have the strength of ten men.’


  ‘I don’t think I’ve seen them,’ said Blart.


  The guard stared hard at Blart. Blart held his breath. The guard turned to his comrade and they moved a small distance away, where they could talk without being heard.


  ‘They know something,’ hissed Blart to Capablanca. ‘Let’s make a run for the border.’


  ‘Stay calm,’ whispered back Capablanca. ‘They don’t know anything. Any moment now they will let us through. If we do nothing we will attract no attention.’


  ‘Do as the wizard said, you little oaf,’ ordered Beo quietly, ‘or –’


  ‘I’ll cleave you in two?’ suggested Blart.


  Beo’s brow darkened at Blart’s impudence.


  The guards returned from their brief discussion.


  ‘You can pass through the border,’ the guard with the halberd informed them.


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Uther.


  ‘Not so fast,’ said the guard with the lance. ‘You can go through the border after you have paid the tax.’


  ‘Tax?’ It was now the turn of Uther’s brow to darken, for he was a merchant and hated any form of tax. ‘I did not know that there was a border tax in these lands.’


  ‘It’s recently been introduced,’ said the guard with the lance.


  ‘With very little publicity,’ added the guard with the halberd.


  ‘It’s a stealth tax,’ explained the guard with the lance.


  ‘I see.’


  Now Uther understood. What the guards really meant was they wanted a bribe. Uther much preferred bribes to taxes. You could haggle with bribes.


  ‘What is the price of this “tax”?’ he asked.


  ‘One sword,’ answered the guard with the lance.


  ‘From a fat man,’ added the guard with the halberd.


  ‘No one takes my sword,’ bristled Beo angrily.


  ‘How about a dagger?’ said Uther, beginning the process of haggling to distract the guards from Beo’s outrage.


  ‘A sword,’ said the guard.


  ‘Two daggers and a lump of lard.’


  Idly, Blart wondered why Uther seemed to carry such a large amount of lard on his person.


  ‘A sword,’ repeated the guard. ‘Now hand it over, fat man.’


  The guards approached Beo. Beo stared menacingly back at the guards.


  ‘Give it here,’ said the guard with the halberd.


  Beo obeyed. First he offered his sword to the guard with the lance. Unfortunately, he did this point first with a rather over-enthusiastic thrust and it went straight through the guard’s heart. Having been unsuccessful in this attempt to hand over his weapon, Beo withdrew his sword and offered it to the guard with the halberd. Beo offered it with a slashing motion that, regrettably, severed the guard’s head from the rest of his body.


  Both guards lay on the ground, bloody and dead.


  ‘Ow! My elbow!’ cried Beo, dropping his sword in pain. ‘I forgot my ailment in my anger.’


  ‘I thought the idea was not to attract attention,’ said Capablanca with a marked lack of sympathy.


  ‘They won’t tell anybody anything,’ claimed Beo, nursing his sore arm.


  ‘Dead bodies attract attention,’ pointed out Capablanca. And as he spoke, above them, high in the sky, two black dots began circling.


  ‘We could bury them,’ suggested Beo.


  ‘Guards vanishing attract attention.’


  ‘Look, wizard,’ said Beo. ‘I don’t think that you’re seeing this from my point of view. I’m a warrior.’


  ‘You’re a fool,’ hissed Capablanca. ‘All this time we had travelled undetected and now, just as we’re approaching the Illyrian border, you start killing people. Now, come on! We must seek sanctuary in Illyria before the bodies are discovered.’


  And so leaving the bodies to the vultures they pushed on past the border of the Prince’s land. Two hundred paces later they found themselves at the Illyrian border.


  ‘Welcome,’ said the border guard, lifting the barrier.


  ‘Hello,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Now, are any of you smuggling in contraband?’ asked the guard.


  ‘Of course not,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Of course you aren’t,’ said the border guard. ‘Live and let live is what I say. Would you like some fruit?’


  ‘That’s very kind of you,’ said Capablanca, taking a pear.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Beo, taking an apple.


  ‘I’d forgotten how much I hated this place,’ said Blart, spurning an orange.


  For the next two days they travelled across Illyria. As on their previous visit all the people they encountered greeted them with warm smiles and gifts of fruit. Uther had never visited Illyria before and was affronted by the generosity of its people.


  ‘But if nobody sells anything,’ he questioned, ‘how does anybody make a profit? How does the economy remain lean and dynamic? How can a businessman like myself make an honest crown?’


  ‘Or a dishonest one,’ said Beo, who felt that trade was unchivalrous.


  ‘Where’s the margin in giving?’ demanded Uther. ‘Where’s the incentive to get up in the morning and get ahead of the others?’


  ‘They have different incentives to get them up in the morning,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Like what?’ demanded Uther.


  ‘Like living in peace, friendship and harmony,’ explained Capablanca. ‘And working selflessly for the benefit of each other and the general good of society.’


  Uther shook his head violently.


  ‘That can’t work,’ he insisted.


  ‘It’s been working for hundreds of years,’ said Capablanca. ‘King Philidor the Happy is the thirty-eighth monarch to sit on the Illyrian throne. They have all presided over a benevolent society. Truly Illyria is a beacon of hope to the world.’


  ‘It’s subversive. It should be made illegal,’ expostulated a furious Uther.


  ‘Especially the fruit,’ said Blart, agreeing with Uther. ‘The fruit really gets on my nerves.’


  Chapter 17


  ‘May I present Capablanca the Wizard, Beo the Warrior, Uther the Merchant and Blart the …’


  The servant turned round to Blart.


  ‘What are you?’ he asked him.


  ‘I am a pig boy,’ said Blart.


  It must be said in Blart’s defence that whereas many people would be ashamed of their humble origins in the presence of royalty, Blart positively revelled in his.


  ‘And Blart the Pig Boy.’


  With a fanfare of trumpets they were ushered into the glorious golden throne room, at the end of which sat the King and Queen of Illyria. The four companions marched across the marbled floor, their footsteps echoing around them, until they stood right in front of the King and Queen. They bowed low.


  ‘Welcome friends of Illyria,’ said the King. ‘We are delighted to see you returning to our kingdom.’


  ‘Would you like some fruit?’ suggested the Queen, indicating a bowl of apples, pears, oranges and other fruits.


  ‘No fruit,’ said Blart.


  ‘He has a stomach ailment, Your Majesty,’ improvised Capablanca hastily. ‘But the rest of us would love some fruit.’


  Capablanca, Beo and Uther each somewhat reluctantly selected a piece of fruit.


  ‘Now what brings you to Illyria?’ said the King.


  ‘Well –’ began Capablanca.


  He was interrupted by a mighty crash as the throne room door was hurled open. Blart, Capablanca, Uther and Beo turned round to see five foot two of red-headed boiling fury stomp into the room.


  They stood face to face with the only grumpy damsel in Illyria … Princess Lois.


  ‘I don’t want to get married to any of them,’ she announced to the assembled company. ‘Not now. Not ever.’


  ‘Hello, dear,’ said the Queen.


  ‘Never, never, never!’ shouted Princess Lois. ‘I don’t want to get married and that’s final.’


  ‘But you are our only child,’ protested the King. ‘You must ensure that the royal line of the Philidors continues and that the kingdom of Illyria continues to be ruled wisely.’


  ‘I’m not getting married and I’m not having children and I don’t care about the kingdom of Illyria,’ the Princess informed the King.


  ‘Hear, hear,’ muttered Uther, who as we know was fundamentally opposed to the kingdom of Illyria.


  Princess Lois focused her piercing brown eyes upon him.


  ‘Who asked you?’ she demanded.


  ‘Er … nobody.’


  ‘Exactly,’ said Princess Lois. ‘So keep your miserable opinions to yourself.’


  ‘Look who’s come to visit us, my dear,’ said the King. ‘It is Capablanca, Beo and Blart, whom you travelled with on your quest.’


  Princess Lois seemed to notice her former comrades for the first time.


  ‘Isn’t that nice?’ added the Queen.


  ‘I’m not marrying any of them either,’ announced Princess Lois.


  ‘That wasn’t quite …’ began the King.


  But it was too late. Princess Lois turned round and marched out of the throne room, slamming the door behind her.


  ‘She’s a damsel in distress,’ Blart pointed out to Beo. ‘Why don’t you go and help her?’


  Beo seemed to grow a little paler.


  ‘Dinner is served,’ said a servant in an appropriately sonorous voice, and much to Beo’s obvious relief.


  Chapter 18


  Dinner was served in the vast state dining room. As the King and Queen explained to Capablanca, it wasn’t so much that they liked eating in such palatial grandeur, but that it meant a lot to the servants. The dining room was adorned with carvings of every fruit known to man and was dominated by a great oak dining table.


  ‘That last quest just doesn’t appear to have done the trick for Princess Lois,’ said the King, putting a piece of succulent melon into his mouth.


  ‘Not that we’re blaming you, Capablanca,’ said the Queen, swallowing a juicy segment of grapefruit.


  The King and Queen both looked at Capablanca with the air of people who really were blaming him, but who were much too nice to say so. Evidently, Princess Lois had not returned from their last quest noticeably wiser, more considerate or with a greater love for her country and her people.


  ‘Oh,’ said Capablanca, who, if truth were told, had never been too bothered about Princess Lois’s moral development, being rather more concerned with saving the world from an evil despot. Most people would have agreed with his priorities but most people were not Princess Lois’s parents and didn’t have to live with her door-slamming tantrums.


  ‘We really need her to get married,’ explained the King. ‘At the moment the Illyrian succession hangs by a thread.’


  ‘Perhaps she hasn’t fallen in love,’ said Capablanca awkwardly.


  ‘But we have provided her with suitors from every corner of Illyria,’ said the Queen, ‘and she has rejected all that she has met so far.’


  ‘Mmm,’ said Capablanca, who was very uneasy with this talk of emotions.


  ‘Could you marry her against her will?’ suggested Beo from the opposite end of the table. ‘Then she’d be a damsel in distress and I could rescue her.’


  ‘If you were prepared to marry her against her will,’ added Uther, ‘I would be able to find you many a baron who would pay a pretty price to marry into royalty.’


  The King and Queen reeled back in horror.


  ‘Marry her against her will!’ expostulated the King.


  ‘They do it everywhere else with princesses,’ pointed out Beo.


  ‘Sell her?!’ The Queen was aghast.


  ‘My commission would be very reasonable,’ said Uther.


  ‘No!’ said the King firmly. ‘I could never do that.’


  ‘Our daughter will only marry the man she chooses,’ agreed the Queen.


  ‘If people marry only the people they want to marry then nobody would marry at all,’ protested Uther. ‘Marriage is naught but a business transaction with flowery dresses.’


  ‘Marriage is a meeting of souls,’ insisted the Queen.


  Uther groaned.


  Fortunately his rudeness was overlooked, because at that very moment the King’s steward entered the dining room with a large staff that he banged repeatedly on the marble floor until there was silence.


  ‘I do think he could just cough,’ said the Queen quietly to her husband.


  ‘Sssh,’ said the King. ‘We don’t want to upset him.’


  ‘Your Majesties, honoured guests and pig boys,’ announced the steward. ‘An emissary from the Prince of Murkstan has arrived. He wishes to see you.’


  ‘Could it possibly wait until after dinner?’ asked the King. ‘I am engaged at the moment in trying to secure the future of the Philidor line.’


  The steward shook his head.


  ‘The emissary insisted he should be seen immediately.’


  Normal kings do not get bossed about by mere emissaries. But King Philidor was far more accommodating than a normal king.


  ‘Well, if he says it’s important then I’m sure it is,’ said the King. ‘Bring him in.’


  ‘No, Your Majesty,’ said Capablanca urgently. ‘I am afraid that we left Murkstan after a little misunderstanding involving some border guards. Perhaps it would be better if you were to see the emissary alone.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ said the King, dismissing Capablanca’s suggestion with an airy wave. ‘If there was some little misunderstanding then we can clear it up as well as hear the emissary’s message. All are friends around the King of Illyria’s table. Bring him in. We will sort out these misunderstandings over a raspberry compote.’


  The steward banged his staff extremely loudly three times on the great dining-room floor.


  ‘I’m coming round to your view about the coughing, my dear,’ winced the King.


  ‘Lord Bling, Emissary for the Prince of Murkstan,’ announced the steward.


  In strode Lord Bling. He wore a gold coat and gold breeches and a gold chain around his neck.


  ‘Greetings, Lord Bling,’ said the King.


  ‘The Prince is well, I trust,’ said the Queen.


  Lord Bling shook his head.


  ‘The Prince is angry, ma’am,’ he replied firmly. ‘Angry and distressed. There has been foul play in the Principality.’


  ‘Oh dear,’ said the King.


  ‘Two of his finest border guards have been murdered.’


  ‘No,’ said the Queen in horror.


  ‘Murdered,’ repeated Lord Bling, raising his finger to emphasise the word. ‘And the Prince demands justice.’


  ‘Quite,’ said the King. ‘Well, you may tell the Prince that I will obviously support his call for justice, though I would always advise that justice is tempered with understanding and a plan for rehabilitation.’


  Lord Bling shook his head again.


  ‘These murderers cannot be rehabilitated, for they face a sentence of death.’


  ‘Death is a bar to rehabilitation,’ conceded the King.


  ‘For these murders are not their only crimes,’ said the emissary. ‘For in the lands of the Duke of Northwestmoreland they did attack a cohort of soldiers and humiliate the captain, and they were also party to the sinister disappearance of a modest and shy girl in a red dress. Everywhere they go they leave innocent victims in their wake.’


  ‘They do seem to be ruffians,’ agreed the King.


  ‘But there is worse,’ said Lord Bling dramatically.


  ‘Worse!’ said the Queen. ‘Surely there can be no worse.’


  ‘There is, ma’am,’ insisted Lord Bling. ‘For they are also believed to be in league with Zoltab the Dark Lord. Such is the swathe of terror that they have carved through society that my master, the Prince, along with the Earl and the Duke, have put aside their previous disagreements and come together to form a Grand Alliance which is determined to rid the world of these evil scoundrels before they can release Zoltab’s evil on the world and shroud it in everlasting darkness.’


  Lord Bling paused for effect.


  ‘Most admirable,’ said the King. ‘It is good when old adversaries such as the Prince, the Earl and the Duke are prepared to set aside past grudges and move on with a shared purpose. But tell me, why do you come to me with this news?’


  ‘Because they were last reported to have headed into the lands of Illyria,’ answered Lord Bling, ‘and the Prince, the Earl and the Duke urge you to join them in their Grand Alliance and find these evil-doers.’


  ‘An Illyrian is always ready to help his neighbours,’ said King Philidor. ‘It is one of our proudest traditions. Tell me the names of those you seek and I will see what we can do to help.’


  ‘Their names,’ proclaimed Lord Bling, unrolling a piece of parchment that he pulled out of his gold coat, ‘are Capablanca the Sorcerer, Beowulf the Warrior, Uther the Merchant and Blart the Goat Boy.’


  There was a prolonged embarrassed silence. Blart broke it.


  ‘I’m a pig boy,’ he said, disgruntled.


  Lord Bling started in amazement at these words. Then he looked round the dining table and slowly realised that all four of the scoundrels he sought were in that very room.


  ‘What is the meaning of this?’ he demanded. ‘How can it be that you, King Philidor, can welcome these criminals and offer them hospitality? I demand that you hand them over to me at once so they can be executed.’


  The King looked at the Queen, who looked back helplessly. As good Illyrians they prided themselves on their friendship, hospitality and obliging nature towards their visitors, always going that extra furlong to ensure a guest’s wants were seen too. However, when one guest asked for one’s other guests to be handed over so they could be put to death it posed something of a social dilemma.


  ‘These cannot be the men you seek,’ protested the King. ‘I know they are enemies of Zoltab.’


  ‘Then why did they save him?’ demanded the emissary.


  ‘But they captured him,’ maintained the King.


  ‘Who told you that?’ demanded Lord Bling.


  ‘They did,’ said the King.


  ‘Aha!’ said Lord Bling, feeling sure that he had spotted a flaw in the King’s argument. ‘They could have been lying. The enemies of Zoltab are famous for it.’


  ‘That is true,’ conceded the King.


  ‘But our daughter, Princess Lois, travelled with them,’ maintained the Queen. ‘And she told us that they captured Zoltab too. So there must be some mistake.’


  Lord Bling’s gold bracelets rattled in horror at this news.


  ‘Your daughter is involved with these scoundrels?’


  ‘They are not scoundrels,’ protested the King.


  Lord Bling shook his head.


  ‘Your Majesty, I can hear no more of these protestations. I am empowered by the Prince, the Duke and the Earl, henceforth to be known as The Grand Alliance of the Prince, the Duke and the Earl – though the Grand Alliance is a permissible shortening when time is pressing – to demand that you hand over these miscreants along with your daughter, whom I now know to be involved.’


  ‘I could not betray my own daughter,’ said the King.


  ‘Or our dinner guests,’ added the Queen.


  Lord Bling drew himself up to his full height.


  ‘Then I am empowered by the Grand Alliance to inform you that if you do not change your mind in a week there will be war. I bid you goodnight.’


  And so saying Lord Bling turned on his heel and departed from the dining room.


  ‘It’s at times like this that you think maybe it was a mistake not to have an army,’ remarked the King.


  Chapter 19


  ‘What do I do?’ said the King the next morning as he sat in the throne room. Also present were Capablanca, Beo, Uther and Blart.


  ‘You must call this Council of War to order,’ explained Capablanca.


  ‘Couldn’t we use a different term?’ begged the King. ‘War seems such a violent expression.’


  ‘War is violent,’ interjected Beo. ‘There will be corpses piled high, eyes gouged out, limbs lopped off and bleeding stumps everywhere.’


  ‘Oh dear,’ said the King.


  ‘The plains of Illyria will echo with cries of pain, shrieks of agony, wails of despair and the tormented keening of widows.’


  Beo’s description of the horrors of war was tinged with a distasteful hint of relish.


  ‘Thank you, Beo,’ said Capablanca. ‘Your description is more than adequate.’


  ‘But I haven’t done the piteous whimpering of the orphans yet,’ said Beo.


  ‘Leave it to our imagination,’ said Capablanca firmly.


  The King was ashen-faced.


  ‘I cannot allow this to happen to my people,’ he said. ‘I cannot be the first King of Illyria to allow war to despoil our beautiful land. Tell me what I can do.’


  ‘You must fight,’ said Beo.


  ‘You must pay them off,’ said Uther.


  ‘You must use cunning,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘You must run away with your pigs and leave everybody else to get killed,’ said Blart. ‘It’s what I’d do.’


  ‘The men of Illyria cannot fight,’ said the King. ‘They have never been trained. Were they to see the Grand Alliance’s army rampaging towards them they would simply obey Illyrian tradition and offer them fruit.’


  ‘Armed only with fruit,’ Uther agreed, ‘they would be ripe for the slaughter.’


  ‘But we cannot pay them off either,’ said the King. ‘The Illyrian economy does not use money, so we have nothing to pay them with.’


  ‘I knew you’d regret not having money sooner or later,’ said Uther with unnecessary glee, considering the circumstances.


  The King put his head in his hands.


  ‘There must be something I can do.’


  ‘You could wait,’ said Capablanca.


  The King looked up hopefully.


  ‘Wait?’ he said. ‘I can do that.’


  ‘This is what I advise,’ said Capablanca. ‘Send a messenger to the Grand Alliance, informing them that for an Illyrian to hand over his guests to a military force is a serious breach of etiquette. You will need to take the full week to reach a decision.’


  ‘Right,’ said the King. ‘And when the week is gone do I hand you over?’


  ‘No,’ said Beo, Uther and Blart together.


  ‘I only wished to know the plan,’ said the King, a little taken aback.


  ‘In a week,’ said Capablanca, ‘there will be no need to hand us over, for we will have proved our innocence.’


  ‘How?’ asked everybody.


  ‘We will have discovered where Zoltab is imprisoned and demonstrated that we were not his allies but his enemies, and therefore the Grand Alliance’s charges will be dropped and Illyria will be freed from the fear of invasion.’


  ‘What about the border guards I killed?’ said Beo.


  ‘And the uniforms we stole?’ said Uther.


  ‘Once we can show that Zoltab is imprisoned we will be heroes again,’ Capablanca reassured them. ‘And when you’re a hero everybody is prepared to overlook the odd detail.’


  Capablanca sat back smugly. The Council of War ruminated for a moment on his proposal. The more they thought about it, the more it seemed possible it would work. Except …


  ‘We don’t know where Zoltab is,’ exclaimed Blart.


  Capablanca’s smug expression disappeared.


  ‘Always focusing on the negative, aren’t you?’ he snapped angrily.


  ‘But the boy has a point,’ said Beo. ‘We have no clue where you imprisoned Zoltab and there is the whole world to search. What are the odds that we will find him?’


  The Council of War each tried to do a mental calculation whereby they divided the entire world by seven days.


  ‘It is hopeless,’ said the King.


  ‘Do not say that,’ urged Capablanca. ‘There is always hope. Events have moved so fast that we have yet to ask Princess Lois whether she has any knowledge of the whereabouts of Zoltab’s prison. We must find her quickly. She may be able to send us in the right direction. What do you think, Your Majesty? Will you send the message to the Grand Alliance? Will you give us a week to save not only the kingdom of Illyria but also our own lives?’


  The Council of War waited for the King’s decision.


  ‘This is a decision which may result in many deaths,’ answered the King gravely, ‘and I cannot take it lightly. I will consider it over a piece of fruit.’


  The King selected an apple from a nearby fruit bowl and began to munch and think. Blart, Capablanca, Beo and Uther watched and waited. The King became somewhat self-conscious about eating with so many people staring at him and turned away.


  Finally, King Philidor swallowed his last bite of apple and discarded the core.


  ‘Steward!’ he shouted.


  The King’s steward, who had been waiting at the door, entered the throne room.


  ‘Your Majesty?’


  ‘Send a message to the Grand Alliance,’ commanded the King. ‘Tell them that I will hand over those they seek in a week.’


  The search for Zoltab was on once more.


  Chapter 20


  It was agreed that Capablanca and Blart were the two people best placed to explain the situation to Princess Lois.


  They found her sitting on a terrace outside the palace, where she was amusing herself by spinning a large key on her finger.


  ‘Go away,’ she said when she saw them approaching.


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘We cannot go, Princess, for we need your help most urgently. The future of us all is at stake.’


  Princess Lois yawned.


  ‘Listen,’ said Capablanca and as briefly as possible he explained the dire situation that they faced. ‘I must ask you to think back deeply into your memory and tell me whether you have any clue as to where I might have imprisoned Zoltab.’


  Princess Lois considered Capablanca’s request.


  ‘I’ll help you if you help me.’


  ‘What do you want me to do?’ he asked.


  ‘I don’t want to get married,’ said Princess Lois.


  The wizard, who had feared some difficult assignment, was delighted by the surprising ease of the task the Princess had given him.


  ‘You don’t have to,’ he responded with alacrity. ‘The King and Queen are adamant that you will only marry when you freely give your consent.’


  ‘I haven’t finished yet,’ continued the Princess. ‘Not only do I not want to get married, I do not wish to be repeatedly courted. I have had to put up with a pathetic stream of soppy boys all telling me how pretty my eyes are and how sweet my smile is and how fair my face is –’


  ‘But your face isn’t fair,’ interrupted Blart. ‘You’ve got freckles.’


  ‘I know I’ve got freckles, weasel-features,’ said the Princess. ‘I happen to like them. But the blubbering fools whom my parents want me to marry think that a girl is only happy when her face is as white and boring as a piece of paper, so they lie to me.’


  ‘I think it’s called a compliment,’ corrected Capablanca.


  ‘I hate it. If you can get rid of all these suitors then I will help you, and until you do I won’t.’


  With that the Princess turned her back and continued to twirl the large key on her finger.


  Capablanca sighed.


  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


  The wizard shuffled into the palace, shaking his head.


  Blart and Princess Lois looked at each other.


  ‘Let me tell you some interesting things about pigs,’ began Blart.


  Fifty-three interesting things about pigs later, the wizard returned. He had spoken to the King and Queen and found a way of bringing the wooing to an end forthwith. The Queen accompanied him to explain this new development to the current contender for her hand. She was surprised not to see him in attendance.


  ‘Princess Lois,’ she demanded. ‘Pray tell me, where is Anatoly the Handsome?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ shrugged the Princess.


  ‘Why isn’t he here taking advantage of the romantic setting to liken your complexion to the roses that bloom all around?’


  The Princess shrugged again.


  ‘This is most unusual,’ said the Queen. ‘I am always loath to criticise anyone but the young man assured me that he would spend all morning courting you and now he’s not … Lois, what are you doing with that key?’


  ‘Oh, the key,’ said the Princess, who seemed to notice it for the first time. ‘Nothing.’


  For those who have never visited Illyria it may be appropriate at this juncture to explain why seeing a key in the possession of the Princess had so piqued the interest of the Queen. It was because the Illyrians, as well as being the happiest and the most generous, are also the most trusting people in the world and they do not have locks on any of their doors. The one exception to this is the great diamond-encrusted tower that stands in the centre of the city of Elysium. Because this tower contained the map that revealed the whereabouts of the Great Tunnel of Despair where Zoltab had originally been imprisoned, it had been granted a door with a key. The only key in Illyria. Which for some reason the Princess now held in her hand.


  ‘Lois,’ said the Queen. ‘Is it possible that you have somehow managed to trick Anatoly the Handsome into entering the Great Tower of Elysium and then locked him in?’


  ‘It’s possible,’ conceded the Princess nonchalantly.


  ‘Please hand over the key,’ said the Queen. ‘Why, if it were to get about that a visitor to Illyria was locked up in a tower the shame would be unendurable.’


  ‘I could endure it,’ said the Princess.


  ‘So could I,’ said Blart.


  ‘Nobody asked you, stoat-face,’ said the Princess.


  The Queen took the opportunity provided by Blart’s distraction to deftly slip the large key off the Princess’s finger. She immediately disappeared to liberate Princess Lois’s unfortunate suitor.


  ‘Princess,’ said Capablanca urgently as soon as the Queen was out of earshot. ‘I have spoken to your father, the King, and he has agreed that wooing is cancelled forthwith. Now, did I give you any clue of where I imprisoned Zoltab? Any clue at all?’


  The Princess thought hard.


  ‘No,’ she said.


  ‘Zounds,’ cursed Capablanca. ‘You were our last hope, the last of the original questors who captured Zoltab. If you do not know then our chances of finding him are nil and we are all doomed.’


  ‘She isn’t the last questor,’ said Blart.


  ‘Of course she’s the last questor,’ said Capablanca. ‘Unless you mean Tungsten the Dwarf, who died in the Terrorsium a year ago and is therefore no use at all. Not that we don’t miss him, obviously,’ he added lamely.


  The Princess stood up.


  ‘Where are you going?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘I cannot help you,’ said the Princess. ‘And now I don’t have any suitors to follow me round, I’m going out.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Capablanca awkwardly. ‘Perhaps I should tell you that the wooing was cancelled because I informed the King and Queen that you are the only person who knows the location of Zoltab’s prison and if you do not accompany us then we will be unable to find him and prove ourselves innocent of the charge of being Zoltab’s allies and save the country of Illyria in the process.’


  ‘But I don’t know where Zoltab is,’ said the Princess.


  ‘If you were to admit that,’ said the wizard, ‘then the wooing would start once more. The only way for you to remain unwooed is to accompany us on our quest.’


  ‘But I can’t help,’ said the Princess.


  ‘Neither can I,’ said Blart, ‘but I’ve got to go.’


  ‘You must come, Princess,’ urged Capablanca. ‘Fate and Destiny seem determined to reunite all of us and we must assume that they are doing so for a reason. And if you don’t come you’ll soon be being wooed again.’


  Princess Lois stood for a moment weighing up her options.


  ‘I suppose I’ll come, then,’ she said finally.


  ‘Good,’ said Capablanca.


  Blart took the opportunity to say, ‘It wasn’t Tungsten I was talking about when I said the Princess was the last questor. I was going to say …’


  At that moment Anatoly the Handsome appeared on the terrace. He was tall and he was dark. He had soulful eyes and a sensitive mouth. He had a fine brow on top of which sat a fine head of elegantly tousled hair. He had a noble bearing and an attitude of relaxed confidence.


  ‘My beautiful Princess,’ began Anatoly plaintively, ‘some cruel force has recently separated us and each second we have spent apart has seemed like a minute, each minute has seemed like an hour …’


  The Princess raised her eyes in suffering.


  ‘But what is worse,’ continued Anatoly, ‘I hear that you no longer wish to receive my suit. This can be no more than natural modesty, which must for decorum’s sake pretend to rebuff my ardour.’


  ‘I’m not pretending,’ the Princess assured him.


  ‘But,’ continued Anatoly, ‘is it not sweeter to taste a pear which has dangled for a while tantalisingly out of reach than to pick one which lies on the ground available to all?’


  The Princess’s brown eyes gleamed with fury.


  ‘You’d better not be comparing me to fruit,’ she warned.


  Oblivious to the warning signs, Anatoly rushed forward and knelt at her feet.


  ‘But I must compare thee to fruit,’ he protested, ‘for you are sweet and smooth and full of nature’s bounty. And if it would not make you blush let me say that like the juiciest of fruit you are ripe for the picking.’


  Princess Lois stared down at Anatoly.


  ‘It won’t make me blush,’ she told him. ‘But it might make me hit you.’


  ‘A hit from your ruby red lips is all I desire,’ said Anatoly, closing his eyes and puckering his own mouth in expectation.


  A moment later Anatoly lay flat on his back and his nose, that was neither too big nor too small, too wide nor too thin, was pouring with blood.


  ‘Lois!’


  The King and Queen appeared on the terrace just as their daughter was admiring her handiwork.


  ‘Assaulting your suitor is against all Illyrian tradition,’ the King told her.


  ‘She’s merely playing hard to get,’ said Anatoly the Handsome as he applied a handkerchief to his bleeding nose.


  ‘She’s playing it well,’ said Blart.


  Fearing a prolonged argument, Capablanca butted in. ‘As soon as the Princess departs on our quest these unIllyrian displays will cease.’


  ‘But I’ll miss her,’ said Anatoly the Handsome, dropping a blood-sodden handkerchief on to the terrace.


  ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder,’ counselled the Queen.


  ‘Has anyone a spare handkerchief?’ asked the bleeding suitor. ‘Mine is full of blood and all I have to staunch my wounds is this piece of parchment that I picked up in the tower.’


  From his pocket Anatoly pulled a piece of parchment and made to wipe his nose with it.


  ‘Stop!’ ordered Capablanca.


  ‘But I’m bleeding,’ protested Anatoly.


  ‘Any parchment that was found in the Great Tower of Elysium must have enormous significance,’ Capablanca told him. ‘Hand it to me immediately.’


  Anatoly handed over the parchment.


  ‘Aha!’ said Capablanca. ‘Just as I thought. There is writing upon it.’


  ‘What does it say?’ asked the King.


  ‘It is written in an ancient language,’ explained Capablanca with a rueful shake of his head, ‘which only the most educated and intelligent people in the world would be able to understand.’


  ‘So you don’t know what it says?’ asked the Queen.


  ‘It so happens I can read it,’ he said reproachfully. ‘But you must wait a moment whilst I decipher it.’


  Everybody dutifully waited a moment.


  ‘I have it!’ exclaimed Capablanca, and slowly he began to read:


  ‘There will come a time when friends are enemies and enemies are friends


  When Zoltab, twice imprisoned, may once more be freed


  To destroy the world or be defeated


  By the hand of the husband of his betrothed.’


  Capablanca looked up.


  ‘What does it mean?’ asked the King.


  ‘Not all of it is clear even to a great prophecy reader like myself,’ said Capablanca. ‘“The husband of his betrothed”, for example, is a most unusual phrase. It would suggest that Zoltab can only defeat himself.’


  ‘That means he doesn’t understand,’ translated Blart, jabbing a thumb at the wizard.


  Capablanca gave Blart yet another in a long series of threatening looks, none of which had any effect on him.


  ‘But what is clear is that it is foretold that Zoltab will be freed again,’ explained Capablanca with much concern in his voice. ‘Last time he was freed he was determined to destroy the world. We prevented that on our last quest. But if he were to escape again then things would undoubtedly be worse.’


  ‘Worse?’ repeated the King and Queen.


  ‘Undoubtedly,’ said Capablanca. ‘This time he’d be angry.’


  The terrace was reduced to a fearful silence as they all wondered how terrible the return of Zoltab would be.


  Anatoly the Handsome had never heard of Zoltab, so he broke the fearful silence first.


  ‘Princess,’ he said, wiping away the last of the blood from his nose. ‘Now I have been fortunate enough to have received your fist may I one day hope to gain your hand?’


  ‘The only thing you’ll gain from my hand is a slap,’ snapped the Princess.


  The Queen put her hands over her ears.


  The King sighed and muttered that a challenging journey might be just what the Princess’s baffling attitude was in need of.


  Early next morning, before the dawn had broken, the Princess rode out of Illyria alongside Blart, Capablanca, Uther and Beo. All the questors were reunited. Or were they? Had not Blart said that there was a questor missing? But what did Blart know? He was nothing but a pig boy. Surely he could not be right and Capablanca wrong?


  Chapter 21


  The sun rose as they crossed the north-eastern border of Illyria. The questors felt the rays of the distant golden orb pierce their cold bones and give them a sense of new purpose and hope.


  Then it started raining.


  They reached a crossroads. Capablanca held up his hand.


  ‘Look carefully around you,’ he said. ‘For we must surely have passed this set of crossroads on our way back to Illyria from the dread land of the Terrorsium. Concentrate hard. Any brief flash of memory may set us on the right road to Zoltab’s prison.’


  The questors concentrated hard. They got wetter.


  ‘I remember,’ said Beo at last.


  ‘What?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘This was where we split up,’ agreed Princess Lois.


  ‘Twas here that you bade us leave you to the task of disposing of Zoltab,’ Beo began. ‘You told me to escort the Princess and that horrible boy to the court of King Philidor without killing him on the way. Then you said I was to tell the King all that had happened whilst you would deliver Zoltab to the place where he would be eternally imprisoned.’


  ‘Did I say where I was going?’ demanded Capablanca.


  Beo shook his head.


  ‘Did any of you see which direction I took?’


  ‘You told us not to,’ said Princess Lois. ‘You warned us that any clue could help the minions of Zoltab when they came to search for him. You waited until we had set off for Illyria before you departed.’


  ‘Didn’t one of you take a sneaky peak behind you to see which way I went?’ asked Capablanca desperately.


  ‘I did,’ said Blart.


  ‘Excellent,’ said Capablanca, grasping Blart’s shoulder with unusual warmth. ‘So which direction did I go?’


  ‘I’ve forgotten.’


  ‘What?’ said Capablanca and his fingers dug into Blart’s shoulder.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blart, twisting his body free. ‘It’s not my fault. I can’t remember what happens every time I don’t do what people say. There isn’t enough room in my head.’


  ‘Perhaps I could make more room in your head,’ suggested Beo, gripping the base of his sword in a most threatening way, ‘by cleaving it in two.’


  ‘You’ve got Warrior’s Elbow,’ Blart reminded him. ‘You can’t cleave anything.’


  ‘I have it no more,’ answered Beo. ‘The rest in Illyria has cured the pain and I am now ready to cleave all those who offend me.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Blart.


  Beo eyed him threateningly.


  ‘He’s going to kill you, Blart,’ Princess Lois explained cheerfully, just in case Blart hadn’t noticed.


  ‘He can’t,’ protested Blart.


  ‘I think he can,’ said Princess Lois. ‘He’s had lots of practice killing other people.’


  ‘But I’m just a boy,’ wailed Blart. ‘And I’m defenceless.’


  ‘Just the way I like ‘em,’ said Beo gruffly.


  ‘But I can help on the quest.’


  ‘I don’t think you can.’


  ‘I have seen no evidence,’ agreed Uther.


  ‘I know that there’s one questor who isn’t here and who might remember where Zoltab is imprisoned,’ protested Blart.


  ‘You are a fool, boy,’ Beo told him. ‘All the surviving members of our quest are here. And they can all watch you die.’


  ‘Pig the Horse isn’t,’ said Blart quickly.


  Capablanca looked up suddenly.


  ‘What did you say?’


  ‘More of his nonsense,’ Beo assured the wizard.


  ‘Repeat it,’ demanded Capablanca.


  ‘I said Pig the Horse isn’t here.’


  Capablanca, so recently slumped in an attitude of defeat, was now on his feet.


  ‘The boy has something,’ he said. ‘Pig the Horse must have carried Zoltab and me to his new prison. He will know where it is.’


  ‘Do we know where this horse is?’ asked Uther.


  ‘No,’ said the Princess. ‘But even if we did he couldn’t help. Pig the Horse can fly but he can’t talk.’


  ‘He could guide us though,’ mused Capablanca.


  ‘But we don’t know where he is,’ Princess Lois reminded him.


  ‘We may be able to find him,’ said Capablanca. ‘The Great Spell of Fog that I cast upon my own memory only blanks out what I did with Zoltab. My memory is unaffected from the moment when I returned to the Cavernous Library of Ping and was received by a special committee of wizards.’


  ‘What happened then?’ asked Princess Lois.


  Capablanca puffed out his chest with pride.


  ‘All the wizards present, even those who had previously been my enemies, were forced to admit that I had saved the world.’


  ‘I thought I saved the world,’ said Blart.


  ‘I thought we were in this mess because it turns out nobody had saved the world,’ remarked Uther.


  Capablanca looked peeved at having his glorious memories clouded by inconvenient facts.


  ‘At the time,’ he insisted, ‘everybody thought I had saved the world and the wizards declared three days of feasting to celebrate my achievement and announced that I would have a commemorative chair placed in the Cavernous Library of Ping, which would be made to measure by the finest furniture makers to ensure it was shaped precisely to fit the contours of my buttocks, so I never again would suffer discomfort during my research.’


  ‘You had a chair named after you,’ said Blart scornfully.


  ‘It was my finest hour,’ remembered Capablanca wistfully. ‘Just as it was my lowest moment when, after the discovery of my slight misunderstanding in the case of Zoltab’s prophecy, the wizards on the Oversight Committee had the chair chopped into firewood and burnt. But I promise you that one day those furniture makers will once again have to take precise measurements of my buttocks and build an even grander chair.’


  ‘When I asked what happened,’ said the Princess, who had heard far more about the wizard’s buttocks in the last couple of minutes than she ever wanted to, ‘I meant what happened to Pig the Horse.’


  ‘What?’ said Capablanca. ‘Ah yes. Pig the Horse. He too was honoured by the committee. With a special pain-free spell they branded a sign on his forehead which was to tell all wizards that he was never to be captured again, and then he was given his freedom.’


  ‘A chair for you and a mark on his forehead for Pig the Horse,’ said Blart. ‘You wizards are pretty mean when it comes to rewards.’


  ‘It is not the value of the reward that matters,’ explained Capablanca. ‘It is the significance of those who award it in the eyes of the world. A whole kingdom given to you by a fool is less valuable than a medal given by a genius.’


  ‘There are those who would disagree with your understanding of economics,’ observed Uther. ‘But tell me, what was the mark the wizards branded on to Pig’s forehead?’


  ‘It was unmistakable,’ Capablanca told him. ‘It was a flash of red lightning. No other horse in the world would have it.’


  ‘Why do you want to know?’ said Blart, noticing that Uther, who was usually a confident man, seemed to be a fidgeting a little nervously.


  ‘I may be able to help you find this horse,’ said Uther. ‘But if I am to help then I want your word that nobody will harm me for my part in what I am about to tell you.’


  The questors looked hard at Uther.


  ‘You have our word,’ said Capablanca suspiciously.


  ‘You must understand that I was merely an agent in this matter,’ said Uther warily.


  ‘Get on with it, merchant,’ urged Beo menacingly.


  ‘Just less than a year ago I came across an old acquaintance of mine in a seedy tavern in Murkstan. By profession he was a horse trader and he told me that he had recently acquired, from a source he refused to divulge, the most interesting piece of horseflesh it had ever been his fortune to discover – a flying horse.’


  Simultaneously the questors had a sharp intake of breath.


  ‘He told me that he had a problem,’ continued Uther. ‘For though the horse was unique he could not think of how to sell it in order to get the best price.’


  ‘Surely a rich man would have paid a vast quantity of gold for a flying horse,’ said Beo.


  ‘That is where you are wrong, warrior,’ said Uther. ‘My acquaintance had approached certain rich lords and barons and offered to sell them the horse, but he had been rebuffed. Nobody wished to take the risk of riding a horse that could at any moment take off and then fly higher and higher into the sky until its rider was roasted alive by the rays of the sun.


  ‘So I asked to see the horse,’ Uther continued, ‘and my acquaintance agreed. He led me through a warren of tiny streets and alleys before we came to a rough stable. Inside was tethered this great horse. My acquaintance threw open the stable door and flashed a lantern on the noble steed. Immediately I saw the red lightning fork flashing on its forehead –’


  ‘It was Pig.’


  ‘Immediately I saw Pig,’ said Uther, ‘I knew where there would be a market for him.’


  ‘Where?’ asked Blart.


  ‘The circus.’


  ‘The circus,’ shouted Princess Lois in outrage. ‘How dare you?’


  ‘I agree,’ said Capablanca. ‘That our former comrade, who rescued us from the Terrorsium, should have to suffer such indignities is outrageous.’


  ‘His dishonour should be avenged,’ said Beo, raising his sword again.


  ‘Now, now, now,’ said Uther quickly. ‘Remember that each of you has given me your word that you will not hurt me. I did not know that this Pig was your friend.’


  ‘Tell us what happened next,’ the wizard ordered Uther.


  ‘It was a simple enough transaction for a skilled deal-maker such as myself,’ said Uther immodestly. ‘Outside the town there was a circus. I suggested to the owner he come and see something that would make his circus the envy of all others. He came, he saw Pig – the red flash of lightning on the horse’s head particularly impressed him.’


  ‘How terrible,’ remarked Capablanca, ‘that a mark of honour from wizards should be seen as nothing more than a tawdry temptation to a showman.’


  ‘And then,’ said Uther, ‘after a little persuasion, Pig flew.’


  ‘When you say “persuasion” you mean that you whipped him,’ snapped Princess Lois and there were tears of anger in her eyes.


  ‘Whatever was needed to smooth the wheels of business was done,’ replied Uther calmly.


  ‘You will pay for each of those cruel strokes one day,’ the Princess told him bitterly.


  ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Blart. ‘Why didn’t Pig just fly away?’


  ‘It was really quite ingenious,’ began Uther and then, remembering who his audience consisted of, he stopped and began again.


  ‘It was really quite cruel,’ he said. ‘I’m shocked by the depravity of these circus folk.’


  ‘Get on with it,’ growled Beo.


  ‘The shameful practice,’ said Uther, ‘consisted of tying Pig the Horse down at all times.’


  ‘But then he couldn’t fly,’ said Blart. ‘I wouldn’t pay to see a horse that couldn’t fly. You can just go to a field to see that.’


  ‘There was enough slack in the rope,’ explained Uther, ‘for Pig to fly to the height of the big top. He would then circle over the audiences’ heads, ridden by Sheba the Fearless, a daredevil bareback rider, who would guide him around hoops of fire that she would jump through. So you see, Pig could use his flying skills to entertain the crowd while at the same time never ever being able to use his skills to escape.’


  ‘Poor Pig,’ lamented Princess Lois.


  ‘What was the name of the circus?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘The Beserker Circus.’


  ‘The Beserker Circus?’ said Princess Lois. ‘They passed through Illyria only last week. They were heading north-east to the land of Cumbrianstar.’


  ‘What are we waiting for?’ said Capablanca. ‘Let us ride north-east and rescue our comrade.’


  Chapter 22


  ‘ROLL UP! ROLL UP! Tonight and tomorrow night in Gibb’s Field will be your only chance to witness the most spectacular, the most extraordinary piece of entertainment ever seen in this or any other part of the world. Bring your wives. Bring your children. Bring your neighbours to the Beserker Circus.’


  The big fat man banged his drum.


  ‘We have jugglers.’


  Bang.


  ‘We have clowns.’


  Bang.


  ‘We have acrobats.’


  Bang.


  ‘And topping the bill is the one and only Diablo the Flying Horse.’


  Bang. Bang. Bang.


  With whoops and cheers the circus parade moved on down the main street of the town of Hookteryard. Children ran behind the parade, screaming with excitement. Their parents waved and cheered. The townsfolk stared out of windows at all the colour and bustle.


  The questors watched the parade disappear down the narrow road. They had ridden hard for a day and a half to catch up with the circus.


  ‘It’s the wrong horse,’ said Blart as the tail end of the parade vanished.


  ‘What do you mean the wrong horse?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Their horse is called Diablo. Our horse was called Pig. We’ve found the wrong horse.’


  ‘Or they’ve changed his name, stoat-face,’ said Princess Lois.


  After asking directions Capablanca set off purposefully towards Gibb’s Field. Within a quarter of an hour, the questors found themselves on the outskirts of Hookteryard, looking out over Gibb’s Field at a big tent that was obviously used for the circus. Near the tent there were carts and tables and various circus folk chatting and shouting, but there was no sign of Pig the Horse.


  ‘We must ask someone,’ said Uther.


  ‘Who?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘I will find someone but it would be better if we did not all go into the field at once. Such a large group of people may attract attention.’


  Capablanca was torn. Uther’s argument made sense and if anybody was going to be able to find out the location of Pig the Horse it would be him with his wheedling ways. But Uther couldn’t be trusted alone with Pig.


  ‘You must take the Princess with you,’ he told Uther.


  ‘She will just start shouting at everybody,’ said Uther, ‘and I won’t be able to discover anything. Let me take Blart instead.’


  Capablanca looked doubtful.


  ‘He is so gormless,’ explained Uther. ‘Nobody would suspect him for a moment of being up to no good.’


  ‘That is true,’ agreed Capablanca reluctantly.


  Uther opened the gate and led Blart into the muddy field and towards the big tent. Nobody seemed to notice them.


  ‘Mind the guy ropes,’ said Uther.


  They were now very close to the tent. One flap was suddenly thrown back and a cheerful fat woman with a very red face came out to them.


  ‘’Allo,’ she said in a strange accent. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Greetings,’ said Uther, inclining his head respectfully. ‘My nephew here is desperate to see the circus.’


  ‘The show is not until this evening. Come back then. Your nephew will have a great time.’


  ‘Excuse me,’ persisted Uther, ‘but is it true you have a flying horse?’


  ‘Of course it’s true,’ said the fat lady. ‘Do you think we are liars?’


  ‘Of course not,’ said Uther. ‘But my nephew was so excited when he heard there was a flying horse. Would it be possible just to take a quick peak at the horse before we go? Just for my nephew, you understand.’


  The woman began shaking her head, but Uther produced a gold coin and the shaking head began to nod.


  ‘You can try,’ said the lady, pocketing the coin. ‘Simply go through the gate into Gibb’s Pasture. But I don’t rate your nephew’s chances of getting a glimpse.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Uther.


  ‘You’ll see.’


  ‘Come on, Blart,’ said Uther. ‘We must go to Gibb’s Pasture.’


  Blart followed Uther. They passed through the circus folk in Gibb’s Field until they reached a gate that led into Gibb’s Pasture. Once through the gate they appeared to be on their own. There was a tent at the far end of the field.


  ‘They must keep Pig the Horse in there,’ said Uther and he immediately started towards it. Blart reluctantly followed.


  They reached the tent. Uther took a careful look to the left and a careful look to the right. Nobody.


  ‘We must be quick,’ said Uther. ‘Tell me straight away if this is Pig the Horse.’


  The merchant whipped back the flap of the tent. Blart looked in. There, tethered by a thick rope to a metal stake hammered firmly into the ground, was the huge black horse that had carried Blart and his fellow questors to glory a year ago. All that was different about him was the red slash of lightning branded on to his forehead.


  ‘That’s Pig,’ said Blart.


  ‘Are you sure?’


  Blart nodded.


  Pig whinnied and tugged at his rope in obvious distress. This was a horse that was not meant to be tethered.


  Chapter 23


  ‘Vat are you doing?’


  Blart and Uther turned round. Behind them stood six huge men sporting six huge moustaches. Each wore only the briefest pair of pants and so the full power of their muscled bronzed limbs and torsos was visible for all to see.


  ‘Vat are you doing?’ repeated the man with the biggest moustache. ‘Tell me now or I vill tear off your limbs and feed zem to ze lions and ze tigers.’


  Blart gulped. They reminded him of Beo, but with fewer clothes.


  ‘Hello,’ said Uther. ‘My nephew just wanted to catch a glimpse of the flying horse and so –’


  ‘Nobody sees ze flying horse,’ said Big Moustache. ‘By order of Mr Beserker. You are brekking Mr Beserker’s rules. I and my bruzzers should tear off your limbs and feed zem to ze lions and ze tigers.’


  ‘Your brothers?’ said Uther.


  ‘My bruzzers,’ said Big Moustache. ‘We are ze Chigorin Bruzzers, famous in our country as ze strongest strong men in ze world. We can tear off ze limbs of a grown man and –’


  ‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Uther, closing the flap of the tent and beginning to back away. ‘I’ll be looking forward to your act this evening.’


  ‘You should not be here,’ said Big Moustache. ‘Mr Beserker tell us to guard zis horse. He tell us to guard zis horse like it is our own muzzer.’


  The Chigorin Brothers each wiped a tear from their eye at the mention of their mother.


  ‘Mr Beserker tell us zat people vill come to try and steal zis horse. He tell us zat when people come to try and steal his horse zat we should tear off ze limbs and –’


  ‘Well, we were just going,’ said Uther, continuing to back away from the Chigorin Brothers. ‘We’re very sorry for the inconvenience. As I say, my nephew just wanted a quick peek but obviously if that’s not allowed then we’ll be on our way. A simple misunderstanding. We don’t want to take up any more of your valuable time.’


  Uther and Blart continued to edge backwards.


  ‘Stop!’ ordered Big Moustache.


  Uther and Blart stopped.


  ‘I go and get Mr Beserker. He tell me that if zere is anybody coming near ze horse then he vants to see zem and if he don’t like vot he sees zen zere will be ze tearing of ze limbs.’


  ‘Surely there’s no need for …’ began Uther but he was silenced by the huge palm of Big Moustache.


  ‘Vait!’ he ordered. ‘I am going to get Mr Beserker. My bruzzers vill vatch you.’


  Big Moustache stomped off towards Gibb’s Field. His five remaining brothers made a circle around Blart and Uther. Each folded his arms and watched intently. It was most unnerving.


  ‘Those are very impressive moustaches,’ said Uther.


  The brothers stared harder.


  ‘Their eyes really bulge, don’t they?’ observed Blart.


  Blart and Uther lapsed into silence. However determined a person is to have a friendly conversation with somebody, it is impossible if the other person won’t try.


  Presently Big Moustache returned with an angry-looking purple-faced man, who stomped across Gibb’s Pasture. In his right hand he carried a whip. In his left hand he carried another whip. He was obviously a man who liked to hit things.


  As he approached, the Chigorin Brothers’ circle parted to allow him to get as close as possible to Uther and Blart.


  ‘My name is Beserker,’ he announced. ‘This is my circus. This is my land and in that tent is my flying horse. What are you doing here?’


  ‘My simple nephew wanted to catch a glimpse of your wonderful flying horse,’ said Uther.


  ‘Wanted to steal it more like,’ snapped Beserker. ‘Who sent you?


  ‘Nobody,’ insisted Uther. ‘We’re just interested in having a look. It would mean a lot to my nephew.’


  ‘A likely story,’ said Beserker. ‘Will you be saying the same when I’ve whipped you to within an inch of your lives and the Chigorin Brothers have torn off your limbs?’


  ‘We probably wouldn’t be saying much by then,’ agreed Uther. ‘We’d probably just be screaming.’


  ‘And a good thing too!’ yelled Beserker. ‘Horse thieves should be screaming. All the time.’


  ‘But we’re not thieves,’ insisted Uther.


  ‘How do I know?’ demanded Beserker. ‘Prove you’re innocent or I’ll flay the hides off both of you.’


  ‘Just look at my nephew,’ indicated Uther. ‘He’s too stupid and useless to steal the most important horse in the history of circus.’


  Beserker looked at Blart, who managed with no effort whatsoever to appear hopelessly stupid. For the first time a flicker of doubt ran across Beserker’s brow and the colour in his face lightened slightly.


  ‘He does look stupid and useless,’ conceded Beserker.


  He thought for a moment.


  ‘But you don’t look stupid and useless. You look sly and wily.’


  ‘Appearances can be deceptive.’


  ‘Maybe you should let me go and just tear his limbs off,’ suggested Blart, who felt that the time was right to broker a compromise.


  ‘No,’ Beserker shook his head. ‘I’m either tearing the limbs off both of you or none at all.’


  ‘May I strongly recommend you go for the second alternative,’ said Uther. ‘My nephew Blart is a great lover of the circus and is eager to see yours this evening, but I cannot imagine that even his devotion can withstand the forcible removal of his arms and legs.’


  ‘Hmm,’ said Beserker. ‘I must think.’


  Beserker thought. The Chigorin Brothers stared. Blart scratched himself.


  ‘I am in a good mood. You may go,’ announced Beserker. ‘And anyway, the lions and tigers have already been fed today.’


  Blart and Uther needed no further encouragement. They rushed through Gibb’s Pasture, through the gate and over Gibb’s Field as fast as their unremoved legs could carry them.


  Chapter 24


  ‘No’ said Blart. ‘No, no, no, no, no.’


  ‘It’s our only hope,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Then we’ll be hopeless,’ said Blart. ‘I don’t mind being hopeless. Everybody has been telling me that I’m hopeless all my life and it’s never done me any harm.’


  ‘This is not a matter of you being hopeless,’ said Capablanca. ‘This is a matter of the whole quest being hopeless, which is a much more important matter. Now, for the last time, will you do it?’


  ‘No,’ said Blart firmly.


  Blart and Capablanca turned away from each other and a sullen silence descended over the group.


  Blart and Uther had returned to the other questors and informed them of the good news – that they had found Pig the Horse – and the bad news – that Pig the Horse was guarded by six strong brothers sporting bushy moustaches, who would tear the limbs off anybody who attempted to steal the horse. Capablanca had then thought long and hard and had come up with a plan that was designed to help free Pig the Horse. The plan was for Blart to run away to the circus. Capablanca explained it like this:


  ‘Beserker has already met Blart and he has been convinced that he is a huge fan of the circus. Blart and Uther will go and see the show tonight. Afterwards Blart will pretend to give his uncle the slip and will go and find Beserker and ask if he can run away with the circus. Children are always running away with circuses – it’s how they get most of their members. Blart will work very hard so that everyone in the circus likes him. Then, when everyone in the circus is asleep, Blart will sneak into the tent where Pig is being held and untie him. He will climb on Pig’s back, charge out of the tent and fly him to a place where we will all be waiting. Immediately we will jump on his back and fly off to find Zoltab’s prison.’


  Capablanca had stopped and sat back with a satisfied smile on his face after giving all the details of this masterly plan. Blart had set his face into its most stubborn mask of rejection and said, ‘No, no, no, no, no.’ Which was where we came in.


  ‘If you don’t do it,’ Beo threatened Blart, ‘I’ll cleave you in two.’


  ‘If I do it,’ Blart retorted, ‘then I’ll have all my limbs torn off and thrown to the lions.’


  ‘Does it have to be Blart that goes?’ asked Uther.


  ‘Of course it does,’ answered Capablanca. ‘He is a young boy, and it is only the young who run away with circuses. Adults recognise that it is far more fun to just watch circuses and then go home and put their feet up in their nice warm houses.’


  ‘I’m young,’ said Princess Lois. ‘I could do it.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ said a shocked Capablanca. ‘You are a princess and what is more you are a woman. I could not put royal blood in danger.’


  ‘Forget about me being a princess. Pig is a great horse and I want to rescue him. I will do it whether it’s part of your plan or not, so you might as well let me.’


  ‘I forbid it,’ insisted Beo. ‘For a warrior to stand idly by while a damsel who is undistressed becomes distressed is the most heinously unchivalrous act.’


  ‘And yet I fear it is the only solution,’ said Capablanca. ‘for if Blart will not do it then what choice do we have?’


  ‘You should do it,’ Beo shouted at Capablanca, ‘rather than risk a wee red girl.’


  ‘I’m not wee,’ said Princess Lois angrily.


  ‘You are a great sorcerer. Surely you could cast a spell which would allow us to sneak past these strong men and free Pig.’


  The warrior’s argument was powerful. All of the questors stared at Capablanca and their faces asked the same question. Why shouldn’t the great wizard be able to rescue Pig?


  Instead Capablanca looked most uncomfortable. He began fidgeting with his cowl.


  ‘I was wondering when you’d notice,’ he muttered.


  ‘Notice what?’ said Blart, who hadn’t noticed anything.


  ‘The thing is,’ the wizard went on sheepishly, ‘and it really is most embarrassing – but I am forced to confess that at the moment I am under investigation by the wizards’ committee at the Cavernous Library of Ping as a result of my alleged misunderstanding of ancient scrolls and prophecies, and whilst under suspension I have had my magic powers taken away. I can no longer cast any spells whatsoever.’


  ‘But,’ interrupted Uther, ‘when we were fleeing from the Duke’s men you turned Blart and me into pigs. That was magic. If you could do it then, why can’t you do it now?’


  Capablanca looked forlorn.


  ‘That was my emergency magic,’ he explained. ‘When a wizard is suspended he is allowed one emergency burst of magic while the investigation is being undertaken. This allows him to get out of a life-threatening situation. After he uses it he is then supposed to return to the wizard’s committee to be issued with one more emergency burst but there was no time to do so. Therefore I stand before you as a spell-free wizard.’


  The questors looked at Capablanca. Without Capablanca’s magic how could they hope to succeed?


  ‘Is that an end to the quest, then?’ asked Blart. ‘Can I go home?’


  Capablanca nodded.


  ‘Of course you’d probably be killed long before you got home because you are seen as an ally of Zoltab.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Blart, who had forgotten that. ‘Maybe I won’t go home straight away, then, but don’t anybody forget that I can.’


  ‘And don’t you forget that there’s nobody to stop me cleaving you in two,’ said Beo, gripping the handle of his sword.


  Blart was beginning to realise that the loss of Capablanca’s magic powers might not be such a good thing.


  ‘Indeed,’ continued the warrior menacingly, ‘if you don’t agree to go and join the circus right now I might do just that.’


  ‘But …’ began Blart.


  ‘Right now,’ insisted Beo and the grip on his sword became firmer.


  ‘I’ll do it,’ said Blart.


  Beo’s grip relaxed.


  ‘I’m still doing it too,’ said Princess Lois. ‘He’s bound to make a mess of it if I’m not there to help.’


  ‘It is good of you to care for Blart,’ observed Capablanca. ‘It is what a quest is all about – the forming of alliances and friendships between those who would not normally work side by side.’


  ‘I don’t care about stoat-features,’ snapped back the Princess. ‘I care about Pig the Horse. Blart’s too stupid to save him without me.’


  And so it was agreed that Blart and Princess Lois should both run away and join the circus.


  Chapter 25


  The clowns bowed, the jugglers bowed, the acrobats bowed, the fire eater bowed and, after a sneaky crack of the whip from the ringmaster, even Pig the Horse flapped his wings and bowed. The performance was over.


  ‘Clap and cheer as wildly as you can,’ hissed Uther, who was sitting in between Blart and Princess Lois. ‘You must look as if you’ve had the most fantastic time.’


  The circus performers took one final bow and they danced out of the big tent. The audience stopped clapping and began chattering excitedly and filing out into Gibb’s Field.


  ‘Now is the time for you to slip away from me,’ whispered Uther. ‘Good luck.’ And then out loud he said, ‘Come along, children, we must hurry back to town. Uncle Uther is thirsty.’


  Uther led the way. Blart and Princess Lois followed, but in the mass of people crushed in the aisle and pushing for the exit they seemed to lose contact with Uther.


  Uther left the tent in the middle of the crowd. Blart and Princess Lois turned round and together forced themselves against the flow of the crowd back into the tent.


  ‘Don’t do anything stupid and mess this up, stoat-features,’ whispered Princess Lois.


  ‘Show’s over, boys and girls.’


  Blart and Princess Lois turned round and found themselves face to face with a clown – a clown whose baggy trousers were saggy and threadbare and whose make-up was no longer quite so bright and cheerful as it had been during his recent performance.


  ‘We know,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Clear off, then,’ said the clown.


  ‘We want to see Mr Beserker,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘I want to see a big bag of gold with my name on,’ answered the clown. ‘We don’t always get what we want.’


  ‘Mr Beserker will want to see us,’ insisted Princess Lois with a confidence she didn’t really feel.


  ‘Are you going to give him any money?’


  They shook their heads.


  ‘Then I doubt very much that he’ll want to see you,’ said the clown. ‘Beserker cares only for money.’


  ‘Please be so good as to tell Mr Beserker we wish to see him.’


  ‘I’m warning you,’ said the clown. ‘He won’t like being disturbed by children.’


  ‘Thank you for your concern,’ said Princess Lois imperiously. ‘Now if you would be good enough to fetch him.’


  There were times when having been brought up as a member of a royal family certainly helped.


  The clown grumbled a bit but he soon left the tent to do the Princess’s bidding.


  ‘I didn’t say anything,’ pointed out Blart. ‘So don’t get distressed.’


  ‘I will be distressed until we can free Pig from this terrible place,’ answered the Princess. ‘The only way you can stop me being distressed is to make that happen.’


  ‘You don’t look distressed,’ maintained Blart. ‘You look angry. You’re supposed to be looking happy because you want to run away with the circus.’


  ‘I’ll look happy when I have to,’ said the Princess.


  Beserker strode into the tent with his whip in his hand. The time to look happy had obviously arrived.


  Blart smiled. Princess Lois smiled.


  Beserker didn’t smile. Instead he stared with intense anger at Blart.


  ‘You again,’ he thundered.


  Blart nodded and tried hard to keep smiling.


  ‘Haven’t you wasted enough of my time today?’ demanded Beserker. ‘What do you want? And be quick about it.’


  Beserker cracked the whip on the ground.


  ‘My cousin and I would like to join the circus,’ said Blart.


  ‘What?’ demanded Beserker.


  ‘We’d like to join the circus, please,’ said Princess Lois. ‘We had the most fantastic time tonight watching the performance and so we’d like to join.’


  ‘I’m full,’ answered Beserker. ‘I don’t need anyone else. So be gone.’


  ‘We wouldn’t want any wages or anything,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Wages!’ Beserker’s face darkened at the mention of the words. ‘What is the world coming to when children are learning words like wages? When I first joined the circus I counted myself lucky to be able to work until I dropped and eat the scraps left over from the fire-eater’s dinner.’


  ‘We’d only eat scraps and leftovers,’ said Blart.


  Beserker’s face lightened.


  ‘Now we’re talking sense,’ he said. ‘So tell me what can you do.’


  Blart and Princess Lois were silent.


  ‘Come on,’ said Beserker, cracking his whip once more. ‘What skills have you got?’


  ‘I could be an acrobat,’ said the Princess suddenly.


  ‘Show me,’ ordered Beserker.


  The Princess walked into the centre of the ring. She did a handstand. Then she did a cartwheel. Then she did ten cartwheels one after the other going right across the ring. She finished with a spring and a bow.


  ‘Not bad,’ conceded Beserker. ‘Of course you’ll need training. But with that red hair you’d certainly stand out. I might just be persuaded to give you a trial. What about you? What can you do?’


  Beserker stared hard at Blart. Blart asked himself the same question. What could he do? Not much, he told himself.


  ‘I’m a good pig boy,’ Blart announced.


  Even this claim was dubious considering that the last time Blart was in charge of a group of pigs he had lost them playing cards. However, even being a good pig boy did not look like the kind of claim that was going to impress Beserker if the dark colour his face became was any indication.


  ‘Pig boy?’ he repeated angrily. ‘What would I need a pig boy for? Do boys and girls like to see pigs doing tricks? Do boys and girls like to see them wave their muddy snouts in the air?’


  ‘Yes,’ suggested Blart. It was the wrong answer.


  ‘No, they do not,’ roared Beserker with a double crack of his whip. ‘The pig is the most useless of all animals to the circus owner. It isn’t cute and it doesn’t do tricks.’


  ‘I think they’re cute,’ protested Blart.


  ‘Don’t tell me what is cute and what isn’t,’ ordered Beserker. ‘I’ve been in the circus business for twenty years and let me assure you pigs aren’t box office. Now, can you do anything else?’


  Blart couldn’t. He shook his head.


  ‘Then I can’t take you,’ Beserker said. ‘But I can still take Ginger.’


  Princess Lois bristled. Never before had anybody had the temerity to call her Ginger.


  ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible,’ she said. ‘It’s either both of us or neither of us. We’re very close cousins. I’m sure you understand.’


  Beserker was taken aback.


  ‘You’re giving me an ultimatum?’ he demanded.


  Princess Lois nodded.


  ‘Don’t give him anything,’ said Blart.


  ‘I … I … I …’ blustered Beserker. ‘I should send you both away with a good kick, but …’ It was obvious Beserker had been very impressed with the Princess’s acrobatics and was weighing them against Blart’s uselessness. ‘I suppose your skills looking after pigs would be transferable to other animals,’ he said grudgingly to Blart. Blart nodded. ‘Well, maybe we could take you both on a trial basis.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘But it will be hard work and …’ Beserker suddenly remembered something. ‘What about your uncle? He seemed very caring when he was trying to get you a glimpse of Diablo.’


  ‘Pig,’ corrected Blart before he could stop himself.


  ‘Stop talking about pigs,’ ordered Beserker. ‘I want to know about your uncle. The last thing I want is relatives coming after me because they think I’ve stolen their nephew and niece.’


  ‘He is a very caring uncle,’ agreed Princess Lois.


  ‘Then I don’t want you,’ said Beserker.


  ‘When he’s sober,’ continued Princess Lois. ‘However, when he’s drunk he forgets all about us. And after the show he was due to go and meet his best friend, Stowshus, in a nearby tavern. He was so eager to get there that he left us behind. Normally when he meets up with Stowshus they drink for two days and two nights and then sleep for a day.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Beserker. ‘That puts a different perspective on things. Drunken uncles do not usually turn up demanding we give their children back. Welcome to the circus.’


  Blart and Princess Lois smiled.


  ‘Now get to work,’ ordered Beserker. ‘I want to see this big tent cleared up entirely before you go to bed. What are you staring at? Get working.’


  Beserker stalked out of the big tent. Blart and Princess Lois reluctantly began to clear up the big tent, picking up all the litter that the night’s audience had just left.


  Some time later Beserker returned and told them that the tent was nowhere near clean enough and if they didn’t do it better he would feed them to the lions and the tigers. Blart and Princess Lois cleaned up even more thoroughly. Beserker returned. He maintained that they had still done an appalling job and that if he weren’t so soft-hearted this would have meant a beating, but as it was their first day he would be lenient. Instead he showed them to their sleeping quarters. He took them outside the tent and indicated a brightly painted caravan.


  ‘That’s where you sleep,’ he told them.


  Princess Lois and Blart, who were exhausted from the day’s activity, began to mount the three stairs to the caravan.


  ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ demanded Beserker.


  ‘You said that this was where we sleep,’ replied a confused Princess Lois.


  ‘You sleep underneath,’ Beserker told them. ‘When you start making me some money is when we start thinking about allowing you to sleep indoors.’


  With heavy hearts Blart and Princess Lois lay down under the caravan. The grass was damp and the night was chilly. The glamour of the circus was non-existent.


  Chapter 26


  The crack of Beserker’s whip alerted them to the arrival of a new morning.


  ‘Get up! Get up!’ he demanded. ‘Where do you think you are? Do I keep you here to lie down doing nothing all morning? I do not. Get up! Get up!’


  They crawled out from under the caravan. The sun was only just rising and the air was still cold. After a night in the open both Blart and the Princess felt chilled and stiff.


  ‘You, Ginger,’ Beserker indicated Princess Lois, ‘get to the big top. The acrobats will be there in a moment to begin your lessons. Well, what are you waiting for? Get along with you.’


  Princess Lois swallowed her anger and stomped over towards the big top.


  ‘Now you, Useless.’


  ‘Blart,’ said Blart.


  ‘Useless,’ Beserker assured him. ‘Today you’re on animal feeding and mucking out. Follow me.’


  Beserker led Blart off towards the animal enclosures.


  They reached the cages. Standing by them, looking bored, was a fearsome-looking man with a shaven head and a bushy moustache. Moustaches seemed to be big in the circus.


  ‘This is Legendary Lok the Lion Tamer,’ Beserker told Blart.


  ‘Hello,’ said Blart.


  Lok ignored him.


  ‘This is Useless,’ Beserker told Lok. ‘He’s volunteered to do all the nastiest jobs in the circus. Make sure he gets them.’


  With that Beserker turned and marched away.


  ‘Pick up that bucket of oats and follow me,’ said Lok.


  The first animals to be fed were the horses. That is, all the horses but Pig, who was kept separately because of his great value. Blart didn’t find this very difficult. Soon they were outside the horse enclosure.


  ‘Pick up that pail of apples and follow me,’ said Lok.


  The second animals to be fed were the elephants. The poor beasts were chained to the backs of their cages by their feet. At first Blart was terrified by their enormous size but once he realised that they were unable to come and stand on him he found his confidence and was able to feed them their apples. Soon he was outside the elephants’ cage.


  ‘Pick up that bucket of raw meat and follow me,’ said Lok.


  Most people would have realised that any animal that ate raw meat was probably going to be the most nerve-wracking to feed. And that any animal that regarded raw meat as breakfast would also regard Blart as possible breakfast. Which is why Blart came to a dead stop outside the big cats’ cage. The lions and tigers prowled menacingly behind the bars.


  ‘What are you waiting for?’ demanded Lok.


  The lions and tigers growled. They could smell their breakfast and they were hungry.


  Blart remained rooted to the spot.


  ‘Get that cage door open and feed them,’ ordered Lok. ‘I haven’t got all day.’


  ‘You want me to go in there?’ said Blart. His voice cracked as he spoke.


  ‘Yes, and be quick about it,’ Lok answered.


  ‘Couldn’t I just throw the food through the bars?’ suggested Blart. This seemed a much more reasonable approach.


  ‘And I suppose they will all share nicely, will they?’ said Lok sarcastically.


  ‘I don’t care,’ answered Blart honestly.


  ‘Well, I do,’ said Lok. ‘I’m a lion tamer and if I’m going to earn a living then I don’t want my lions and tigers tearing each other to bits in a fight over food. Those claws can cause serious damage, you know.’


  ‘I’d guessed,’ Blart told him.


  ‘So what your job is,’ explained Lok, ‘is to make sure that they each get a hunk of raw meat. One hunk per big cat, see?’


  ‘But how do I get them to only take one hunk each?’ said Blart. ‘What if one of them wants two?’


  ‘Do I have to explain everything?’ said Lok. ‘There are four corners in the cage. There are four big cats – two lions and two tigers. You send each big cat to a corner then you stand in the middle and throw each one of them one hunk of raw meat. Then you stay there to see fair play and just before they finish eating you leave with the empty bucket. Nothing to it. Just make sure you leave before they’ve finished eating.’


  ‘Why?’ said Blart.


  ‘Questions, questions, questions,’ said Lok. ‘The last boy didn’t ask this many questions.’


  ‘Where’s he now?’ asked Blart.


  Lok shook his head.


  ‘He got casual with his throwing action. He was in there one day and he threw the hunk of meat too far.’


  ‘And so you sacked him?’


  ‘He wasn’t exactly sacked,’ said Lok.


  Blart looked at him suspiciously.


  ‘Look,’ said Lok. ‘I don’t want to have to tell Mr Beserker that you wouldn’t do your job. He tends to get very short tempered when he hears people aren’t working and that whip can be quite nasty. Now get in there.’


  He hoisted Blart over his shoulder and carried him up the steps to the cage door.


  ‘Eeek,’ said Blart. ‘Put me down.’


  Lok placed Blart right in front of the door to the cage. The smell of the raw meat grew ever stronger in the nostrils of the big cats, who growled even more ferociously as they prowled just behind the gate.


  ‘In you go,’ said Lok and his hand reached over Blart’s shoulder and turned the handle of the door.


  ‘No!’ screeched Blart. ‘Nooooooo!’


  Chapter 27


  Lok was laughing so much he fell off the steps.


  ‘You should have seen your face,’ he said.


  But Blart could only see Lok’s face. It was a face he would have liked very much to punch.


  ‘Gets the new boys every time it does,’ Lok told him. ‘You don’t really think I’d let you go in there alone with those big cats, do you?’


  Blart had already seen enough of the circus to think it was completely possible.


  Lok reached down. Behind the steps that led up to the cage door was a large stick.


  ‘Now watch and learn,’ instructed Lok, opening the door and grabbing the bucket of raw meat.


  The growling became snarling.


  ‘Aaaaah!’ shouted Lok, thrusting his stick forward. ‘Back, you brutes. Aaaahhh! Aaaaahh!’


  One lion reeled back. An angry tiger tried to cuff the stick away with his mighty paw.


  ‘Aaaah!’ shouted Lok. ‘Back, I say. Back.’


  To Blart’s surprise the big cats eventually retreated to the far side of the cage, where they continued to growl menacingly.


  ‘Quiet,’ shouted Lok. ‘Now get to your corners.’


  The lions and tigers each padded over to their individual corner.


  ‘You see,’ Lok called to Blart, ‘all this growling is just for show. They know what they’ve got to do to get their breakfast and they’re happy enough to do it.’


  Happy seemed an exaggeration to Blart.


  Lok tossed hunks of raw meat to each of the big cats. They tore ferociously into them the moment they landed at their paws.


  ‘Nothing to it,’ said Lok. ‘Look confident and remember to get out before they’ve finished.’


  Lok backed out of the cage.


  ‘Just remember everything I showed you this afternoon.’


  ‘Why?’ Blart wanted to know.


  ‘There’s a matinee performance,’ Lok told him and confronted by Blart’s blank face explained, ‘that’s one in the afternoon. The lions have to be fed just before they go on stage.’


  ‘Why?’ said Blart again.


  ‘Because when I put my head in a lion’s mouth I want to be absolutely sure that’s it’s not at all hungry,’ said Lok. ‘So make sure they all get a big juicy hunk of meat.’


  ‘You can check that,’ Blart told him.


  ‘I won’t be here,’ said Lok. ‘I’ll be getting changed and putting my make-up on.’


  ‘But I can’t go in there on my own,’ protested Blart.


  ‘Course you can,’ Lok assured him. ‘You’ve just had my masterclass. Point the stick, shout “Aaaaah” and look confident. There’s nothing to it.’


  Blart scanned Lok’s face for any hint that he was joking again. There was no hint. Blart was going to have to go alone into the big cats’ cage.


  Chapter 28


  ‘We have to get out of here,’ Blart told Princess Lois.


  ‘We can’t go without Pig the Horse,’ replied the Princess.


  They were sitting in Gibb’s Field, eating the dried bread and bowl of thin soup that Beserker’s Circus gave out to its most junior members for lunch.


  ‘You don’t understand,’ said Blart. ‘I’m going to have to go into a cage with lions and tigers this afternoon. On my own. They’ll eat me.’


  ‘Stop thinking about yourself,’ Princess Lois told him brusquely. ‘Pig the Horse is in danger.’


  ‘I’m in danger,’ said Blart.


  ‘Stop being so selfish and let me speak, you ugly slug,’ hissed Princess Lois.


  For someone with such a love of animals, Princess Lois did seem to use them rather a lot when it came to terms of abuse. Still, the abuse worked, for Blart lapsed into silence.


  ‘During a break in my acrobatic rehearsals –’


  ‘You get breaks?’ interrupted Blart indignantly. ‘I don’t get breaks and I have to –’


  ‘Shut up. I am trying to tell you something very important. The acrobats weren’t very pleased when Beserker told them I was to join their troupe and during a break I found out why.’


  ‘You’re horrible?’ suggested Blart.


  ‘They thought I had gone to the toilet,’ said Princess Lois, ignoring Blart’s intervention, ‘but I thought there was something suspicious about them, so I crept back into the tent and crawled underneath the seats until I was close enough to overhear their conversation, and do you know what I heard them saying?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘They were discussing Pig the Horse. They’re planning to steal him too, because,’ said the Princess, dropping her voice to a whisper, ‘the acrobats are all minions of Zoltab.’


  Blart dropped his bread into his soup.


  ‘Minions of Zoltab!’ he repeated.


  ‘Keep your voice down,’ hissed Princess Lois.


  ‘But weren’t they all killed when the Terrorsium collapsed at the end of our last quest?’ asked Blart.


  ‘No,’ said Princess Lois. ‘Many minions of Zoltab were elsewhere on that day, preparing for his conquest of the world. From what I overheard it seems they are searching for any of the questors who took Zoltab from them. They know because Zoltab is immortal he must be somewhere and they are determined to find him.’


  Blart looked over to the other side of the field, where a troupe of eight performers were eating their lunch.


  ‘They do look shifty and dangerous,’ he told Princess Lois. ‘Just like minions of Zoltab.’


  ‘You’re looking at the jugglers,’ Princess Lois pointed out. ‘The acrobats are over there.’


  Princess Lois indicated a trestle table at the far side of the field, where a group of ten people sat huddled together, eating and muttering to themselves. Blart studied them.


  ‘They look shifty and dangerous too,’ he observed. ‘But Pig wouldn’t help Zoltab’s minions.’


  ‘Of course he wouldn’t,’ agreed Princess Lois. ‘But they don’t know that, and what foul tortures might they subject him too because of his role in helping us escape with Zoltab!’


  ‘Meal time is over, you no good layabouts,’ bellowed Beserker, appearing from the big top. ‘Get back to work. We have a matinee performance in an hour and I don’t pay you to sit around in fields.’


  ‘What are we to do?’ whispered Princess Lois anxiously. ‘We must get to Pig before the minions of Zoltab do.’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Blart irritably. ‘I don’t do the plans. That’s normally Capablanca’s job.’


  ‘You two!’ Beserker stormed over towards them. ‘How dare you still be sitting down when everyone else has returned to work?’


  Beserker aimed a powerful kick at Blart.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blart appropriately.


  ‘Get back to work, Useless,’ ordered Beserker, ‘or I’ll get the fire eater to roast you alive.’


  As threats go, it was good one. Blart got up hurriedly and rushed back to work. But it meant that he left without agreeing a plan. The questors didn’t have one while the minions of Zoltab did. And if the minions were to put their plan into action first, then Pig the Horse could be lost for good, and the questors would never be able to prove their innocence and would be wanted dead or alive for ever.


  Chapter 29


  ‘Here, kitty, kitty. Here, kitty, kitty.’


  ‘Grrrrrrrrrr!’


  ‘Nice kitty, kitty.’


  ‘Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!’


  ‘Get those cats fed,’ shouted Beserker. ‘They’ll be in front of an audience in ten minutes and I want them stuffed full of meat.’


  Blart nodded obediently, picked up Lok’s stick in one hand and the huge bucket of raw meat in the other, and walked purposefully up the steps to the cage. Beserker disappeared into the big top. Blart stopped.


  ‘Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!’ growled the lions and tigers.


  ‘Are you purring?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Grrrrr! Grrrrr! Grrrrr! Grrrr! ARRRaaggghh!’


  The big cats confirmed in no uncertain terms that they most certainly weren’t purring.


  Blart gulped.


  Behind him he could hear the music. It was the first half of the show and the acrobats were on. Blart could hear the audience laughing and applauding. He closed his eyes and wished he were among the audience, watching the performance and not here, trying to summon up the nerve to walk into the lion’s den.


  ‘Useless!’


  Beserker was back.


  ‘I told you to get those cats fed. If you aren’t in that cage by the time I get over there then I’m throwing you in without any meat, and you know what that means.’


  He began to march over towards the cage. Blart was paralysed with fear. Beserker’s face was darker with anger than it had ever been before.


  ‘I knew it,’ he shouted. ‘I go to all the trouble of letting you join the circus and what do I get? Laziness. You will not do an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay.’


  ‘You’re not paying me,’ Blart reminded him desperately.


  ‘Don’t you try to renegotiate your wages with me,’ said Beserker, reaching the bottom of the steps. ‘Now get in that cage.’


  Blart looked at Beserker. Then he looked at the big cats. Beserker was definitely angrier than the cats but he lacked their vicious teeth. Anger – Big Teeth. Blart wanted to face neither.


  So he compromised.


  He opened the gate of the cage and threw in the raw meat. He whirled round to find Beserker just a step below him. Desperately, he tipped the bucket’s remaining meat and blood over Beserker, who toppled down the steps. Blart jumped down and crawled under the cage to hide.


  ‘How dare you?’ bellowed Beserker. ‘You’ll regret this, Useless. I’ll set the strong man on you, I’ll set the fire eater on you, I’ll set …’


  He was distracted from his threats by the discovery that something was about to set on him. A lion was coming down the steps from the unbolted cage.


  ‘Back!’ ordered Berserker. ‘Help me!’


  But his cries for help were lost amid a great cheer from inside the big top. The big cat, unused to freedom, advanced tentatively down the steps.


  ‘Get back,’ shouted Beserker. But he was no lion tamer and the big cat showed no sign of obeying. He picked himself up and ran towards the big top.


  ‘The lions are out! The lions are out!’ he bellowed, running down the tunnel, covered in blood and giblets.


  Blart heard loud screams from inside the big top and watched as people began to stream out in every direction.


  Meanwhile the recently escaped lion heard the growls of satisfaction from the other big cats as they tore into the meat Blart had thrown in. The sound and smell tempted him back and he padded up the steps back into the cage. Blart, seizing his chance, crawled out, ran up the steps and bolted the gate behind him.


  Which meant that in reality the panicking crowd had nothing to panic about. But panicking crowds are notoriously difficult to get to stop once they’ve started. The fear of the lions was everywhere. People banged into each other, knocked each other over and trampled on each other.


  Blart was watching the chaos when he felt a thump in his back and turned round to see Princess Lois standing behind him.


  ‘What was that for?’


  ‘I was trying to attract your attention,’ explained Princess Lois.


  ‘You could have just said hello,’ said Blart.


  ‘It’s not as much fun,’ said Princess Lois. ‘Now come on. This might be our chance to get to Pig the Horse while he is unguarded by the Chigorin Brothers.’


  In the fevered atmosphere it did not prove too difficult for Princess Lois and Blart to slip unnoticed across Gibb’s Field and open the gate that led into Gibb’s Pasture. At the far end of Gibb’s Pasture was the tent that was home to Pig the Horse. They ran towards it as quickly as they could. Princess Lois pulled back the flap of the tent. There was Pig the Horse. Twice the size of a normal horse and many more times as majestic – he could carry up to five people on his wide strong back. It was a terrible crime to keep such a beast tethered when he should be flying or galloping freely across the plains of Nevod that were his home.


  Princess Lois approached Pig.


  ‘Pig,’ said the Princess with a tenderness in her voice that was markedly absent in her dealings with humans. ‘How could we let these terrible things happen to you?’


  The great horse seemed to remember her, for he neighed appreciatively and lowered his head so that he could be stroked.


  She turned her attention to Blart. ‘Get to work on the knots that so cruelly tie Pig down. We must hurry.’


  Blart rushed over to the end of the rope. The knot seemed fearfully complicated.


  ‘There is another rope holding Pig. I’ll undo that one,’ said the Princess.


  Blart began to untie his knot. The thickness of the rope made the task cumbersome but gradually it began to loosen. Pig neighed his appreciation. Loop after loop was undone, each one faster than the last.


  ‘Mine is free,’ cried Princess Lois triumphantly.


  ‘There’s no need to show off,’ countered Blart. ‘I only have one loop to go and I bet my knot was tighter than yours.’


  Blart reached down to the last loop. As he did so the tent flapped open. Standing in the doorway was Gordo, head of the acrobats, dressed in a tight-fitting blue tunic. Behind him was the rest of his lithe and wiry troupe.


  Ten minions of Zoltab.


  ‘What is going on here?’ demanded Gordo. ‘Ginger, why are you not with the rest of the troupe?’


  Princess Lois thought fast. But surprisingly Blart thought faster.


  ‘I was ordered by Mr Beserker to untie Pig the Horse and take him somewhere safe until they could capture the lions and tigers,’ explained Blart, his hands pulling frantically at the last knot. ‘He told me to take someone along to help me and as Ginger is my cousin I picked her.’


  By now the rest of the troupe of acrobats had bounded into the tent. Knowing that they were, in reality, minions of Zoltab made Blart very nervous and his hands began to shake. The final loop of the knot still refused to give.


  ‘Did you say Pig the Horse?’ asked Gordo.


  Blart froze.


  ‘Don’t know,’ he said pathetically.


  ‘I think you did,’ said Gordo.


  ‘He’s always saying stupid things,’ said Princess Lois. ‘Just ignore him.’


  The acrobats muttered among themselves. Blart tugged desperately at the rope. The last loop began to come loose.


  ‘We think you did say Pig,’ said Gordo, ‘which is very interesting because we have been looking all over for a flying horse called Pig. But we thought this one was called Diablo.’


  ‘Really?’ said Princess Lois. ‘What a coincidence.’


  With a final tug Blart undid the last loop and Pig the Horse was free. Or at least he would be once he was outside the tent. Unfortunately, between Blart, Princess Lois, Pig the Horse and the outside of the tent were ten angry minions of Zoltab.


  ‘If you know this horse is called Pig,’ said Gordo, ‘then you must also know about the terrible injustice he was part of when our Master was cruelly kidnapped.’


  Princess Lois and Blart feigned innocence.


  ‘Could it be,’ said Gordo, ‘that we are face to face with Blart the evil goat boy and Lois the evil Princess?’


  Blart could take being called evil but to be called a goat boy was more than he could bear.


  ‘I’m a pig boy,’ he announced defiantly.


  ‘Then prepare to die, pig boy,’ said Gordo. ‘For we shall avenge our Master by killing those who took him from us, and then we will fly to his rescue on the back of the horse.’


  Things looked grim. They were outnumbered ten to three, which is an unhelpfully complex ratio – so suffice it to say, they were going to lose.


  Except that suddenly there was a hubbub outside. A minion of Zoltab stuck his head out of the tent.


  ‘Beserker and the Chigorin Brothers are coming,’ he cried.


  ‘Get the horse,’ ordered Gordo.


  Two minions of Zoltab pushed Princess Lois to the floor whilst another leapt in the air, spun round artistically and kicked Blart in the face.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blart, collapsing in a heap.


  Gordo grabbed Pig’s reins and began to pull. The great horse resisted with all his might. Two other acrobats joined Gordo and together they pulled even harder. The reins were connected to the cruel bit in Pig the Horse’s mouth. With each vicious tug the bit cut into Pig. Without it, he would have held out whether twenty or even thirty acrobats were pulling. But with it he was forced to follow them out of the tent. The remaining acrobats rushed after him.


  ‘Get up!’ shouted Princess Lois.


  ‘He kicked me right in the mouth,’ said Blart.


  ‘Forget about your mouth,’ said Princess Lois, who had seen the cruel bit doing its evil work. ‘Think of Pig’s mouth. We must rescue him.’


  Princess Lois rushed from the tent. Blart followed, wondering why his suffering was always seen to be less important than anybody or indeed anything else’s.


  Once outside the tent he was met by an amazing sight.


  Ten minions of Zoltab were on Pig the Horse’s back. Though Pig was indeed a massive horse even he did not have a wide enough back for ten. However, the minions of Zoltab were also acrobats. Four of them sat on Pig’s back. Three balanced on the shoulders of those four. Two balanced on the shoulders of those three. And one balanced on the shoulders of those two.


  It was a terrible sight. A pyramid of minions charging across the field on the back of Pig the Horse. But there was an even worse sight. Beserker and the Chigorin Brothers, their large moustaches billowing in the breeze as they ran, were heading across the field towards them.


  ‘What have you done to my horse?’ yelled Beserker. ‘If that horse isn’t back in that tent soon then the big cats will be eating your limbs for their dinner.’


  Pig the Horse reached maximum speed as he thundered across Gibb’s Pasture. From beneath his belly there suddenly emerged his mighty wings. They flapped once. They flapped twice. Pig took off. The minions of Zoltab were lifted into the air. Their leader, Gordo, looked down at Blart and Princess Lois and they could see the sneering laugh on his face. The minions had beaten the questors to the last link to Zoltab’s prison. The questors would never be able to clear their names. The minions would free Zoltab and he would once again attempt to lay waste to the world. And the Chigorin Brothers would tear off Blart’s arms and legs and feed them to the big cats.


  Things looked grim.


  Chapter 30


  Pig the Horse rose higher. Beserker and the Chigorin Brothers got nearer.


  ‘I think we might be in trouble,’ observed Blart.


  ‘Don’t be so pathetic,’ said Princess Lois with the confidence of royalty. ‘Beserker and his walking moustaches would not dare harm us.’


  Blart looked at the furious faces of Beserker and the Chigorin Brothers with the lack of confidence of pig boys. He was certain they would dare. He wondered when Princess Lois would remember that she wasn’t royalty here but just a normal person with normal limbs that could be torn off and fed to the big cats just like everybody else. Blart took a moment to say goodbye to each of his arms and legs. They were ugly but he was still going to miss them.


  Suddenly Beserker stopped running towards Blart and Princess Lois. Behind him the Chigorin Brothers stopped too – their moustaches drooped. They all looked upwards. Above them was a sight to behold.


  Pig the Horse was doing loop the loops.


  It was magnificent.


  Unless you were a minion – for every time Pig looped upside down they were forced to desperately cling on. The four minions actually sitting on Pig had the best grip. The one minion on the top had the worst.


  Pig looped. The one minion at the top lost his grip and tumbled to the earth with a fearsome cry.


  Pig looped again. The next two minions plummeted towards the ground.


  Pig looped a third time. A further three minions of Zoltab hurtled down from the sky.


  Only four minions remained.


  ‘Why didn’t you do loop the loops for me?’ demanded Beserker, waving his fist at Pig far above him in the sky. ‘I could have charged more for tickets!’


  Pig looped once more. The minions held on. Pig twisted. He shook. He kicked out.


  One by one the remaining minions could hold on no longer. They shot through the air and landed with sickening crashes in Gibb’s field.


  ‘Try and steal my horse, would you? I bet you would have taken him to Crazy Mike’s,’ shouted Beserker. ‘I will feed you to the lions and tigers.’


  The lions and tigers were going to need hearty appetites because they were most certainly going to be well fed that evening.


  Pig the Horse flew back towards the field and prepared to land.


  ‘Look at this,’ boasted Beserker to some members of the ex-audience who had found their way into the pasture. He pointed towards the horse. ‘This answers those do-gooders who say that animals aren’t happy in the circus. This beast could have been freed and he is coming back of his own free will. He loves it here, I tell you.’


  Pig the Horse landed. His gallop became a canter, his canter became a trot and his trot came to a stop right next to the Princess and Blart.


  Pig bent his great legs so that they could climb on easily.


  It dawned on Beserker that Pig was not quite so fond of the circus as he had suggested.


  ‘Stop them,’ he ordered the Chigorin Brothers.


  Blart and Princess Lois mounted. The Chigorin Brothers sprinted, their moustaches streaming out behind them. Pig the Horse stood up and began to move. Faster and faster he charged. The Chigorin Brothers were left behind in a cloud of dust that doubtless meant they would all have to wash their moustaches later.


  Pig the Horse’s hooves drummed louder as he approached the edge of the pasture. Nearer came the hedge that marked its end, faster went Pig, and suddenly they were free of the ground and rising high into the air, propelled upwards by the majestic swooping of Pig’s magnificent wings.


  ‘Well done, Pig,’ said Princess Lois. ‘You have saved us.’


  Far below the tiny figure of Beserker looked upwards, shaking his fist at Blart and Lois. His anger, that had once been terrifying, was now reduced to nothing more than pathetic comedy – his purple face growing ever darker as Blart made rude gestures towards him from above. Meanwhile the Chigorin Brothers were rounding up the acrobats.


  Princess Lois leant over Pig’s neck and pulled the cruel bit from his mouth. Along with the reins it was dropped to the ground far below. Pig gave a neigh of pleasure to see it go. There would be those who would wonder how a horse could be directed without reins, yet the matter was simplicity itself. Just by putting gentle pressure on one side of Pig’s head or the other, the Princess was able to guide him towards the other side of town, where, in a small copse, the other questors awaited them.


  Pig landed gently and smoothly.


  ‘Well done,’ said Capablanca as he and Uther and Beo rushed up to them.


  Princess Lois wasted no time in telling the other questors the terrible news.


  ‘Zoltab’s minions were at the circus,’ she announced.


  ‘Minions of Zoltab?’ repeated Capablanca in shock.


  Princess Lois told them how the acrobats had tried unsuccessfully to steal Pig with the intention of using him to rescue Zoltab.


  ‘I fought them off,’ claimed Blart. ‘There were ten of them and only one of me.’


  ‘One of you is one too many,’ commented Beo darkly.


  ‘This is very bad,’ said Capablanca, reflecting on the news that the minions of Zoltab were nearby. ‘They have obviously recovered far more quickly from the defeat at the Terrorsium than I would have thought possible. Their influence will have spread like plague through the land.’


  ‘I don’t think we need to worry about the minions of Zoltab,’ said Uther. ‘We must worry about finding Zoltab himself.’


  ‘Exactly,’ said Capablanca. ‘Before the minions find him.’


  ‘That’s what I meant, of course,’ said Uther.


  ‘Let us go,’ said the wizard.


  The five questors climbed on to Pig. In the front sat Capablanca, then Princess Lois, then Blart, then Uther and finally Beo. No ordinary horse would have been able to carry five riders, especially when one of them had a body that was as fond of pies and ale as Beowulf the Warrior’s. But of course Pig was no ordinary beast. He was twice the size of a normal horse and powerful muscles rippled through his flesh from his shoulder to his fetlock.


  Yet even to such a strong beast as Pig the Horse the burden of five riders was heavy. But not only did Pig have strength he also had spirit, and once they were on his back he summoned all his energy and began to canter and then gallop out of the copse where they had met and through the wood. Trees sped backwards past the charging horse and they had to hunch low to avoid being hit by branches. But the great horse never once faltered as he thundered through the trees and then suddenly shot out of the wood, his riders blinking in the sudden sunlight. Almost immediately Pig’s wings unfurled and he rose into the sky, leaving the ground behind them. Uther was the only questor who had never previously flown on Pig the Horse and the experience overcame even his normally cynical demeanour.


  ‘This is fantastic,’ he shouted as they rose ever higher. ‘This is tremendous. This is … oh.’


  Uther clasped his hand to his stomach. That part of his body seemed less convinced that the flight was fantastic and tremendous and more of the opinion that it was disorientating and upsetting.


  ‘Ugh,’ said Blart, watching the contents of Uther’s stomach plummet to the earth and, just for once, he spoke for all his comrades.


  Chapter 31


  ‘Is there no way we can get him to understand?’ asked Princess Lois, pulling irritably at a loose thread on her red dress.


  ‘The horse must surely be more intelligent than Blart,’ maintained Beo the Warrior. ‘And he can understand.’


  ‘It is so frustrating,’ explained an exasperated Capablanca. ‘If I could use a spell then I could explain what we want him to do.’


  The questors were sitting by a stream. Pig was nearby drinking from it. They had spent the past few hours trying desperately to communicate to Pig that they wanted him to take them to the place where Capablanca had imprisoned Zoltab. They had flown back to the crossroads where Pig and Capablanca had separated from the other questors – Pig showed no signs of recognising the place. They had reconstructed the way that they had all dismounted and waved Capablanca off before turning their backs so as not to see which way he took. This, too, had failed to have any significant effect on Pig.


  ‘Is it possible that you cast the Great Spell of Fog on the horse as well?’ asked Beo.


  ‘I am sure I would not have done,’ said Capablanca. ‘If we could only establish some form of rudimentary communication with Pig, he would take us to Zoltab’s prison,’ said Capablanca.


  The questors all looked at Pig the Horse, who, after his exertions of earlier in the day, was still drinking heavily from the stream.


  ‘Perhaps I could help,’ said Uther.


  ‘You can talk to horses?’ asked Beo.


  Uther shook his head.


  ‘I am no more than a humble merchant and businessman,’ he said, ‘but I have travelled widely and I have heard men speak –’


  ‘And women,’ interjected Princess Lois.


  ‘I do not listen to women,’ answered Uther loftily. ‘In my experience they do not have heads for business.’


  Princess Lois fixed Uther with a glare that suggested she disagreed.


  ‘I have heard men speak,’ continued Uther, ‘of a strange old crone who can shout at horses and understand their replies.’


  ‘Can she shout to pigs too?’ asked Blart eagerly.


  ‘Where is this woman that you speak of?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘I have heard it said,’ answered Uther, ‘that she dwells in the enchanted Forest of Arcadium.’


  ‘There is no time to lose,’ said Capablanca. ‘Flying on Pig we may be able to reach the forest by tomorrow morning. Not only does the destiny of Illyria lie in our hands, there is also the threat that Zoltab’s minions will manage to interfere with our plans.’


  ‘They will surely have given up after being outwitted at the circus,’ said Uther confidently.


  ‘You are wrong,’ said Capablanca. ‘They will never give up.’


  Uther looked as though he were about to disagree with Capablanca but then changed his mind. ‘Let us get going, then,’ he said instead.


  As soon as they had all mounted, the great horse once more accelerated and rose into the sky. Already the daylight was beginning to fade and after Capablanca had directed Pig to fly to the east the sun set rapidly behind them. The blue sky grew orange and then red as the sun disappeared, and then the red became purple, and finally the purple turned to black. The stars and the moon were the only lights they could see, but Capablanca had studied the stars when he was a younger wizard and their presence was enough for him to navigate by.


  Slowly lulled by the easy beating of Pig’s wings and fatigued by a day spent being heroic, Blart’s head became heavier and heavier and before long he was asleep. All the other questors except Capablanca were soon sleeping too, each leaning forward and resting their heads on the comrade in front of them.


  Up front the wizard kept a lonely vigil. There was a weariness in his body that he had never known before and he secretly feared that he would not live to see the end of the quest. He was worried about the news of Zoltab’s minions, anxious that the kingdom of Illyria might be doomed, nervous about the unknown dangers which might lurk in the enchanted forest of Arcadia, and absolutely terrified that he might never regain his magic powers or have a commemorative chair carved for him or wipe the superior smirks off the faces of all the wizards who were delighted by his downfall.


  Chapter 32


  All through the night the great horse flew. At last, far in the distance, the first weak rays of light streaked the sky. The questors woke up cold and stiff. They stretched and yawned and shivered and muttered to themselves. Blart, his fingers cold and white, found a pair of gloves in the pocket of his trousers, and put them on. He hugged himself for warmth and thought of how happy he would be at home by a fire, with pig snuffling noises outside his kitchen window.


  And indeed all the questors’ minds were drifting off to visions of home. Princess Lois remembered her bedroom with its ‘No Fruit Beyond This Point’ sign on the door, Beo thought fondly of his happy days as a debt collector and Capablanca remembered his commemorative chair in the Cavernous Library of Ping. But as the sun rose higher and its warmth penetrated their bones they shook off their visions of sleep and thought more of the challenge that lay ahead of them.


  ‘There it is,’ said Uther. ‘The Forest of Arcadia!’


  They looked down. Below them, stretching as far as the eye could see, was a vast unbroken canopy of green. It disappeared over the horizon.


  ‘You’ll never find one person in there,’ said Blart.


  Capablanca nudged Pig the Horse’s head to encourage him to circle, hoping that he could spy some gap in the canopy where they could land. But despite all the questors looking as hard as they could no gap appeared.


  ‘We will have to land on the edge,’ said Capablanca and he guided them down to a stream. Pig immediately trotted over to the stream for a drink and the questors followed the horse’s lead.


  ‘I’m hungry,’ announced Blart once he had drunk enough.


  ‘We have no food,’ said Capablanca regretfully.


  ‘I’ve got some lard,’ Uther interjected. ‘You can each have a bite but it will cost you five crowns a mouthful.’


  ‘Five crowns!’ said Capablanca. ‘That is an outrageous sum to charge.’


  ‘Market forces,’ said Uther with feigned regret.


  ‘What do you mean “market forces”?’ demanded Beo.


  ‘We’re miles from a market so I can force you to pay what I like,’ explained Uther shamelessly.


  ‘But we are comrades,’ said Capablanca. ‘We will share all the perils and all the triumphs. Surely we can share the lard?’


  ‘No, no, no,’ answered Uther forcibly. ‘Once you start sharing things you’ve no idea where it might lead.’


  ‘Mutual assistance and generosity?’ suggested Capablanca.


  Uther winced.


  ‘As you’re my comrades I’ll accept an IOU, though obviously the price will have to rise to six crowns.’


  ‘Why?’ growled Beo.


  ‘Administration costs,’ explained Uther.


  ‘It’s not an IOU that you should be getting,’ grumbled Beo. ‘It’s an I kill U. That’s what you deserve.’


  Uther’s comrades looked at him with disgust. Then they heard the angry rumblings of their stomachs. A bit of lard was not the most tempting meal any of them had been offered but there were no other items on the menu. Reluctantly, each agreed to give Uther an IOU. Uther withdrew a lump of lard from his jacket and held it out for them to take one bite each. Capablanca swallowed his mouthful with an effort. Beo had to strain to keep his down. Princess Lois realised that there was something worse to eat than fruit in the world. Blart quite liked his portion and asked for seconds.


  ‘Now with our bellies full and our thirst slaked we will sally forth,’ said Capablanca once he had assured himself he was not going to be sick.


  ‘Do we leave Pig here?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Of course not,’ snapped Capablanca with a little of his old vigour. ‘He’s got to come with us, so the horse shouter can talk to him.’


  ‘I knew that,’ insisted Blart, who had forgotten.


  ‘Go to the stream,’ commanded Capablanca, ‘and pick up as many pebbles as you can. We will drop them behind us when we are inside the forest and they will set a path to lead us out.’


  ‘Why can’t someone else do it?’ said Blart sulkily.


  ‘We are all going to collect and carry them,’ answered Capablanca, ‘for we may have to go deep into the forest and we will need many pebbles to provide us with a long enough path.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Blart, deflated.


  Chapter 33


  The questors collected small pebbles from the stream.


  ‘Now we are ready,’ said Capablanca when their pockets were full.


  Princess Lois went and fetched Pig and they set off into the forest. So closely entwined were the trees that they were forced to move in single file. Beo led the way, his sword drawn in case of ambush. Behind him was Capablanca. Behind Capablanca was Princess Lois, leading Pig the Horse. Behind the horse was Blart, keeping himself a safe distance from Beo. And finally, bringing up the rear, there was Uther, who dropped a pebble every ten paces to create their path to safety.


  The forest was dark and eerie and the branches grew closely together. Often Beo had to hack a way through with his sword and it took all of Princess Lois’s coaxing, soothing and reassuring to convince Pig to come. Brittle twigs snapped under their feet and above them the trees creaked ominously. Strange creatures scuttled across the forest floor while above them there were the occasional sounds of birds. But their calls were not the cheerful chatter of early morning in the fields, rather they were caws and hoots of warning. The questors sensed that the forest was aware of their intrusion and resented it.


  Beo decided to sign a song to make them feel better. To lighten the mood he chose the rousing battle anthem, ‘Killing Is Lots of Fun’.


  ‘Well, I woke up a-feeling bad


  And down in the dumps was I


  My heart it was both low and sad


  I thought that I might cry.


  But I remembered these wise words


  To rouse you when you’re glum


  Raise your swords in the air, my boys


  Cause killing is lots of fun.


  To slash, to stab, to gash, to maim


  To hit with sword or mace


  All these things are guaranteed


  To put a smile on your face.


  So when you are in despair


  And prone to many a sigh


  Lift your spirits and find good cheer


  By killing a passer-by.’


  Nobody joined in and Beowulf’s singing tailed off. Even his deep strong voice sounded weak in the oppressive forest and once more the croak and shriek of strange birds were the only sounds that accompanied them.


  But gradually as they fought and hacked their way through the forest the going became easier. The trees were now bigger but they were more widely spaced and so their branches no longer entwined to create a bewildering lattice that Beo was forced to hack through. And though they had still not found a path they were at least able to often walk two or three abreast rather than in single file.


  And then as they passed a particularly large oak tree they came upon their first forest dweller.


  ‘Hello,’ said a voice.


  Each of the questors jumped. Apart from Pig the Horse.


  ‘Who goes there?’ said Beowulf, wheeling round.


  ‘Who wants to know?’ said the voice.


  ‘I, Beowulf the Warrior, want to know. And it will be the worse for you if you do not answer me.’


  ‘To see, you must look up.’


  Looking up, the questors saw thick branches and green leaves.


  ‘I’m looking up,’ shouted Beo. ‘I can’t see anything.’


  ‘Look harder.’


  Blart, who had the best eyesight, saw it first.


  ‘There!’


  ‘Where?’


  Blart pointed. The other questors followed his finger. Princess Lois saw it next. She made a little squeak of surprise.


  Sitting high in the tree was a tiny figure dressed in a mottled suit, with a pair of brown boots dangling over a branch. The tiny figure had a brown face, dry and wrinkled like a walnut.


  ‘Aha,’ said Capablanca, finally spotting what everyone else had been looking at for a while. Then he added with an air of great intelligence, ‘I thought they were extinct, but that appears to be a tree imp.’


  ‘Sorel the Tree Imp to be precise,’ said the tree imp.


  ‘I did not know that tree imps were still in existence,’ said Capablanca. ‘There has not been a reported sighting for many years. It was believed in the Cavernous Library of Ping that the forest goblins had hunted you into extinction.’


  The imp’s already wrinkled face creased further in annoyance.


  ‘I know nothing of your library,’ said Sorel angrily. ‘And although I have searched for years I still believe I may find a mate and the chatter of tree imps will once again echo through the canopy. All I need is a mate and our whole species can be revived.’


  ‘I wish you luck in your quest, Sorel,’ said Capablanca to calm the tree imp’s anger. ‘But now I would ask for your help.’


  ‘My help?’ repeated Sorel, who was obviously not so easily mollified. ‘You threaten to kill me, you tell me I am extinct and now you want my help?’


  Capablanca coughed.


  ‘I agree we didn’t get off to the best start,’ the wizard acknowledged, ‘but we are on an important quest, a quest that may save the world, and to help us we need to find someone who can talk to our great horse Pig. We have heard tell that in this forest there is a person, a gifted horse shouter who can communicate with our horse. You are a tree imp –’


  ‘I know,’ said Sorel.


  Capablanca was so used to explaining things to Blart that he sometimes made things just a little too simple for everybody else.


  ‘– you know this forest well,’ continued the wizard, deciding that it was diplomatic not to mention that the tree imp knew the forest particularly well because it had spent years forlornly scouring it for a mate. ‘If anyone could tell us if this horse shouter really exists and where she might be found, then it is you.’


  ‘She exists,’ said Sorel, ‘and she is called Agnes.’


  ‘This is going to be easier than I thought,’ muttered Capablanca.


  ‘And where could we find her?’ asked the wizard politely.


  ‘I’m not telling you,’ said Sorel. ‘Until …’


  And he stopped. Impishly.


  ‘Until …?’ repeated Capablanca.


  ‘Until you provide me with a mate,’ said Sorel.


  Capablanca’s polite smile stretched into a taut grimace.


  ‘How can we find you a mate?’ he said. ‘Tree imps are incredibly rare. You have searched the forest for many years without success. We have less than a week to complete our quest – to prevent Zoltab’s return, to save the kingdom of Illyria and to clear our names so that we are no longer wanted dead or alive.’


  ‘It’s going to be a busy week,’ agreed Sorel.


  ‘We simply don’t have the time,’ protested Capablanca. ‘I must implore you to direct us to Agnes the Horse Shouter.’


  ‘We’ll keep our eyes peeled on our quest,’ said Princess Lois. ‘If we come across a tree imp we’ll tell her all about you.’


  ‘What a pity,’ said Sorel. ‘This is the largest forest in the world. It could take you years to find Agnes whereas I could take you to her in a flash. Years and years and years.’


  Capablanca shook his head hopelessly. Yet again the questors appeared defeated. Without Pig the Horse’s knowledge, they couldn’t find Zoltab. Without Agnes the Horse Shouter they couldn’t get Pig the Horse to understand. Without a helpful tree imp they couldn’t find Agnes the Horse Shouter. Without another tree imp …


  ‘What’s that?’ Blart pointed excitedly into the nearby foliage. ‘Look!’


  Surprised by the unusual energy in Blart’s voice, all the questors looked.


  ‘It’s a tree imp,’ proclaimed Blart.


  The questors’ hearts leapt. How strange it was that just as the quest seemed doomed new hope was found again. It was as if it was destined to succeed.


  ‘It’s a leaf,’ said Princess Lois.


  All the questors looked closer at the area of foliage Blart was pointing to. His supposed tree imp was indeed a leaf.


  ‘It’s shaped like a tree imp,’ maintained Blart.


  The questors were so deflated that none could find the energy to disagree. It was completely hopeless. It was as if their quest was doomed to fail.


  ‘I think I might be able to help,’ said Uther quietly.


  ‘How can you help, merchant?’ demanded Beo suspiciously.


  ‘Speak softer, warrior,’ cautioned Uther, ‘for there are those who might not respond well to what I am about to say.’


  ‘You say you can help,’ prompted Capablanca softly.


  ‘I am only telling you this because it is our only hope,’ admitted Uther, ‘but a couple of years ago I did briefly have some limited dealings in exotic pets.’


  ‘Exotic pets!’ said Princess Lois indignantly.


  ‘Amongst the nobility,’ explained Uther, ‘there is a trade in rare and exotic pets.’


  ‘An illegal trade,’ hissed Princess Lois.


  ‘It is certainly on the borders of legality,’ acknowledged Uther, ‘but then that is where the most creative business is often done.’


  Princess Lois glowered.


  ‘I was in the fortunate position,’ continued Uther, ‘to be able to act as a bridge between the traders in these pets and the wealthy lords and barons who desire them. One day I met a trader, who informed me that he had for sale one of the rarest creatures in the world and asked if I would find him a suitable buyer. The owner of this creature would be the envy of all other collectors for it had never been owned before. The creature he showed me was, of course, a tree imp. Her name was Marjoram.’


  ‘Who did you sell her to?’ demanded Capablanca. The other questors, even Princess Lois, craned their necks towards the merchant to allow them to hear.


  ‘There was only one choice,’ answered Uther. ‘Only one man who would pay what it took to obtain such a creature.’


  ‘Who?’ said Blart.


  ‘Baron Kilbride,’ said Uther and gulped.


  There was a silence. It was not a happy silence.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said Blart.


  ‘Baron Kilbride burns wizards,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Baron Kilbride tortures warriors,’ said Beowulf.


  ‘Baron Kilbride slaughters merchants,’ said Uther.


  ‘Baron Kilbride wants to marry me,’ said Princess Lois.


  There was another unhappy silence.


  ‘Does he keep pigs?’ asked Blart.


  Chapter 34


  They had no other option. The week was ebbing fast and soon the armies massing on the Illyrian border would pour through it and lay waste to the many orchards.


  ‘We will find you a mate and deliver her to this very tree,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘I knew you’d see sense,’ said Sorel sourly.


  And with that, the questors turned their eyes to the path of pebbles which led back to the edge of the forest. From there Baron Kilbride’s fortress lay half a day’s flight to the south. Somehow sensing the urgency of the mission Pig’s wings beat harder and faster and they flew through the air at great speed.


  ‘If Baron Kilbride wants to marry you, Princess,’ asked Beo as they flew, ‘then will he not make you his wife by force.’


  ‘He doesn’t know what I look like,’ said Princess Lois. ‘He just heard that my parents were looking for suitors and dispatched a messenger with a proposal of marriage. He does that all the time.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Blart.


  ‘He’s been married four times already,’ explained Princess Lois, ‘and each of his wives has met a violent and untimely death, normally involving the removal of their head. He is finding it difficult attracting a fifth.’


  ‘What about you, merchant?’ asked Beo. ‘As you sold him the pet are you not worried that he will recognise you and wonder why you have returned?’


  ‘He does not know me either,’ answered Uther. ‘I knew of his reputation and I was sure that were I to walk into the granite fort with a tree imp and offer it for sale then Kilbride would have simply killed me and taken the imp.’


  ‘How did you sell it, then?’ asked Beo.


  ‘I used intermediaries,’ explained Uther. ‘I sent my cousins Igor and Ivor to negotiate terms. Of course, at first Kilbride thought they had the imp hidden somewhere and he threatened and blustered and tortured –’


  ‘Tortured?’ interrupted Blart. Torture was one of those activities that Blart felt you should be flying away from rather than flying towards.


  ‘It is sometimes necessary for one’s employees to endure a little mild torture in order to oil the wheels of business,’ explained Uther. ‘They have to earn their bonus.’


  The other questors looked at him in horror.


  ‘Eventually,’ continued Uther, ‘Kilbride was convinced that they didn’t know where the imp was, so he agreed to pay Ivor while keeping Igor hostage. Ivor rode out to a place where I met him. He handed over the money and I gave Igor a box containing the imp, which he took back to Kilbride.’


  ‘Didn’t you think of the imp?’ asked Princess Lois angrily.


  ‘Of course I thought of her,’ said Uther. ‘She was the key to me making money. I made sure she was well fed and supplied with water.’


  ‘I meant, didn’t you think of the suffering that a wild imp would suffer being stuck in captivity?’


  ‘There’s no room for sentiment in business,’ insisted Uther.


  ‘What happened?’ said Blart.


  ‘That was it,’ said Uther. ‘Except that, as I predicted, Kilbride was so enraged at having to pay for something that the next time Igor and Ivor were seen they were floating face down in his moat.’


  ‘He murdered your cousins? You must want vengeance,’ declared Beo.


  ‘That’s one way to look at it,’ agreed Uther. ‘But then again, what businessman doesn’t like to see his labour costs reduced?’


  ‘If Baron Kilbride attacks wizards and warriors and everybody,’ said Blart, deep in thought, ‘then how are we going to get into the fort to rescue the tree imp?’


  ‘Aha,’ said Capablanca. But this time he said nothing else. In his hurry to rush off and liberate the tree imp from Baron Kilbride he had not given any thought to how he might achieve it. And knowing the Iron Baron’s reputation they might all soon be floating face down in the moat.


  ‘I think I might be able to help with that one,’ said Uther smoothly.


  Uther was really beginning to get on Capablanca’s nerves.


  ‘There is one thing that is close to Baron Kilbride’s heart,’ Uther continued.


  ‘Would that a dagger were close to his heart,’ muttered the Princess.


  ‘He is a great lover of the theatre,’ revealed Uther. ‘But unfortunately he has great difficulty attracting players to appear in his fort. So we will simply knock at his gatehouse, announce we are a troupe of travelling players and we will be warmly welcomed into his fortress.’


  ‘Why does he have difficulty attracting players?’ asked Blart.


  ‘He can easily be disappointed,’ explained Uther. ‘And if the play is not to his liking or the actors are poor then he is robust in his criticism.’


  ‘I can take a bad review,’ said Beo.


  ‘His bad reviews tend to involve boiling the actors in oil,’ said Uther.


  Blart did not like the sound of that.


  ‘Stop this horse,’ he said. ‘I want to get off. I’d rather risk being wanted dead or alive by people who don’t know where I am than boiled in oil by someone who does.’


  ‘Blart, Blart, Blart,’ said Uther. ‘Do you think I would be going if I thought that I was to be boiled in oil?’


  ‘I don’t know, do I?’ said Blart sulkily. ‘You might like it.’


  ‘I won’t find out because it won’t happen,’ Uther assured him.


  ‘People are always telling me things won’t happen when I go on quests,’ said Blart. ‘And then they always do.’


  ‘Perhaps you haven’t been on very well organised quests before,’ said Uther.


  Capablanca bristled. ‘We’re getting off the point,’ he said irritably.


  ‘I want to get off the horse,’ said Blart. ‘And go home.’


  ‘Listen,’ insisted Uther. ‘What we will do is this. By the time we arrive at Kilbride’s granite fortress it will be late. Far too late for any theatrical performance. Therefore we will be allowed in with the promise that we will perform the next day. The Baron will be pleased to hear of a rare opportunity to see some players and we will be given food and probably invited to sleep by the great fire in the servants’ quarters. But though we will lay our heads down we will not sleep. Instead we will wait until very late and then we will find the tree imp and make our escape.’


  ‘I don’t like your plan,’ said Beo.


  ‘What is wrong with it?’ said Uther.


  ‘There are no dead bodies. If you attack a baron’s castle you have to leave a trail of corpses behind you, lying in pools of blood.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Uther, who was puzzled.


  ‘It shows that you’ve been,’ explained Beo. ‘Then it becomes a deed that people talk about. Perhaps even write a ballad about. Then you become famous, and famous people sometimes get turned into knights.’


  ‘People will not write a ballad about freeing a tree imp,’ maintained Uther.


  ‘You never know,’ said Beo. ‘They write ballads about the strangest things. Why I heard this ballad recently about killing a mouse.’


  And before they could stop him Beo launched into song:


  ‘I took my axe


  To kill a mouse


  Sing Hey! for glory and me


  I missed the mouse


  And smashed my house


  And had no scones for my tea.


  I took my lance


  To kill a rat


  A good man am I and no sinner


  I missed the rat


  And hit my cat


  It really spoiled my dinner.


  I took my sword


  To kill a squirrel


  No limp do I have, nor hunch


  I missed the pest


  And tore my vest


  Sweat dripped on to my lunch.


  There is a moral


  To this song


  A brave man am I with much zeal!


  A clash with vermin


  Is determined


  To cast a pall on a meal.’


  ‘So you see,’ said Beo when he’d finished, ‘they could easily write a song about killing a tree imp. But only if they know that it’s been stolen. If we don’t leave at least one bloody corpse behind us then the Baron might think he’d lost it.’


  ‘Trust me,’ Uther assured the warrior. ‘I know how much he paid for it. He will know he hasn’t lost it.’


  ‘I think there’s something wrong with your plan,’ said Blart, who had finally crammed all of its details into his head.


  For once Capablanca was pleased to hear Blart object. He hoped that his objection to the merchant’s plan would be a good one.


  ‘What is wrong with it, pig boy?’ asked Uther.


  ‘You said that when we lay down our heads we would not sleep.’


  ‘I did.’


  ‘But when I lay down my head I always sleep,’ said Blart. ‘Sometimes I fall asleep even before I lay my head down. That usually makes me fall over.’


  Capablanca sighed. It was always a mistake to rely on Blart.


  ‘That is your objection?’ said Uther.


  ‘Yes,’ said Blart.


  ‘When the time comes to steal the tree imp we will simply shake you to wake you up,’ said Uther.


  Blart thought about this for a moment.


  ‘That would work,’ he agreed.


  Uther smiled.


  ‘And now if there are no more objections to the plan I have outlined we can negotiate my fee.’


  ‘Your fee?’ Capablanca was outraged. ‘On a quest we do this for honour.’


  ‘We are a fellowship,’ agreed Beo. ‘All for one and one for all.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Uther impatiently. ‘You do it for whatever you want. I want money. Or rather I want the opportunity to make money. It won’t cost you anything.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Simply this,’ said Uther. ‘When we return to the Forest of Arcadia with our tree imp we would be most foolish to free the imp until Sorel has shown us to the dwelling place of Agnes the Horse Shouter, in case the imps rush off and do not keep the promise.’


  ‘I agree,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Yet,’ continued Uther, ‘when we have been guided to Agnes we no longer need the services of Sorel. Therefore, instead of releasing the tree imp that we have captured we could instead use it to lure and trap Sorel. We would then have two tree imps.’


  ‘I fail to see why this would help,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘That is because, unlike a businessman such as myself, you are not seeing things in the long term,’ explained Uther. ‘After the quest is over I would then, using an intermediary for the purposes of self-protection, sell the two tree imps back to the Baron. One tree imp was worth a great deal. Two tree imps with the possibility of baby tree imps would be worth a fortune.’


  ‘Never!’ shouted Princess Lois. ‘I am not betraying the tree imps so that you can make money.’


  ‘It would be to break our word,’ pointed out Capablanca.


  Blart had missed the ethical issues that his fellow questors raised. However, he had foreseen a different problem.


  ‘What if the Baron had got a better pet in the meantime?’ said Blart. ‘Like a pig.’


  ‘I have given you a plan,’ insisted Uther. ‘You must give me the imps.’


  ‘No,’ said Princess Lois. ‘We refuse.’


  ‘Then you can’t have the plan,’ said Uther.


  ‘What’s to stop us?’ asked Beo menacingly.


  ‘My copyright,’ answered Uther sharply. ‘I own the plan and if I say you can’t use it then you can’t use it. I await an offer.’


  ‘What about the offer not to push you off the horse and watch you tumble to your death?’ said Beo, who was still determined to get a bloody corpse into the quest if it killed him. ‘Then you wouldn’t have the copyright because you wouldn’t be here.’


  Beo edged closer to the merchant. Uther looked down. The ground below looked a long way off but very solid if you got there too fast. Uther decided to be flexible.


  ‘You can have that plan as a free sample,’ he said. ‘A loss leader. An early season promotion to foster customer goodwill. Perhaps you’ll pay for further plans in the future.’


  ‘Look,’ shouted Princess Lois.


  They looked. In front of them rose the immense granite fortress of Baron Kilbride. Even in the gathering gloom of approaching night, the fortress silenced all the questors as it had silenced many who had seen it before. From above they could see it was square and its eight black towers shot viciously into the sky. The moat was deep and wide and the only entrance was across a bridge that led to a heavily fortified gatehouse.


  ‘A man who builds a fortress like that is sending out a message,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘What message would that be?’ asked Uther.


  ‘Don’t steal my tree imp,’ suggested Blart.


  The other questors decided that this was not the message that the fortress was sending.


  ‘We must land and walk the rest of the way to the fortress,’ said Capablanca. ‘As we know, a flying horse attracts attention.’


  ‘And we should not be too hasty,’ said Uther. ‘Remember that we don’t want to get there until late so that the Baron cannot ask us to perform until tomorrow.’


  ‘And we must stick to our story at all times,’ said Capablanca. ‘If the Baron discovers our true identities we will be killed. If he discovers our true purpose things will be worse.’


  As Pig the Horse flew down towards an isolated field to land, Blart dwelt on the prospect of something worse than death. Luckily his brain wasn’t advanced enough to come up with something, so he was not as scared as he should have been.


  Chapter 35


  It was the blackest night that Blart could remember as the questors walked apprehensively towards the gatehouse of Baron Kilbride’s fortress. There were no twinkling stars above them and the moon was shaded by cloud.


  Beo thundered his great fist against the iron door. High up in the door a grille was pulled back and a dark face poked out.


  ‘Who dares strike the door of the fortress of the Iron Baron?’ demanded a guard.


  ‘We are simple players,’ said Uther. ‘We seek a night’s lodging.’


  ‘How will you pay?’


  ‘With a performance,’ replied Uther. ‘We will pay with our art.’


  ‘Your heart more likely,’ said the guard with a guffaw, ‘if your performance is not good.’


  ‘We have travelled far and wide,’ said Uther. ‘Tomorrow we will provide a spectacular show.’


  ‘Spectacular, eh?’ said the guard. ‘My master will be pleased to hear that, for he finds a rare enjoyment in watching players. That is if the players be good.’


  ‘We are the best,’ insisted Uther with complete confidence.


  Hearing Uther, Blart almost believed himself to be a talented player.


  ‘I will tell my master’s steward that you are the best,’ the guard said. ‘Therefore be it on your own heads, or lack of them, if that is not the case.’


  ‘We have nothing to fear,’ Uther assured him.


  ‘I hope it will be so,’ said the guard. ‘For I am tired of watching the gatehouse and perhaps if I can come to my master’s favourable attention then I may be allowed to ride out with the rest of his soldiers and do some pillaging. My sword is itching for blood.’


  Above the questors the grille closed and a moment later the great iron gate swung open. Before them lay a sobering sight. In the vast courtyard of the fortress were many fires that burned a fierce orange in the black night. Around each fire, warming themselves, eating hunks of meat and drinking from flagons of mead, were many of Baron Kilbride’s soldiers.


  ‘They have just returned from a raid on the lands of Lord Easy,’ explained the guard. ‘They plundered much treasure and brought back many prisoners for ransom. The celebrations will continue long into the night.’


  But now was not the time for the questors to quail. Uther led them in. Blart brought up the rear, leading Pig the Horse.


  ‘That is a huge beast,’ the guard observed.


  ‘He is almost lame,’ interjected Princess Lois, who didn’t want anybody paying too much attention to Pig.


  ‘Tell the boy to take it to the stables,’ commanded the guard. ‘He can then join us in the servants’ kitchen.’


  ‘Where are the stables?’ asked Blart.


  The guard hit him in the face. Blart fell over in a mixture of pain and astonishment.


  ‘Where are the stables, sir,’ the guard corrected him. ‘Good manners cost nothing.’


  Unfortunately for Blart nice words and fancy phrases were not his strong point. Instead he trudged off in the direction the guard was pointing, mumbling to himself about life’s unfairness.


  ‘That boy will find himself with many a fist in his face if he does not learn to respect others,’ observed the guard.


  ‘Aye,’ agreed Beo, who was only disappointed that the fist in Blart’s face had not been his own.


  Meanwhile Blart had reached the stables. He had found them simply by following the scent of dung. Blart’s nose was particularly sensitive to dung. It was a skill he was most proud of. Once there, he spied a boy even younger and even weedier than himself feeding a horse a bag of oats. Blart’s heart leapt. Throughout this quest he had been forced to deal with people who were bigger or scarier than him. Now, finally, Blart had found someone he didn’t need to respect or look up to.


  ‘Oi,’ he shouted at the boy.


  The boy looked up. He looked suitably nervous.


  ‘What’s your name, boy?’ said Blart.


  ‘Stodge the Lad, sir,’ replied the boy apprehensively.


  Blart had never been called sir before. He thought it rather became him.


  ‘Get over here, Stodge the Lad, and see to my horse.’


  Stodge rushed over, grasped Pig’s reins and led him to the drinking trough.


  ‘He is a mighty fine horse,’ commented Stodge deferentially. ‘I’ll get him some oats when he’s finished drinking.’


  There was a silence. Blart should really have headed off to the servants’ kitchen, but there he would find himself back at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Here in the stables there was somebody who was looking up to him. Blart felt the temptation to linger.


  ‘Is there anything else, sir?’ said Stodge.


  ‘I am seeing to things,’ answered Blart vaguely. ‘Do you have any pigs around here?’


  ‘Pigs?’ Stodge’s face lit up at the word. ‘I wish we did but sadly there are none.’


  ‘That is a shame,’ said Blart gruffly. ‘It is my habit, Stodge, in quiet moments when I am not seeing to things to pat a pig.’


  ‘They are noble creatures,’ nodded Stodge. ‘I would much prefer to work with pigs than horses, but what can I do? My master, the Baron, refuses to keep them.’


  Blart studied Stodge with a new-found respect. He had never come across anyone before with a fondness for pigs. However, he wanted to be sure that the boy’s devotion to pigs was serious.


  ‘To be a pig boy is a very important position,’ he cautioned Stodge. ‘You must be dedicated to it.’


  ‘I know,’ said Stodge. ‘But I believe I could do it. When I was young, before the Baron’s men murdered my family and kidnapped me, we used to have a pig and I was in charge of its swill. I made sure that our pig always had swill. I can still hear his oink.’


  There was a look of pride in Stodge’s eyes as he spoke of his duties. A look that touched Blart’s heart. For were not he and Stodge similar? Both orphans. Both great admirers of the pig. Blart, it seemed, had found a friend.


  ‘Would you mind, Stodge,’ said Blart with a politeness that he only normally produced when threatened with violence, ‘if I sat down and we chatted about pigs?’


  ‘It would be an honour, sir,’ said Stodge the Lad and he indicated a bale of hay where Blart could sit. The light of friendship was in Blart’s eyes as he sat.


  ‘Where have you been, stoat-features?’


  Blart wheeled round. At the stable door stood Princess Lois.


  ‘I have been talking to –’ began Blart.


  ‘Nobody wants to talk to you and nobody wants to listen to you,’ snapped Princess Lois, cutting him short. ‘You have to come with me right away.’


  Blart was not going to be ordered about in front of his new friend.


  ‘I will come when I want,’ he told the Princess dismissively. ‘Stodge and I were going to talk of pigs and swill.’


  ‘If you don’t come with me right now then you’ll be chopped into pieces and thrown into the moat,’ Princess Lois told him.


  ‘You couldn’t do that,’ said Blart.


  ‘No, you couldn’t,’ agreed Stodge, standing shoulder to shoulder with his new friend.


  ‘No, I couldn’t,’ agreed Princess Lois, ‘but Baron Kilbride could. And he will. He’s demanded we put on a show right away. And if you don’t come with me then we’ll be one player short and that player will be in a great deal of trouble.’


  ‘But,’ Blart’s mouth had fallen open. ‘We aren’t –’


  ‘Quite ready,’ said Princess Lois, realising that in his surprise Blart had been about to reveal that they were not real players. ‘Now come on.’


  She turned and stalked off. Blart had no option but to follow her. He allowed himself one last glance at Stodge. What could have been a beautiful friendship had never even got started.


  Chapter 36


  Princess Lois walked at such a ferocious pace that Blart found it very difficult to keep up with her. She led him across the courtyard, ignoring the lewd remarks passed in her direction by Baron Kilbride’s soldiers, and into the strongly fortified keep. The guards there seemed to recognise her, for she marched straight past them, up the cold stone stairs harshly lit by burning lanterns, and through the kitchen, which was filled with the powerful smell of roasted ox. Blart felt a sudden emptiness in the pit of his stomach, but the Princess did not stop there. Instead she strode up another smaller set of stairs that were not so well lit. At the stop of the stairs was a curtain. Princess Lois pulled it back to reveal the questors’ dressing room.


  ‘Where’ve you been?’ demanded Beo, looking up grumpily.


  ‘He was talking swill,’ said Princess Lois.


  Beo looked at Blart in disgust.


  ‘Could someone remind me why we need him?’


  ‘Our play needs a hero,’ said Uther.


  ‘He doesn’t look like a hero,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Maybe not at the moment,’ said Uther. ‘But after applying some make-up he will be far more convincing.’


  ‘What kind of make-up?’ demanded Blart suspiciously.


  ‘Lard-based make-up,’ said Uther. ‘I have some samples with me.’


  ‘Why do all your products have lard in them?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Lard is a versatile substance with multiple uses,’ explained Uther. ‘You can cook with it, grease with it, make yourself up with it and it serves as a tasty snack in between meals.’


  ‘Cease this discussion of lard,’ ordered Capablanca irritably from the corner in which he was sitting. ‘You can cake Blart in as much lard as you like but that isn’t going to help us get out of this mess you’ve got us into.’


  ‘What mess?’ asked Uther calmly.


  ‘What mess?’ demanded Capablanca indignantly. ‘We are in the middle of a fortress, surrounded by hostile drunken soldiers. We are about to attempt to entertain a ruthless Baron with a play in the knowledge that if our performance is not to his liking he will have us all killed. The unfortunate problem is that none of us are trained actors and we do not have a play to perform. Therefore, within a minute of entering the feasting we will be recognised as imposters and condemned to death – I call that a mess.’


  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Blart, who didn’t.


  ‘There has been a slight hiccup in my plan,’ admitted Uther.


  ‘Slight,’ said Capablanca sarcastically.


  ‘The Baron is staying up late to celebrate with some of his officers,’ continued Uther, ‘and the initial entertainment did not go down well. Apparently the Baron was not fond of mime. Therefore his steward came down to the kitchen while you were dawdling in the stables and told us that we would have to perform this evening – I did try to explain to the steward that we had not had any rehearsal time but he refused to listen.’


  ‘And yet you are always saying that you can persuade anyone to do anything,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘The steward was to be thrown into the moat with his legs and arms tied together if he did not provide a satisfactory replacement for the mime troupe,’ protested Uther. ‘There is a limit to even my powers of persuasion.’


  ‘What happened to the mime troupe?’ asked Princess Lois.


  ‘They were taken to the dungeons to be tortured,’ answered Uther.


  ‘They’re not miming any more,’ said Beo grimly.


  Blart had been concentrating very hard and he had understood almost everything that had been said. He therefore produced what in his view was the only appropriate response. He panicked.


  ‘What are we going to do?’ he shouted.


  ‘Control yourself, Blart,’ said Capablanca sternly.


  ‘Stop whining, weasel-features,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘I’m too young to die,’ protested Blart.


  ‘You aren’t going to die,’ said Uther reassuringly. Well, it would have been reassuring were it not for the fact that Blart and everyone else knew that Uther was a practised liar. ‘You are simply going to have to act.’


  ‘I’m too young to act,’ wailed Blart, who was now panicking properly and therefore did not feel the obligation to make sense any more.


  Princess Lois slapped Blart sharply in the face.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blart and stopped panicking abruptly.


  ‘I’ll hit you again if you don’t shut up,’ said Princess Lois. ‘None of us will ever survive this night if we don’t work together.’


  ‘The Princess is right,’ observed Uther. ‘The Baron wants a play – we will give him one.’


  ‘But I’ve never seen a play,’ said Blart. ‘I wouldn’t know what to do.’


  ‘It’s easy,’ Uther assured him. ‘All plays are basically the same. Boy meets girl. They fall in love. Girl’s father hates boy, says they cannot marry, tries to marry her to someone else. There’s a fight. Everybody dies.’


  ‘Is that all?’ said Blart.


  Uther nodded.


  ‘But we still don’t have a script,’ pointed out Capablanca, ‘and any moment now we will be called into the Baron’s feasting room and expected to perform.’


  ‘What we will do is this,’ said Uther. ‘I will narrate the story. Whenever I say that you should say something then you say it.’


  ‘Won’t that be boring?’ said Blart.


  ‘You won’t say exactly the same thing,’ said Uther. ‘If, for example, I say “The girl’s father was very angry and forbade her to marry the boy,” you will shout, “This is an outrage. You cannot marry him. I forbid it.” Just say whatever I suggest you say a bit differently and say it with as much feeling as possible. We might just get away with it.’


  Capablanca foresaw a problem with Uther’s suggestion that they improvise their lines. The problem was Blart. However, before he could raise his objection Uther began giving out parts.


  ‘Blart you will be the hero, Blob. Princess Lois will be the heroine, Aurora. Capablanca will be her father, Craggle, and Beo will be Grasper, the rich merchant he insists she marry.’


  Beo exploded.


  ‘Why must I play a merchant? I should be the hero. It is the only chivalrous part.’


  ‘You cannot play the hero,’ answered Uther. ‘Princess Lois must play the heroine and she must be wooed by someone about her own age, like Blart. It’s a rule.’


  ‘But …’ Beo began to protest.


  Baron Kilbride’s steward stuck his head into the room, silencing the questors immediately.


  ‘This is your five-minute call,’ said the steward. He looked more closely at the questors. ‘Why are you not in your costumes?’


  ‘It’s in modern dress,’ explained Uther. ‘We are an experimental theatre troupe and we reject the illusions and deceptions of other players. We prefer raw naked emotion.’


  ‘You’ll get raw naked emotion if the Baron doesn’t enjoy it,’ the steward assured them.


  Chapter 37


  Five minutes later Blart stood behind an arras in the Baron’s feasting room, his face greasy with lardy make-up.


  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he heard Uther announce, ‘welcome to our play. It is our great honour to present for your entertainment The Terrible Tragedy of Aurora and Blob.’


  Uther paused for applause. There wasn’t any.


  ‘Let us press on,’ continued Uther hastily. ‘We set our scene in the land of Madeupiya. In this land there lived a handsome young man named Blob.’


  ‘Get on,’ hissed Princess Lois, giving Blart a powerful shove.


  Blob shot out from behind the arras, stumbled and fell flat on his face.


  There was a roar of laughter. Harsh laughter. Laughter that enjoyed watching the suffering and misfortune of others. Blart (now playing Blob) raised his head and quailed at the sight that met his eyes. In front of him was a great table and at that table sat six fearsome soldiers. And sitting in the middle of the soldiers sat Baron Kilbride. A hulking brute of a man dressed in red robes with a contemptuous sneer smeared across his face.


  ‘A handsome young man named Blob,’ said Uther, ‘who after tripping up by accident stood up again and looked very manly.’


  Blob managed to pull himself to his feet but a terrible nervousness overcame him and his legs began to shake.


  ‘What’s that on his face?’ demanded one of the soldiers.


  ‘Blob was tanned after a trip to the South,’ narrated Uther by way of explanation. Perhaps he had gone overboard on the lard. ‘Once home he walked about and whistled in a noble fashion.’


  Blob tried to obey Uther’s instructions but his nervous legs refused to move. So he pursed his lips to whistle. One of Blart’s greatest skills was the ability to produce at will a loud and unpleasant whistle. It was not a talent that most of us would boast about but Blart did not have as much choice as most people when it came to talents. But now he found that when he pursed his lips he could produce no sound at all. Blart was suffering from stage fright.


  ‘Blob didn’t whistle for long,’ narrated Uther. ‘Instead he resolved to stay still and hum.’


  Blart managed to produce a low hum.


  ‘This play had better improve soon,’ said Baron Kilbride.


  ‘While he was standing still and humming,’ said Uther, ‘the beautiful lady Aurora came wandering by.’


  From behind the arras appeared Princess Lois as Aurora.


  ‘She spied Blob and he spied her,’ said Uther. ‘She was a modest maiden and so she covered her face to avoid showing how handsome she found the noble Blob.’


  Princess Lois, not by nature a modest maiden, suddenly became one. She lowered her eyes. A shy smile played on her face.


  ‘Blob was captivated by Aurora’s beauty and he showered her with compliments,’ narrated Uther.


  Blob didn’t say anything.


  ‘He showered her with compliments,’ repeated Uther.


  Blob opened his mouth to speak. No words came out. Instead he burped.


  ‘What is this nonsense?’ the Baron said impatiently. ‘If it wasn’t for the maiden I would have them thrown into the moat.’


  Uther took the hint and decided to switch the dramatic focus to Aurora.


  ‘Aurora was overcome with the beauty of the compliments showered on her by the noble Blob and she giggled,’ Aurora giggled, ‘and simpered,’ Aurora simpered, ‘and danced nimbly about to show her delight.’ Aurora danced nimbly.


  The Baron applauded.


  ‘That’s more like it,’ he told his soldiers. ‘I like a bit of nimble dancing.’


  ‘Emboldened by the success of his compliments and dazzled by her maidenly beauty Blob sought a kiss from the beautiful lady, Aurora.’


  Blob was still unable to move, so Aurora danced closer to him.


  ‘Their first kiss was modest and tender but hinted at a deep passion,’ narrated Uther.


  Aurora and Blob looked at each other. Neither had ever anticipated having to kiss the other. Baron Kilbride leant forward in his chair. For the Dark Ages this was hot stuff.


  The needs of the drama overcame their reluctance. Aurora shaped her lips into a round red heart. Somehow Blob gained enough control over his body to purse his own lips in response. For the briefest of moments their lips touched.


  Some of the lard from Blob’s face attached itself to Aurora’s nose. It was a tender moment.


  ‘The tenderness of that one kiss revealed to them both that they were bound to spend the rest of their lives together and instantly they became betrothed.’


  ‘He’s got to ask her to marry him,’ shouted the Baron.


  Uther looked at Blob, whose mouth was opening and closing helplessly.


  ‘Their union was so perfect that they needed no words to express their devotion,’ said Uther desperately. ‘Their kiss was their betrothal.’


  ‘Humph!’ said the Baron, unconvinced.


  ‘But Craggle, Aurora’s father, was passing by,’ narrated Uther quickly before the Baron could dwell on his dissatisfaction.


  Capablanca as Craggle appeared from behind the arras.


  ‘He’s old enough to be her grandfather,’ observed one soldier.


  ‘Her great-grandfather,’ remarked another soldier.


  ‘Her great-great-grandfather,’ said a third soldier, who was one of those people who never quite realise when a joke’s gone too far.


  ‘Quiet,’ ordered the Baron.


  ‘Craggle had become a father very late in life,’ continued Uther in an attempt to fit Capablanca’s appearance successfully into the narrative. ‘And therefore he was extra protective. He flew into a rage when he saw Blob kissing his daughter and hit the noble Blob with his staff.’


  Blart felt a painful thwack on the back of his head.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blob, falling to the floor. ‘Get off.’


  ‘Don’t hit him, Father,’ shrieked Aurora. ‘He’s my intended.’


  ‘I intend him harm,’ said Craggle, and he struck Blob once more with his staff.


  There was satisfied applause from the watching Baron and his soldiers.


  Capablanca hit Blob again.


  ‘You want to marry my daughter, do you?’


  ‘No,’ said Blob, who was not concerned with the drama making sense and was instead more concerned about not being hit any more.


  ‘End of Act One,’ shouted Uther before Blob could do further damage to the story’s credibility. ‘Time for a five-minute interval.’


  There was no applause from the soldiers as the actors fled behind the arras. Instead there were mutterings of discontent from the Baron and his soldiers. Blart’s performance as Blob the Hero had made suspending their disbelief very difficult.


  Meanwhile, behind the arras there was much whispered criticism.


  ‘You kept hitting me,’ hissed Blart.


  ‘I was trying to get you to act,’ answered Capablanca.


  ‘And you got lard on me, weasel-features,’ said Princess Lois. ‘Now I’m all greasy.’


  ‘Did anyone see the tree imp?’ asked Beo, who was rather envious of everybody else who’d been acting while he was sitting behind the arras.


  ‘I saw her,’ answered Capablanca.


  ‘So did I,’ said the Princess.


  ‘I nearly saw her,’ said Blart.


  ‘She was in a cage,’ said Princess Lois, her freckles seeming to redden with anger. ‘A tiny cage – she could hardly move and there was not even a twig for her to stand on.’


  ‘If we can get through the second half of our play then it will be free by tomorrow,’ said Uther. ‘But Blart you must act more nobly in your final scene and you have to kill Beo and Capablanca.’


  ‘The interval is over,’ bellowed Baron Kilbride from his feasting table. ‘Get on with Act Two or I’ll chuck you in the moat.’


  ‘It is customary for a bell to be rung,’ said Uther, ‘but in this case I think we can make an exception,’ and he dashed out from behind the arras. Blart and the Princess remained behind.


  The first scene of Act Two featured Craggle (Capablanca) arranging the marriage of his daughter to Grasper (Beo) a wealthy local merchant. From what Blart could hear nothing seemed to go wrong. Then Princess Lois was rushed out as Aurora to be told of her impending marriage.


  ‘No,’ Blart heard her wail. ‘I love another.’


  ‘You will marry this merchant.’


  ‘Me,’ said Grasper, who perhaps wasn’t as good at improvisation as the other two.


  ‘But just when all hope was lost,’ announced Uther, ‘Blob appeared.’


  Blob rushed on to the stage.


  ‘What are you doing here?’ demanded Craggle and he hit Blob with his staff squarely on the nose.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blob, feeling blood begin to run.


  ‘Blob informed Craggle and Grasper that he was here to claim his bride and would fight to the death if they tried to stop him,’ narrated Uther.


  Blob opened his mouth to threaten Craggle in exactly the way Uther had described. Unfortunately, when he opened his mouth it was immediately filled by blood. Instead of speaking, Blob coughed violently. A mixture of blood, sweat and lard shot out of Blob’s mouth and landed on Aurora.


  ‘Euurrghh!’ said Aurora.


  ‘That’s the way to treat your fiancée,’ shouted the Baron, who as we know was not always delicate in his dealings with his wives.


  Uther’s ability to improvise narrative did not extend to knowing what to do when the hero coughed bile all over the heroine. In desperation he resorted to the solution employed by many a writer when his plot becomes too outrageous – gratuitous violence and a bloodbath.


  ‘Now they fought to the death,’ shouted Uther.


  Aurora screamed. Craggle raised his staff, Grasper drew his sword and Blob reached for his dagger.


  Chapter 38


  First, Blob stabbed Craggle, but he ensured that his dagger in fact slipped between Craggle’s arm and his torso. Then he faced Grasper. They struggled. First Blob seemed to have the upper hand. Then it was Grasper.


  ‘Ten crowns on the fat one,’ wagered the Baron.


  The Baron had seen many a fight and it was not difficult for his experienced eye to see that the huge Grasper could easily overpower the slight Blob. However, the needs of the story meant that Blob had to win this fight. Not that Grasper seemed to be aware of it. With blows that were impressive for their remarkable realism he clouted Blob repeatedly about the head.


  ‘Ow!’ said Blob. ‘Stop it.’


  ‘Hit him back, you coward,’ shouted the Baron.


  ‘Woe is me,’ bemoaned Aurora. ‘My love is about to be slain and happiness will be taken from me for ever. I will be forced to get myself to a nunnery!’


  Grasper hit Blob again and this time sent him sprawling backwards on to the floor. Grasper towered over him.


  ‘Blob killed Grasper and claimed Aurora as his bride,’ shouted Uther, desperately trying to remind Grasper of the way the story was supposed to go. But Grasper was enjoying hitting Blob far too much to knuckle down to the needs of a happy ending. He raised his sword. Blob cowered beneath him. Nobody was acting any more.


  Aurora recognised the situation was desperate. So desperate that she stepped out of character and jumped on to Grasper’s back.


  ‘There’s a damsel with spirit,’ observed the Baron. ‘I may marry her at the end of this play.’


  But Aurora’s strength was not enough to restrain Grasper by herself. Observing this from his position on the floor, where for the purposes of drama he was technically dead, Craggle decided to act. He stood up and tackled Grasper.


  ‘Whoa,’ shouted the Baron. ‘The father has risen from the dead.’


  Still there was not enough power to restrain Grasper, so Uther dived at Grasper’s legs.


  ‘Now the narrator’s joined in,’ remarked the Baron’s first officer.


  ‘I thought narrators were supposed to be neutral,’ said a puzzled Baron.


  At last Grasper was held. Blob grabbed his dagger and thrust it in.


  That is, he thrust it into the gap between Grasper’s arm and his torso. Though whether that was where he was actually aiming only Blob knew for sure.


  ‘And so the merchant died,’ narrated Uther from beneath Grasper’s legs.


  Grasper staggered one way, stumbled another and collapsed.


  All five questors lay exhausted on the floor. And they still hadn’t got to a happy ending. The Baron stood up. It seemed as though they weren’t going to be allowed to.


  ‘Enough,’ cried the Baron. ‘That was undoubtedly the worst play I have ever seen in my life.’


  ‘It hasn’t finished yet,’ said Uther.


  ‘Oh yes it has,’ answered the Baron. ‘Your appalling performances are an insult to dramatic tradition and you shall all be summarily thrown into the moat.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ said the four officers around the table.


  ‘Apart from the girl,’ added the Baron, ‘whom I will marry.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ repeated the officers.


  ‘Couldn’t I be thrown into the moat as well?’ asked Princess Lois.


  ‘No,’ said the Baron.


  ‘Hurrah!’ shouted the officers once more. They were cheering anything now.


  ‘But first,’ said the Baron. ‘I will teach you something. Get up, all of you.’


  The questors picked themselves up from the melee they had collapsed into and stood panting in front of the great dining table. The Baron clambered over it and towered in front of them.


  ‘Your killings were unconvincing,’ he announced.


  ‘We could go away and rehearse,’ offered Uther quickly.


  ‘When you leave this room it will be to be thrown into the moat,’ the Baron repeated. He turned to one of the officers. ‘Tie these players’ hands up so that they will not be able to swim.’


  Beo bristled and prepared to fight but Capablanca hissed at him to stop. Inside this room were five bloodthirsty soldiers, and surrounding the tower were many more. To fight now would be suicide. The questors allowed their hands to be bound.


  ‘All except the girl,’ said the Baron. ‘I would not harm my betrothed.’


  All the officers laughed horribly at that because they knew the fate that had befallen the other women in his life.


  Meanwhile the Baron regarded the helpless questors.


  ‘Before you meet your destiny in the moat,’ he informed them, ‘I am prepared to teach you a little bit about realistic killing on the stage. You.’ The Baron indicated one of his officers. ‘Over here.’


  The officer obediently got out of his chair and clambered over the table. It was obviously considered bad form amongst bloodthirsty soldiers to simply go round the table.


  ‘This is how you kill someone convincingly on the stage,’ said the Baron, and he drew his mighty sword and plunged it straight into the heart of the officer.


  The officer collapsed backwards, clutching his chest and gurgling.


  ‘Wow,’ said Blart. ‘That is convincing.’


  ‘Or you could do this,’ said the Baron, and he swung round and thrust his sword straight into the neck of another officer, who was sitting dumbstruck at the table. Blood spurted from the horrendous wound and the officer fell from his chair.


  Another officer rose from the table and reached for his own weapon.


  ‘Or even this,’ announced the Baron, using his sword like a spear and throwing it towards the man who had stood up, impaling him and sending him flying back into the wall, where his lifeless body slumped slowly to the floor.


  ‘Hurrah!’ said Blart somewhat tastelessly.


  The Baron ignored him.


  ‘Is that all of them, Staunton?’ the Baron asked of the one remaining living officer in the room.


  Staunton nodded.


  ‘That will teach them to plot against me,’ said Baron. ‘You will be well rewarded for alerting me to their terrible purpose.’


  ‘Thank you, Baron,’ said Staunton.


  ‘Why has he killed his own men?’ asked Blart, who was not keeping up with developments at all.


  ‘Because they plotted against me,’ snapped the Baron savagely. ‘It is the eternal problem of the bloodthirsty tyrant. You surround yourself with bloodthirsty officers and before you know it they want to be bloodthirsty tyrants too. If I hadn’t acted they would have killed me before the cock crowed.’


  Capablanca saw an opportunity to save the questors.


  ‘Doesn’t this demonstrate the folly of endless slaughter?’ he suggested. ‘Surely now is the time to stop the killing. By not throwing us into the moat you could make a statement that you have embarked on a more peaceful approach to being a tyrant.’


  ‘A peaceful tyrant?’ The Baron’s fearsome eyebrows knitted together in anger. ‘There is no such thing. If my men down there were to hear that I was embracing peace they would chop me into pieces.’


  He laughed raucously at his appalling pun.


  ‘Staunton,’ he bellowed. ‘Fetch my steward so these appalling actors can be dispatched into the moat.’


  Staunton rushed to do the Baron’s bidding.


  ‘And tell him to bring a wedding dress when he comes. There should be one hanging in the Lady’s bedchamber.’


  The Baron regarded Princess Lois with a leer.


  ‘You won’t mind the bloodstains around the neck I’m sure.’


  Princess Lois gulped. She almost wished she were back in Illyria, being plied with fruit and compliments by Anatoly the Handsome.


  Almost, but not quite.


  ‘Whilst we wait for the steward and my wedding dress,’ said the Princess, ‘can I try killing someone more realistically as you have shown us?’


  ‘Of course,’ said the Baron. ‘They can die in the moat or they can die here. It matters not to me.’


  And so saying the Baron tossed his sword to the Princess, who turned to face the questors. Could it be that the Princess was prepared to kill them in order to improve her chances of surviving for longer with the Baron?


  ‘Who should I practise on?’ said the Princess.


  ‘Whoever you dislike most,’ answered the Baron.


  Princess Lois picked out Blart.


  ‘But we’ve always been friends,’ protested Blart.


  ‘No, we haven’t,’ maintained the Princess. ‘You have been foul since the day we met.’


  ‘Get on with it,’ said the Baron. ‘I hate it when people delay a killing.’


  The Princess raised her sword. Blart tried to look appealing.


  ‘Farewell, ferret-features,’ said the Princess, and she brought her sword down and stuck it firmly into Blart.


  Everybody gasped.


  ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ said the Baron. ‘You missed. You’ve stuck your sword into the tiny gap between his body and his arm. Let me show you.’


  It appeared Blart wasn’t stabbed at all.


  The Baron strode over to the Princess. The Princess pulled the sword out from under Blart’s arm.


  ‘Let me have one more go,’ she said. ‘I’m sure I’ll be more accurate next time.’


  ‘Don’t try too hard,’ said Blart.


  ‘Go on, then,’ said the Baron.


  ‘I just need to get the sword right through the heart, don’t I?’ asked the Princess


  ‘That’s right,’ agreed the Baron.


  ‘Think of the good times we spent together,’ said Blart. ‘Think of the jokes we shared.’


  The Princess thought.


  ‘I can’t remember any,’ she said.


  And she spun round and stuck her sword firmly into his heart.


  Chapter 39


  The Baron’s heart, that is.


  The Baron clutched his chest, made an unpleasant gurgling noise and collapsed dead on the floor. Underestimating a woman had undone him. Princess Lois had struck an unlikely blow for equality.


  ‘That’s what you get for trying to marry me,’ said the Princess.


  ‘Well done,’ said Capablanca. ‘Now cut us loose.’


  With four swift flashes from the Princess’s sword the other questors were freed.


  ‘I thought you were really going to kill me,’ said Blart.


  ‘I was,’ said the Princess. ‘But I missed.’


  Blart looked at the Princess. She stared right back at him. Blart couldn’t make up his mind whether she meant it or not.


  ‘What have you done?’


  At the door was Staunton, the Baron’s officer, with a look of horror on his face.


  ‘Quick, Beo,’ said Capablanca. ‘Stop him.’


  But a sudden burst of speed wasn’t among Beo’s attributes and before he could get to the door Staunton had fled, shouting ‘Murder!’ at the top of his voice.


  There was a great uproar in the courtyard below. Blart and Capablanca rushed to the arrow slit and looked down. News of the killing was spreading through the Baron’s soldiers and they were standing, shouting, gesticulating, arming themselves and running into the tower to exact revenge.


  ‘Barricade the door,’ shouted Capablanca.


  ‘The table,’ suggested Uther.


  The questors rushed to the massive table. They pushed. It wouldn’t move. They pushed harder – Beo’s huge muscles strained, Capablanca’s eyes bulged, veins stood out on Uther’s neck, beads of perspiration formed on the Princess’s forehead and Blart ground his teeth with effort.


  For once the questors were truly working together. The huge oak table gave. It moved across the floor until it lay against the door to the great dining room. They heard the feet of the Baron’s men thundering up the tower.


  ‘Push against the table,’ Beo instructed, throwing his bulk against it.


  All the questors obeyed. They braced themselves for the impact. Outside, the Baron’s soldiers reached the door. They heaved. The questors pushed back with all their might. The door didn’t move.


  ‘Push as hard as you like,’ shouted Beo triumphantly. ‘You will never defeat us. We have won.’


  It was left to Capablanca to point out that being trapped in a tower surrounded by armed soldiers who all wanted to kill you was not commonly regarded as a victory.


  ‘Tush and pish,’ said Beo. ‘The staircase is too winding for them to use a battering ram. The door will hold. They can’t get us.’


  ‘What’s that smell?’ said Blart.


  The questors sniffed.


  ‘It’s smoke,’ said Uther. ‘They’ve built a fire outside the door. They’re going to smoke us out.’


  And as he spoke the first curl of smoke crept under the door.


  ‘We’re trapped,’ said Capablanca. ‘The room will fill with smoke and we will be choked to death. Can anybody think of a way out?’


  ‘I can,’ said Blart unexpectedly.


  Blart’s reputation for coming up with workable plans was not high but as more smoke crept under the door they were prepared to try anything.


  ‘I heard this story once,’ explained Blart, ‘about a woman trapped in a tower. She escaped by growing her hair so long that it stretched to the bottom of the tower, cutting it off, tying it on to something and then climbing down it. We could do that.’


  All the questors gaped at Blart in stunned disbelief.


  ‘My hair’s only shoulder length,’ said the Princess.


  Blart sensed that they were not as impressed with his plan as perhaps they ought to be, and he stalked off to the arrow slit and looked out, feeling misunderstood.


  ‘We’ve forgotten about the tree imp,’ exclaimed Princess Lois suddenly. ‘She has been caged for many years. We must allow her to breathe the fresh air of freedom.’


  ‘The fresh air of freedom is rapidly filling with smoke,’ observed Uther. He was right – the fire outside was obviously getting stronger. More and more smoke poured into the room.


  Ignoring Uther, Princess Lois rushed over to the tree imp’s cage.


  ‘Don’t be alarmed. We have come to rescue you.’


  The tree imp’s response was scathing.


  ‘And you’re doing a rotten job of it.’


  ‘We’re doing our best, Marjoram.’


  The tree imp started.


  ‘How do you know my name?’


  ‘There is no time to explain,’ said the Princess. ‘Can you help us escape?’


  ‘Why should I?’ said Marjoram.


  ‘She’s even worse than the other one,’ said Blart.


  Marjoram’s eyes opened wider.


  ‘Another tree imp?’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ said Blart. ‘Just as nasty as you.’


  ‘He’s called Sorel,’ said Princess Lois urgently.


  ‘I haven’t seen another one of my own kind for years,’ said Marjoram excitedly. ‘I will help you!’


  More smoke was coming into the room.


  ‘The door has caught fire,’ shouted Beo. ‘It will burn through. If the smoke doesn’t kill us then the Baron’s soldiers will.’


  ‘What help could you be?’ said Blart scornfully to Marjoram. ‘You are nothing but a tree imp.’


  ‘I could tell you that a section of the left-hand wall is really a door,’ said Marjoram. ‘And if you push it in just the right place then it will reveal a staircase that leads up to the tower roof.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Blart, realising that might help.


  ‘Where is it?’ asked Princess Lois.


  ‘Pick up my cage and I’ll show you,’ Marjoram told her.


  Princess Lois did as she was bid. She took Marjoram in her cage over to the wall. Smoke was now billowing into the room and the heat was unbearable.


  ‘We will fight to the death,’ shouted Beo through the burning door behind which, waiting on the steps, were scores of the Baron’s angry men.


  ‘Left a bit,’ said Marjoram as soon as Princess Lois got her cage to the wall. ‘Down a bit. And push there.’


  Princess Lois pushed. Nothing happened.


  ‘Down a bit more,’ instructed Marjoram. ‘Push again.’


  This time the wall moved. It swung open to reveal a stone staircase.


  ‘Capablanca, Beo, Uther,’ shouted Princess Lois. ‘Marjoram has shown us a way out. Come on.’


  ‘What about me?’ demanded Blart indignantly. ‘She wouldn’t have helped us if I hadn’t been rude to her.’


  Princess Lois ignored Blart and ran up the steps carrying the tree imp. Capablanca, Uther and Beo swiftly followed her. Before Blart followed he took a last look round. The door was now burning fiercely and it would not be long before it collapsed and the Baron’s soldiers were able to force their way through.


  The stone staircase was not too high and soon they emerged on the roof. The combination of the smoke and the sudden rush up the staircase had left them desperate for breath and they all took a moment to take in delicious lungfuls of clean air. Then they took in their situation.


  ‘We’re trapped again,’ observed Blart, saying, not for the first time, what nobody else wanted to hear. ‘As soon as the door collapses, the Baron’s men will charge up here and we will all be cut to pieces.’


  ‘Thank you, Blart,’ said Capablanca shortly. ‘If you can’t say anything useful then go and stand over there.’


  Blart was about to refuse but he saw the dangerous look in Beo’s eye and decided to do as he was told. He looked over the battlements. The courtyard below was deserted. All the Baron’s men were inside the tower, standing squashed together on the high staircase, all waiting for the chance to avenge their master’s murder.


  A slight figure appeared and began to walk across the courtyard. A slight figure that Blart recognised.


  ‘Stodge!’ he shouted.


  It was indeed Stodge. He looked up.


  ‘Hello, Stodge,’ shouted Blart.


  Stodge shook his head.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ Blart wanted to know.


  Stodge looked all around him. Then, apparently having satisfied himself that there was nobody within earshot, he cupped his hands around his mouth.


  ‘I can’t talk to you,’ Stodge shouted. ‘You murdered the Baron. You are going to be hacked into a thousand pieces by the soldiers.’


  ‘It wasn’t me,’ protested Blart. ‘I quite liked the Baron.’


  ‘You’re disgusting,’ remarked Princess Lois from behind Blart.


  Blart ignored her.


  ‘I’ve got to go now,’ shouted Stodge. ‘The horses need watering. I hope it doesn’t hurt too much when they kill you.’


  Stodge headed off across the courtyard towards the stables, and at that moment an idea popped into Blart’s head.


  ‘Stodge,’ he shouted desperately.


  Stodge turned round.


  ‘I would like one final request,’ Blart shouted. ‘Before I die let me see my horse one more time.’


  Even in the distance Blart could see that Stodge looked puzzled.


  ‘I thought you preferred pigs,’ he shouted back.


  ‘I do,’ Blart assured him sincerely. ‘But as there are no pigs here a horse will have to do. And the horse is called Pig.’


  Blart watched as Stodge considered this final request. He thought about it for a moment and then he looked up to the tower and regretfully shook his head.


  ‘I cannot do it,’ he said. ‘If the soldiers found out they would kill me too.’


  And with a forlorn wave he turned away.


  ‘Don’t say no!’ shouted Blart to Stodge’s departing back. ‘Just one brief look before I die. Do it for our shared love of pigs.’


  Stodge continued to walk away. He did not look back.


  Behind Blart things were getting worse. The angry cries of the Baron’s soldiers grew louder as they anticipated the ever-nearing moment when they would be able to wreak a terrible vengeance on the questors. Beo had ventured back down the staircase to see what was happening below but all of a sudden he shot back up.


  ‘They are through,’ he bellowed. ‘The door is gone and they are pushing the table away. In seconds they will be upon us. We must take as many of them with us as we can.’


  And so saying the warrior drew his sword.


  ‘If only I had a spell,’ cursed Capablanca. ‘But all I have is a staff. I will fight with it.’


  ‘I will fight with my dagger,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘And I with mine,’ said Uther.


  All of them moved towards the entrance to the turret. Blart was inspired by the nobility of his fellow questors to stay as far away from the entrance as possible.


  He looked up at the sky. It was a clear deep blue. Blart thought that he could never remember seeing a sky so blue. Was it the last sky he would ever see?


  ‘Here they come,’ shouted Beo.


  Blart heard the frenzied shouts of the Baron’s soldiers below. Their frustration was at an end and they scented blood.


  Blart took one last lingering look at the deep blue sky. Then he looked down – to see Stodge the Lad leading Pig the Horse out of the stable.


  ‘I had to let you see him one last time,’ shouted Stodge. ‘Even though he’s not a pig he’s called Pig and that’s the next best thing.’


  ‘Pig,’ shouted Blart, not bothering to thank Stodge. ‘Help! We’re in danger. Rescue us.’


  Blart waved his arms frantically.


  Behind him he heard the clash of steel as the first of the Baron’s soldiers charged the turret.


  ‘Take that,’ he heard Beo shout.


  ‘Help, Pig,’ shouted Blart again, and he shook his head as well as waving his arms to try and emphasise the true desperation of the situation.


  ‘He can’t understand you,’ shouted back Stodge. ‘And even if he could he couldn’t help you.’


  Blart heard a thwack behind him as the wizard’s staff connected with one of the Baron’s soldiers’ heads.


  ‘We can’t hold them off for much longer,’ yelled Uther.


  Down below, Pig suddenly tugged at his reins.


  ‘Whoa!’ shouted a startled Stodge.


  Pig tugged again.


  ‘Easy,’ shouted Stodge.


  Stodge was a slight lad and Pig was a massive horse. The third tug dragged the reins from Stodge’s hands.


  ‘Hey!’ shouted Stodge.


  The huge wings unfurled from beneath Pig’s belly and began to beat. Stodge watched, dumbfounded. As did Blart. He didn’t know how or why but somehow Pig the Horse had sensed his desperation and even now was rising to the rescue.


  ‘Capablanca!’ shouted Blart.


  Higher rose Pig.


  ‘Don’t distract me when I’m fighting to the death, boy,’ snapped back the wizard.


  ‘But we’re going to be rescued,’ said Blart.


  ‘Rescued,’ sneered Beo as he dispatched yet another of the Baron’s men with a mighty blow. ‘We’re not going to be rescued.’


  Pig the Horse’s great wings brought him level with the height of the turret.


  ‘Well, I’m going to be rescued,’ said Blart. ‘You can come if you want. But if you want to stay and die that’s up to you.’


  And so saying Blart climbed on to the battlements, took a deep breath and jumped.


  Blart landed on Pig’s back.


  ‘Hey!’ shouted Uther, turning round. ‘The boy is getting away.’


  He climbed on to the battlements and jumped on to Pig the Horse.


  ‘Cowards,’ cried Beo, who was now thoroughly committed to dying in a hopeless cause against overwhelming odds, which he felt was most chivalric. ‘Beowulf the Warrior runs from no man.’


  Capablanca was not as convinced by the necessity of immediate death.


  ‘We must run now so that we can fight a greater battle later,’ he shouted to Beo.


  ‘I cannot retreat,’ shouted back Beo.


  ‘You must come and protect Princess Lois,’ ordered Capablanca.


  ‘I don’t need protecting,’ shouted Princess Lois and she emphasised the point by sliding her dagger into the stomach of one of the Baron’s men who was about to deliver a ferocious blow to Beowulf’s head.


  ‘You could pretend,’ said Capablanca testily.


  Any moment the Baron’s men would swarm up.


  ‘You’ll never make it to being a knight now,’ Blart mocked Beo from the safety of Pig the Horse.


  Where all Capablanca’s sensible persuasion had failed, a vicious taunt succeeded. Beo turned to Capablanca.


  ‘I will not die until I’m a knight,’ he declared. ‘Let us retreat with honour.’


  ‘One, two, three, flee!’ shouted Capablanca.


  At exactly the same moment Capablanca, Beo and Princess Lois turned and ran across the turret. The Baron’s men were so shocked by this that for one brief moment they paused before pursuing them. But one brief moment was all they needed.


  Grabbing the tree imp’s cage as she ran, Princess Lois, followed by Capablanca and Beo, clambered the battlements and vaulted on to Pig the Horse.


  ‘Fly,’ shouted Blart. ‘Fly, fly, fly!’


  Pig the Horse beat his wings and the great horse rose higher and higher into the sky. Beneath them the turret filled with the angry cries of the Baron’s men. The questors watched them become smaller and smaller and smaller until they were nothing but distant squeaks of indignation.


  ‘I’ve saved you all again, haven’t I?’ said Blart.


  Chapter 40


  Sorel was sitting exactly where they’d left him.


  ‘We would like to introduce you to Marjoram,’ said Capablanca, indicating the cage.


  ‘I can’t see a tree imp,’ said Sorel. This was unfortunately true. As soon as they had reached the outskirts of the forest, Princess Lois, concerned that Marjoram was deprived of her natural habitat, had crammed her cage with twigs and leaves to make her feel at home. Marjoram was now entirely invisible.


  ‘Get these leaves off me,’ said a shrill voice. ‘What are you trying to do, suffocate me? For five years I hardly see a leaf and then all of a sudden I’ve got a whole wood on top of me.’


  ‘I was only trying to make you feel more comfortable,’ protested Princess Lois, nevertheless removing the offending foliage.


  ‘I can’t imagine how bad it would be if you’d wanted me to feel less comfortable,’ grumbled Marjoram.


  ‘That sounds like a tree imp,’ said Sorel excitedly. ‘And from what I can see it looks like a tree imp. Though not a very attractive one.’


  ‘Speak for yourself,’ replied Marjoram indignantly. ‘You look all gnarled and knotty.’


  ‘How dare you?’ rejoined Sorel. ‘At least I wasn’t stupid enough to get trapped in captivity.’


  ‘I don’t believe it,’ remarked the Princess to Capablanca. ‘We bring together two tree imps after years of solitude and all they can do is be nasty to each other.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Capablanca reassured her authoritatively. ‘Conversation between tree imps generally features the hurling of abuse. This is one of the reasons they are verging on extinction.’


  ‘So,’ said Uther to Sorel, ‘we have kept our part of the bargain, now you must keep yours. Take us to the horse shouter.’


  Sorel tried to look grumpy about this but it was obvious to the questors below that he was too excited about insulting a fellow tree imp face to face to brook any delay.


  ‘Follow me,’ said Sorel. ‘I will move through the branches above and show you the way.’


  And with that the tree imp set off.


  Through the pathless forest went the questors. They passed great strong trees whose trunks were thicker than a fortress wall and withered trees that were dying and rotting. They clambered over fallen branches and tripped on gnarled roots that rose up out of the ground like the coils of a sea monster. They forded flooded streams, clambered over rocks and up muddy hills, all the time keeping their eyes on the tree imp above them.


  ‘Hurry up,’ Sorel urged them whenever they paused to find a gap big enough for Pig to squeeze through.


  ‘I thought the imp said he knew the way,’ grumbled Blart. He attempted to jump over another stream, didn’t put enough effort in and so landed with a disappointing splosh in the water. ‘This is taking ages and I’m getting wet.’


  ‘It’s your own fault, mole-face,’ snapped Princess Lois, easily jumping over. ‘Don’t you dare blame the tree imp.’


  ‘I’ll blame –’ began Blart but he was interrupted by a cry from above.


  ‘Look! The dwelling of Agnes the Horse Shouter.’


  Dwelling was a flattering name for what they saw. In a small clearing, branches and leaves had been heaped to create the most primitive shelter Blart had ever seen.


  Sorel had descended to a low branch.


  ‘I kept my promise,’ he said. ‘Now you must release Marjoram.’


  Princess Lois didn’t need to be asked twice.


  ‘No,’ shouted Uther, too late. The cage was open, Marjoram was out and the two tree imps disappeared into the forest, arguing furiously.


  ‘What did you do that for?’ demanded Uther. ‘That tree imp was worth money.’


  Princess Lois regarded the merchant with scorn.


  ‘I will never regret freeing a wild creature,’ she answered, ‘no matter how much money it is worth.’


  ‘It was priceless,’ answered Uther. ‘Now that Marjoram has gone, so has Sorel, and without him we have no way of finding our way out of the forest.’


  ‘I thought you were dropping stones behind you to help us find our way out,’ said the Princess.


  ‘I stopped because I thought we weren’t going to let the tree imp go until we’d been led to the edge of the forest,’ answered Uther.


  ‘You didn’t tell me,’ snapped Princess Lois.


  ‘You didn’t tell me you were going to let them go,’ snapped back Uther.


  ‘Calm down,’ said Capablanca. ‘There has been a slight breakdown in communication but nobody was really at fault.’


  ‘I think they were both at fault,’ said Blart.


  Pig whinnied. The dark forest with its dense vegetation was nothing like the vast open expanses of the land of Nevod where he had grown up, and he didn’t like it.


  The horse’s distress had an effect on the questors that nothing else could have produced. A little ashamed of themselves they pulled back from their argument. For Pig the Horse was the only questor that all the others liked. Well, almost all the others.


  ‘Nobody ever tells the horse to shut up,’ said Blart bitterly.


  All the questors were about to tell Blart that Pig was a much more pleasant creature than he was but they were interrupted by a very loud snore.


  ‘That’s even louder than Beo,’ said Blart.


  Another snore erupted from Agnes’s dwelling place. Birds perching in nearby trees flew off, screeching their disapproval.


  ‘Let’s wake her up,’ said Beo, who was eager to move the conversation away from a discussion of his own sleeping habits. He strode purposefully across the clearing to Agnes’s dwelling place. He paused. Agnes’s dwelling place posed a problem for the visitor as it lacked an obvious door to knock on. Beo was not to be put off easily. He pummelled his fist firmly against the structure.


  It swiftly emerged that whatever talents Agnes had, building was not one of them. Three powerful blows from Beo’s fists left the structure shaking, wobbling and finally crashing down entirely to reveal the lumpy figure of Agnes, lying on her back on a bed of moss.


  ‘What?’ said Agnes, waking up as the branches collapsed on to her head.


  ‘Tush and pish,’ said Beo. ‘I barely touched it.’


  ‘What’s going on?’ said Agnes, still befuddled by sleep.


  ‘Your house has fallen down,’ said Blart helpfully.


  ‘There was a sudden wind,’ said Capablanca, deciding that it was probably better not to inform Agnes of the real cause of her sudden homelessness. ‘It rushed through the forest and knocked over your house.’


  Agnes stood up. She was wearing a threadbare plaid shawl over a ragged green blouse with a hessian skirt.


  ‘You snore really loudly,’ Blart told her.


  ‘I don’t normally snore,’ insisted Agnes. ‘But at the moment I have a cold.’


  She scrutinised the remnants of her shelter suspiciously.


  ‘A wind, you say?’


  ‘A freak wind,’ nodded Capablanca. ‘It came out of nowhere.’


  ‘Don’t winds normally come from nowhere?’ asked Blart unhelpfully.


  The wizard ignored him and focused on Agnes. But Agnes was no longer looking at Capablanca. Nor was she considering the remains of her house.


  ‘What’s that?’


  The questors turned round anxiously. All they saw was Pig the Horse. The questors looked at each other. This was not a good sign.


  Chapter 41


  ‘It’s a horse,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Called Pig,’ added Blart.


  ‘We thought you might like to talk to him,’ coaxed Princess Lois.


  ‘Talk to him?’ shouted Agnes. ‘Of course I don’t want to talk him. Get him out of my clearing.’


  The questors looked at each other in despair.


  ‘But, madam,’ said Uther soothingly, ‘is it not the case that you are the legendary Agnes? Your reputation has stretched far and wide.’


  Agnes stared at him balefully. Uther reached deeper into his larder of compliments.


  ‘And so we have travelled in a spirit of great humbleness and humility to find Agnes, Agnes the Great, I should say, to see if she considers us worthy to marvel at her gifts and witness her speak to a horse.’


  Agnes’s stare had become a little less baleful with each honey-covered word that had slipped from Uther’s mouth.


  ‘It’s not just horses, you know,’ Agnes told Uther. ‘I can talk to all the animals.’


  ‘All the animals?’ said Uther.


  ‘Even pigs?’ said Blart.


  Agnes nodded wearily as though the memory brought her no joy whatsoever.


  ‘Then we have underestimated you,’ said Uther smoothly, ‘for which we humbly apologise. We realise now that you should not be known as simply Agnes the Great, but as Agnes the …’


  Uther paused. His larder of compliments seemed to need restocking.


  ‘Very Great?’ suggested the Princess.


  ‘Extra Great?’ suggested Capablanca.


  ‘Great and a bit more?’ suggested Beo.


  Agnes began to look a little dubious as the disappointing epithets rolled in.


  ‘Agnes the Superb,’ concluded Uther.


  Agnes cheered up.


  ‘Agnes the Superb,’ she repeated. ‘I like the sound of that.’


  ‘And it sounds right because it is true,’ agreed Uther. ‘If I were to say, for example, “Blart the Superb”, then it would sound wrong, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘Not to me,’ said Blart.


  Agnes and the other questors agreed it would sound wrong.


  ‘We must tell everyone that Agnes the Great should no longer be called Agnes the Great but should instead be called Agnes the Superb,’ said Uther. ‘And we should do it straight away.’


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Agnes the Newly Superb, blinded by the blizzard of compliments.


  ‘For that reason we ask you to speak briefly to Pig the Horse so that we can be numbered among those who really have seen you talk to the animals.’


  Agnes the Newly Superb stood up to do as she was bid. And then she remembered something. Her face darkened and she sat down again.


  ‘What is the matter?’ asked Uther soothingly.


  ‘I swore I would never do it again,’ said Agnes. ‘I would never speak to another animal as long as I lived.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Capablanca. ‘Surely when one has an almost magical power like yours one should be prepared to use it.’


  ‘That is what I thought once,’ said Agnes, ‘but something changed my mind.’


  ‘What?’ asked Princess Lois.


  ‘Dung.’


  ‘Don’t use language like that in front of a maiden,’ cautioned Beo. ‘It is unchivalrous.’


  ‘I don’t need protecting from dung, you oaf,’ snapped Princess Lois. ‘My pet dragons were always making big piles of dung.’


  ‘Not like the piles of dung I’ve seen,’ said Agnes darkly, and as she spoke it felt as though she was summoning up an awful memory.


  ‘What’s wrong with dung?’ said Blart. ‘My pigs were always leaving piles of it in their sty. I never minded.’


  ‘In their sty,’ cried Agnes. ‘If the dung had stayed in sties and coops then I wouldn’t have minded.’


  ‘You mean your dung came out of its sty?’ said Blart. Mobile dung was not a thing anybody wanted to come across.


  ‘No, no, no,’ said Agnes. ‘The dung didn’t move. The people did.’


  None of the questors had any idea what Agnes was talking about any more. But Agnes was now deep into her traumatic memory and was not concerned whether people understood her or not.


  ‘At first it wasn’t a problem. I lived in a house outside a pretty village. The villagers knew of my gift and they used to come by every now and then to ask me why their dog was barking so much or why their cat wasn’t eating, and I used to talk to the animal and find out and tell the owner and everything was fine.’


  ‘There you are,’ said Uther. ‘That’s almost what we’d like you to do with –’


  ‘But then word spread,’ said Agnes, cutting off Uther in mid-flow. ‘People began to come from far and wide with their animals. “Why won’t my cow give milk?”, “Why won’t my hen lay?”, “Is my toad happy?”. I tried to help. I tried to talk to all their animals. But each day when I woke in the morning there were more people outside my door, waiting with their animals. And no matter how fast I talked to each one, the queue of people and animals would grow longer. Soon it stretched around my house and into the village. A big queue of animals waiting. And then there was the dung from all the waiting animals. It piled up outside my house. It piled up in the village. The smell was terrible. The villagers, who used to be my friends, blamed me for all this though it was not my fault. One night they came to my house armed with torches and sticks. They stood outside, shouting about me ruining their neighbourhood. They called me names and said I had brought disease to their streets. In vain, did I shout through the window, telling them that I had never wanted all this dung, that I disliked it more than them. But they wouldn’t listen. One by one they threw their burning torches at my house. The thatch caught fire. I had no time to gather even my most precious possessions before I had to run from my own home.’


  Blart nodded sympathetically.


  ‘I’ve been chased out of villages too,’ he said.


  Agnes seemed not to notice this interruption, so deep was she in the recollection of her own misfortune.


  ‘But I survived. And realising that my gift had brought nothing but trouble and misery –’


  ‘And dung,’ added Blart.


  ‘– I resolved to hide myself in the middle of the deepest forest and never to use my gift again.’


  Agnes finished her story with a shudder.


  The questors, recognising that Agnes had found recounting the incident difficult, maintained a respectful silence.


  That is, most of the questors.


  ‘I bet pigs were the best animals to talk to,’ said Blart.


  ‘Your experiences sound terrible,’ said Uther to Agnes with such sincerity that he could only be lying. ‘We all sympathise with your predicament and respect completely your decision not to use your gift again.’


  Uther paused. The other questors looked confused. Surely if they respected Agnes’s decision then they would fail in their quest, Illyria would be invaded, Zoltab would be freed and the world would be destroyed.


  ‘But,’ said Uther, ‘we would ask you to use your gift just once more.’


  ‘Never,’ answered Agnes firmly. ‘Did you not hear me say I swore a solemn oath?’


  ‘But –’ began Uther.


  ‘Never, never, never,’ interrupted Agnes.


  Capablanca decided that Uther’s insincere compliments had reached the summit of their usefulness and that it was now time for him to take over.


  ‘Agnes,’ said the wizard. ‘I understand you swore an oath but you must know that this is no ordinary matter. If you do not help us there will be war. Evil forces will rise up and the world will be destroyed.’


  ‘Never, never, never,’ repeated Agnes.


  Capablanca was dumbfounded. Princess Lois felt that Capablanca’s method was flawed. What would Agnes care about the wider world, she thought, living as she was in a rude shelter in the middle of a forest? She felt that a more personal approach was called for.


  ‘Agnes,’ she said, adopting a kindly tone. ‘We know that you love animals and would like to talk to them. But you have a fear. A fear that if you start talking to our horse then we would tell others and they would come to see you too and before you knew it there would be dung everywhere.’


  Agnes shook a little when she heard the word ‘dung’.


  ‘Let us assure you,’ said Princess Lois, moving closer to Agnes and placing a comforting hand on her arm, ‘that we will tell nobody of our visit. Nobody will ever know that we have met you.’


  Princess Lois looked so sweet all of a sudden that Agnes was tempted. She remembered the fun she’d had talking to animals and the way everyone was so impressed by what she could do.


  But then she remembered the dung.


  ‘No,’ she repeated.


  Princess Lois’s eyes shrank back to their normal size and her comforting hand dropped from Agnes’s arm.


  Beo watched Princess Lois’s failure.


  ‘When you want a job done I’m the man to do it for you,’ he announced and he pulled his giant sword from his scabbard.


  ‘Now,’ he said, approaching Agnes, ‘we’ve tried to be nice and we’ve tried to be reasonable. And you, being a nasty crone living in a hovel, couldn’t appreciate nice and reasonable – which makes me sad. And when I get sad I get angry. And when I get angry I tend to pick up my sword and cleave into pieces the person who made me sad and angry, unless they change their mind and talk to that horse straight away.’


  Beo’s approach lacked subtlety, but as he approached Agnes, brandishing his sword, none of the questors doubted that it would be effective.


  But Agnes was not cowed.


  ‘There are worse things than being cleaved in two.’


  ‘Don’t be too sure,’ said Beo, raising his sword higher and preparing to slash.


  ‘I will face death before I face dung.’


  Agnes raised her head and fearlessly faced Beo’s blade.


  ‘Beowulf!’ said Capablanca. ‘We cannot come into a woman’s clearing, knock down her shelter and then kill her simply because she won’t help us.’


  ‘Can’t we?’ said Beo.


  ‘We are not savages,’ the wizard reminded him.


  The warrior looked dubious.


  ‘I thought you said my shelter blew down in a freak wind,’ said Agnes.


  ‘Did we?’ said Capablanca, realising his mistake.


  ‘Yes,’ said Agnes. ‘And I was considering helping you.’


  ‘No, you weren’t,’ insisted Beo.


  ‘I was,’ said Agnes.


  ‘You didn’t sound like you were to me,’ said Beo.


  ‘Beowulf!’ said Capablanca.


  The questors looked at each other helplessly. If even death could not persuade Agnes to help them, then nothing could. It was at that moment that Blart produced a freak wind of his own.


  Chapter 42


  ‘Is something wrong with your lard?’ Blart demanded of Uther.


  ‘Blart!’ snapped Capablanca. ‘We are trying to save the world. The quality of Uther’s lard is entirely unimportant.’


  ‘My lard is fine,’ insisted Uther.


  ‘It’s doing strange things to my insides,’ said Blart.


  ‘There’s probably something wrong with your insides, then,’ said Uther, who never acknowledged anything he sold was defective.


  ‘I think my insides are about to become outsides,’ said Blart.


  ‘What’s the boy talking about?’ demanded Beo. ‘If he wants his insides to become outsides then I’ve got an unsheathed sword in my hand that will do a fine job of it. One swift cut is all I need.’


  ‘No,’ explained Blart. ‘I need to –’


  ‘I know what you need to do,’ said Capablanca, feeling that even though the quest was not going well it had not yet descended to the level where public discussion of Blart’s less attractive physical requirements was necessary. Beo was bound to find it unchivalrous and offensive to the modesty of Princess Lois and soon there’d be blood everywhere.


  ‘Just go into the trees,’ said Capablanca.


  Blart walked delicately but swiftly towards the trees, which was the point at which Agnes finally understood what was going on.


  ‘No!’ she shouted, a terrible desperation in her voice. ‘I can’t have that horrible boy’s dung near my clearing. You must stop him. I’ll do anything.’


  ‘Including talk to Pig the Horse for us?’ said Uther quickly.


  ‘Anything,’ repeated Agnes.


  ‘Blart,’ commanded Capablanca. ‘Stop.’


  Blart paused at the edge of the clearing.


  ‘I’m not sure I can,’ he said.


  ‘You can and you will,’ ordered Beo. ‘All you need is will power.’


  ‘What’s that?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Your body wants to do something but you use the power of your mind to stop it.’


  Blart looked confused. When his body wanted to do something his mind usually went along with it.


  ‘Concentrate, boy,’ urged Capablanca. ‘The success of the quest may hinge on your movements.’


  ‘Or lack of movements,’ added Uther unnecessarily.


  Rarely can the world have been so at risk.


  Blart screwed up his face and concentrated.


  ‘We must hurry,’ said Capablanca to Agnes. ‘I don’t know how long we can keep your clearing dung free.’


  Agnes needed no more encouragement and she rushed across the clearing towards Pig the Horse.


  ‘Beo and the Princess!’ said Capablanca. ‘You are Blart’s oldest friends. Distract him. Keep his mind on higher things.’


  Capablanca and Uther followed Agnes to where Pig the Horse was waiting patiently. Reluctantly, Beo and the Princess obeyed the wizard.


  ‘Hello, Blart,’ said the Princess.


  ‘Hello, Blart,’ said Beo.


  ‘Hello,’ answered Blart.


  There was an awkward silence. It appeared that despite having spent long periods of time in each other’s company, having saved the world once and being in the process of trying to save it again, the three questors had nothing to say to each other.


  ‘Would it help if I threatened to kill you?’ said Beo.


  Blart shook his head. Down below his insides made strange and ominous noises.


  Strange noises were also coming from the other side of the clearing.


  Agnes stood in front of Pig the Horse and cleared her throat impressively.


  ‘May I ask respectfully,’ said Uther, ‘why you are a horse shouter? I have heard of horse whisperers.’


  ‘I was a horse whisperer when I was young,’ replied Agnes. ‘But then I became hard of hearing.’


  ‘How does your shouting help your hearing?’


  ‘If you shout at them they shout back,’ said Agnes. ‘Now let me get on.’


  Agnes reached up to Pig’s ear and suddenly produced a loud noise that hovered between a bray and a whinny.


  Pig did nothing.


  Agnes nodded her head vigorously and repeated the noise, only louder this time with a bit more whinny and a little less bray.


  Nothing.


  ‘Is there a problem?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Of course there isn’t a problem,’ said Agnes testily. ‘Horses are just like people. They speak a broadly similar language but they have different dialects. I just have to hit upon the one your horse speaks.’


  ‘How many horse dialects are there?’ asked Uther.


  ‘Seventy-eight.’


  Capablanca looked across the clearing. Blart was sweating with effort. In the battle of mind over matter, the wizard was sure matter was on the verge of winning.


  Agnes nodded and brayed, shook her head, whinnied, blew out some air and then brayed.


  Pig the Horse did exactly the same.


  ‘Got it,’ said Agnes.


  ‘What did the horse say?’ said Uther.


  ‘He said, “Hello.”’


  ‘You had to do all that to say hello?’


  Agnes nodded.


  ‘Horse language is very primitive, so it takes a long time to say anything,’ she explained. ‘But they do have twenty-seven different words for hay.’


  ‘This is no time for a lesson in horse language,’ said Capablanca. ‘Ask Pig if he can remember where we took Zoltab the Dark Lord after we captured him.’


  Agnes looked shocked.


  ‘Can’t I ask him whether he likes his oats?’ said Agnes. ‘It’s what people normally wanted me to ask their horses.’


  Capablanca ground his teeth with frustration.


  ‘We have not travelled vast distances at considerable risk to ourselves to find out whether the horse likes its feed. Now ask what I have told you to.’


  ‘It’s not that easy,’ protested Agnes. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever learnt how to say “Zoltab the Dark Lord” in horse language.’


  ‘You must try,’ Capablanca told him. ‘Can you not sense how important this is?’


  ‘All right,’ agreed Agnes. ‘But I can’t guarantee that it will work.’


  And so Agnes embarked upon a long series of whinnies and brays and loud blows through her mouth and shakes of her head and snorts.


  After a while she stopped and the Pig the Horse whinnied, brayed and snorted back.


  This went on for a long time. All the questors watched in silence, awed by the communication between woman and beast, which none of them had ever witnessed before.


  That is, they were awed for a bit and then it got boring. After all, one whinny sounds much like another. And once you’ve heard one snort you’ve heard them all.


  Still, Agnes persisted and with occasional prompts from Capablanca it looked like progress was being made when Agnes was finally able to report …


  ‘The horse remembers.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ shouted Capablanca uncharacteristically. ‘What does he remember?’


  Many more snorts and whinnies later Agnes turned to the questors once again.


  ‘It is a little confusing,’ she announced, ‘but the horse remembers going to some big white hills where there wasn’t any hay.’


  ‘Big white hills,’ said Capablanca thoughtfully.


  ‘The tallest and steepest white hill was so tall and steep that Pig the Horse couldn’t land on its top,’ continued Agnes. ‘So he and you and Zoltab landed lower down and you climbed up it. It was very cold and the white stuff was hard for the horse to climb through, but eventually, tired and exhausted, you reached the summit, where there wasn’t any hay.’


  ‘You can edit the hay bits,’ said Capablanca irritably.


  ‘Here, you imprisoned Zoltab the Dark Lord and left him no hay.’


  ‘I said edit the hay bits,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘You asked me to tell you what the horse said and I’m telling you,’ said Agnes. ‘He’d like more oats if it could be arranged and he doesn’t ever want to go back to the circus. That’s everything.’


  But Capablanca had stopped listening and was already deep in thought.


  ‘Big white hills and the white was hard to walk through,’ the wizard pondered. ‘They must be snow-covered mountains.’


  Uther nodded.


  ‘And the tallest and steepest mountain is,’ the wizard began muttering the names of mountains to himself and shaking his head as he ruled them out one by one. And then suddenly his head stopped shaking.


  ‘I have it,’ he declared. ‘Zoltab is imprisoned at the summit of Mount Xag.’


  Chapter 43


  ‘Mount Xag the Unclimbable,’ said Uther.


  ‘My insides feel better now,’ announced Blart, but nobody seemed to be listening. Now that Agnes had spoken to Pig the Horse, Blart’s insides had become irrelevant. He followed Princess Lois and Beo across the clearing to join the others.


  ‘It cannot be unclimbable if I climbed it,’ Capablanca said to Uther.


  ‘Oh, yes,’ added Agnes. ‘The horse said something I didn’t quite understand about a stick and lots of blue light when you were climbing the mountain.’


  ‘I thought you said you’d told me everything,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘You got very tetchy about the hay,’ said Agnes indignantly. ‘So I thought you’d get really angry if I started talking about sticks.’


  ‘The stick must have been your wand,’ exclaimed Princess Lois. ‘You must have used magic to help you climb.’


  ‘Surely that’s cheating,’ observed Beo, who was very aware, as a possible knight, that if one was to do a deed of derring-do, such as climbing an unclimbable mountain, then it had to be done properly.


  ‘I had more important concerns than whether I was cheating or not,’ said Capablanca. ‘I was imprisoning Zoltab the Dark Lord, who, if discovered by his Ministers and minions and rejuvenated to full power, could cast a pall over the entire world.’


  ‘I’m just saying that there are right ways of doing things and wrong ways.’


  ‘I will dispute this no longer,’ said Capablanca. ‘We must get out of this forest and make our way to Mount Xag, where we will be able to take evidence from Zoltab to prove he has been imprisoned. This will be sufficient to prevent the war between the Grand Alliance and Illyria.’


  ‘Can you have a war when only one side’s got an army?’ asked Princess Lois.


  ‘Not really,’ conceded Capablanca. ‘What you usually get is a massacre, but massacre doesn’t sound as good, so the winners usually call it a war anyway and the losers tend not to complain because they’re dead. We must head north to Mount Xag immediately.’


  ‘Except we can’t,’ pointed out Uther, ‘because the Princess let the tree imps go.’


  ‘Because you didn’t drop a path of pebbles,’ countered the Princess.


  ‘Let us leave that matter in the past,’ said Capablanca. ‘I’m sure Agnes can lead us out of the forest.’


  Agnes shook her head vigorously.


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Nobody mentioned anything about leading you out of the forest. I swore a solemn oath to stay deep in this forest for ever. I cannot help you.’


  ‘But you’ve already broken one solemn oath today,’ said Uther. ‘So, when you think about it, your oaths can’t really be that solemn.’


  ‘My oaths are as solemn as the next woman’s,’ protested Agnes. ‘I will not break this one.’


  Uther was completely unruffled by this refusal. He knew Agnes’s weak point and as an experienced merchant he knew that once he found a weak point he could make a deal.


  ‘If you don’t help us we will be forced to stay here with nothing but rancid lard to eat. You would be faced with mountains of dung,’ he threatened. ‘But if you do help you will never see us or a horse ever again.’


  Uther offered his hand to shake on the agreement.


  Agnes stared at the merchant, horrified by his threat. But she knew she was beaten. She shook his hand. The deal was done.


  Chapter 44


  ‘There is no time to waste,’ urged Capablanca as they watched Agnes disappear back into the forest. ‘We must fly to Mount Xag and find Zoltab’s prison. We have only two days before the Grand Alliance invades Illyria and war must be averted.’


  ‘I’m tired,’ said Blart. ‘Could we have a rest first?’


  The temptation to rest was great for the wizard. He was exhausted and his body ached. He looked at the other questors. They too seemed to want a rest. It would be so easy just to collapse into the soft grass and sleep.


  But no! Capablanca shook his head angrily at his own weakness. There was no time to waste. The future of Illyria and possibly the future of the world depended on the questors not stopping for a moment. The wizard drew himself up and embarked upon a more rousing call to arms.


  ‘Fellow questors. We are called upon to go once more into the breach. We are tired and yet we must go on. We must stiffen our sinews, summon up our blood, set our teeth and stretch our nostrils wide. We must …’


  A repulsive sight abruptly halted Capablanca’s speech.


  ‘What is the matter with you, boy?’ demanded the wizard.


  ‘I’m doing what you said,’ answered Blart. ‘I’m stretching my nostrils wide. I was wondering how far they would go.’


  Capablanca gave up on his morale-building speech.


  ‘Just get on the horse,’ he told the questors. ‘We’ve got a war to stop.’


  Once more the questors climbed on to Pig the Horse. Once more Pig the Horse unfurled his great wings from under his belly. Once more they rose into the air. Capablanca directed Pig north and the steady beats of his great wings took them towards Mount Xag and Zoltab and the answers to so many questions. Would they be able to climb Mount Xag? Would they be able to find Zoltab’s eternal dungeon? Would Zoltab still be inside it? Would they return in time to prevent the conquest of Illyria? And just how far could Blart’s nostrils stretch?


  ‘Faster,’ Capablanca urged Pig the Horse. ‘Every second saved is crucial.’


  ‘I think I’ve got a nose bleed,’ said Blart.


  Nobody paid any attention.


  Instead they watched the world pass beneath them. The verdant forests became scrub grass became desert became beach became sea. Bright day dimmed to cold night. Moonlight beamed down on the ocean below, shooting stars flashed across the sky and Pig the Horse’s wings beat on, regular and strong. The first warm rays of morning shone from the east as the sun rose, dismissing the puny light provided by the moon and the stars. Below them the sea became land. But no longer a land of yellow sand or green vegetation. Instead there were fierce crags and jagged rocks, trees without leaves and barren plains with no cover. And in the distance there was the white glare of snow. Though the sun was at its height the temperature fell as Pig the Horse continued north. Blart blew steam from his mouth, the Princess pinched her cheeks to bring them warmth, and drops of water in the warrior’s beard froze to form shards of ice.


  And then they saw them.


  White and majestic, the great mountains shot up into the immaculate blue of the sky. Beowulf the Warrior shielded his eyes and shivered at the same time. Never had he seen such terrible beauty.


  ‘Where are we?’ he asked Capablanca in a hushed tone.


  ‘Behold,’ said the wizard, ‘the Xanthean Mountains. The most inhospitable place on earth.’


  ‘Aren’t there any quests to nice places?’ asked Blart.


  Capablanca ignored him.


  ‘We must find the highest peak,’ said Capablanca. ‘Mount Xag the Unclimbable. We must journey to the top, where Zoltab is imprisoned.’


  ‘Why is it called “the Unclimbable”?’ asked Blart.


  Capablanca tried to answer casually.


  ‘There are tales of paths that lead to overhanging cliffs, of thundering death-dealing avalanches that can be triggered by the slightest cough, of mysterious wild beasts with fearsome tusks that roam in packs, ready to disembowel any intruder in their lofty domain.’


  ‘But you climbed it to imprison Zoltab,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Yes, Princess,’ agreed the wizard. ‘But you must remember that I used the power of magic to help me. I expect I used the Spell of Heat to warm me, the Spell of Navigation to lead me, the Spell of Invisibility to prevent the wild beasts from seeing me and the Spell of Silence to render any cough noiseless. This time we must climb the mountain without the aid of magic. It will be far more treacherous. We will land on its lower slopes.’


  ‘Couldn’t we just land on the top?’ said Blart.


  ‘The nearer the summit we land, the greater the risk of starting an avalanche,’ explained Capablanca. ‘We must land in the foothills, leave Pig behind us to save time, and head for the top on foot.’


  ‘Pig climbed it last time,’ protested Blart. ‘Why does he get to stay behind?’


  ‘Last time Pig would have been needed to carry Zoltab,’ replied Capablanca. ‘This time everyone in the party is willing to go.’


  ‘I’m not,’ said Blart. ‘And you’ll probably need someone to stay at the bottom and look after Pig the Horse. I’ll do that.’


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘We must all climb to the summit.’


  ‘But,’ protested Blart, ‘poor Pig might be captured and returned to the circus while we’re gone.’


  Capablanca’s expression hardened.


  ‘It is most unlikely that the circus will be visiting the foothills of the most inhospitable place in the world.’


  Onwards flew Pig towards the Xanthean mountains. As the fearsome peaks grew nearer Blart’s excuses as to why he couldn’t climb the mountain grew ever more ludicrous.


  ‘I think my cold is turning into a cough and I could easily start an avalanche,’ he suggested. Then, ‘I have bad circulation in my toes.’


  Finally, Blart produced his best excuse of all.


  ‘I was once attacked by a snowman.’


  ‘How did it attack you?’ demanded the Princess.


  ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ said Blart.


  Now they were flying amongst the mountains. The air had a fresh sharp bite Blart had never experienced before. Towering above were white peaks, serene, implacable and utterly merciless. They looked fit to swallow an army without trace, let alone five questors.


  Blart heard a deep ominous rumble.


  ‘What’s that?’ he asked Capablanca, not really sure that he wanted to know the answer.


  The wizard responded by pointing towards a nameless peak. Blart squinted through the glare and saw the snow moving, rolling down the mountain stronger and more powerful than any river, covering everything that it swept up with wave upon wave of snow.


  ‘Avalanche!’ shouted the wizard through hands cupped for warmth.


  Blart turned away from the fearsome sight. But wherever he looked there were white mountains stretching into the distance and reaching high into the sky.


  ‘There!’ shouted Capablanca suddenly. ‘Mount Xag!’


  In front of them, silent and impassive, sat the king of mountains – higher, sharper and more ferocious than any other peak in the range. It was massive in a way that was beyond Blart’s puny comprehension.


  It lay in wait for them.
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  Pig whinnied.


  ‘Farewell, Pig,’ said Princess Lois. ‘When we return I promise I shall take you back to Illyria and you shall have a life of ease such as no horse in history has ever known.’


  She patted the horse and followed the others along the path that led from the foothills upwards towards Mount Xag.


  ‘Are we ready?’ said Capablanca.


  All the questors nodded. Apart from Blart.


  ‘Remember we must move quickly,’ instructed the wizard. ‘In cold such as this we will not be able to survive for more than two days. Keep close together. Do not shout. Avoid mysterious creatures with tusks. Let us climb.’


  The questors set off. A few moments later they stopped. The path had disappeared under a fresh carpet of snow.


  ‘Hmm,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Blart cheerily. ‘We’ll have to turn back. Nobody can say we didn’t try.’


  ‘This could be a good thing,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘How can it be a good thing?’ demanded Blart. ‘There isn’t a path any more. We don’t know which way to go.’


  ‘You forget,’ said Capablanca, ‘that many of the paths that crisscross the mountain lead over precipices. It is probably good to be without one.’


  The wizard sounded more confident than he felt. A climber doesn’t need a path to find himself tumbling over a precipice. He can do that just as well without one.


  ‘It’s a mountain,’ added Uther. ‘One keeps going up until there is no more up to go. Then one is at the top.’


  ‘Unless one has fallen off a cliff before one gets there,’ said Blart bitterly.


  ‘There is good visibility,’ Capablanca assured him. ‘We would see a cliff long before we fell over it. Now, let us have no more talking. Beo, lead the way. We must climb.’


  And climb they did. For the rest of the day barely a word was spoken as they trudged steadily through the snow, following in the giant footmarks of Beo the Warrior. Though the air was crisp and the snow was cold, the combination of their movement, a regular bite of Uther’s endless supply of lard and the sun above served to keep them warm enough. Up and up and up they walked, sometimes battling against enormous drifts of snow which seemed ready to engulf them, sometimes inching along snow-covered ridges, sharp as knives, that sheared down to deep ravines filled with cold black merciless tarns, and sometimes hurrying beneath frozen waterfalls where icicles hung like deadly daggers ready for the kill.


  After hours of ceaseless toil they reached a high plateau that promised easier walking. The questors, whose hearts were fit to burst after exerting so much energy, each breathed a sigh of relief.


  ‘We will sit and rest and have some lard when we have crossed this plain,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Remember it’s got to be paid for,’ Uther reminded him. ‘I’m keeping count of the amount of lard you’ve all eaten in my head.’


  ‘You will be paid when we return to Illyria,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘And it’s a delicacy in these parts,’ added Uther, ‘so I’ll have to adjust the price accordingly.’


  ‘You mean your lard is more expensive here than it was in the Baron’s castle?’ said Blart.


  ‘Of course,’ said Uther.


  ‘But it’s the same lard.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ said Uther. ‘Here it is much rarer and so the price has to rise. It’s a firm rule of trade. You can’t buck the market.’


  Blart always found himself puzzled by Uther’s explanations of economics. Somehow every rule seemed geared to ensuring that the merchant made lots of money and his customer had to pay the highest price.


  ‘Come on,’ said Capablanca, pointing to the other side of the snow-covered plateau. ‘Each step brings us closer to our next bite of lard.’


  It was not a cry that would have motivated many groups, but the hungry questors rallied to it.


  ‘Follow me!’ cried Beo enthusiastically.


  ‘Sssh,’ hissed Capablanca. ‘Remember avalanches.’


  ‘Follow me,’ whispered Beo.


  They set off, glad for the first time not to be going uphill. This was like normal walking. This was almost easy. This was …


  ‘Whoa,’ shouted the warrior.


  ‘Beo,’ hissed Capablanca again. ‘No shouting.’


  But the warrior was not listening. Instead he was trying to stop with all his might. The snow on which he had placed his front foot suddenly disappeared and the other questors saw why.


  A crevasse. One of a mountain’s deadliest traps. A gash in the ice just wide enough for a man to fall into but far too deep for him ever to be seen again. Once a man had fallen into a crevasse all that was left to do was to wait for his blood to freeze.


  The warrior wobbled precariously. All of his momentum was pushing him into the icy void. He waved his arms in a desperate attempt to pull himself back from the brink. Capablanca and Princess Lois rushed forward to help. But they were too late. Beo’s momentum was too great. With a cry of horror he toppled into the deadly blue abyss.
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  If Beowulf had been a fit young knight he would never have been seen again. But thanks to a diet largely made up of succulent pies and numerous flagons of ale, he was not. And how grateful he was for each mouthful of pastry and gravy and each draught of ale now. For although he toppled into the crevasse, he did not disappear. Instead he found himself securely wedged.


  ‘Get me out of here,’ demanded Beo’s top half – the only bit that was visible.


  ‘Say please,’ said Blart, who was not going to let an opportunity as good as this go by.


  ‘I say that I’ll kill you if you don’t,’ answered Beowulf gruffly.


  ‘Blart,’ said Capablanca sternly. ‘You must help your comrade. This is why quests are such valuable things. They demonstrate that by working together we achieve much more than by working apart.’


  Blart sighed. He had heard far too many lectures on the benefits of quests and he knew that the only way to stop them was to do what the wizard was asking. Aware there might be more dangerous crevasses ready to swallow him up he tiptoed gingerly to the edge and, along with the wizard, grabbed hold of one of the warrior’s arms. Princess Lois and Uther took the other.


  ‘Pull,’ said Capablanca.


  They pulled. The warrior didn’t move.


  ‘Pull with all your might,’ urged Capablanca.


  The questors did as they were bid. They pulled, they tugged and they strained, but Beo remained stuck firmly in the crevasse.


  ‘If I was pulling I’d have had myself out in no time,’ remarked Beo somewhat ungratefully while the other questors collapsed, exhausted, into the snow.


  ‘He’s too fat,’ said Blart.


  ‘I have big bones,’ protested Beo. ‘It runs in my family.’


  ‘We must wait until he gets thinner,’ said Uther.


  ‘This is no time for diets,’ said Capablanca, shaking his head vigorously. ‘We have to get to the top of Mount Xag.’


  ‘I can’t feel my legs,’ said Beo.


  The questors looked at the helpless warrior. Whereas his upper half was out in the sun his lower half was dangling inside the freezing glacier. Frostbite was setting in rapidly. If they didn’t get him out fast then he might never walk again. And not to be able to walk when stuck high on Mount Xag was a sentence of death.


  The questors were sobered by these thoughts. That is, all the questors except Blart.


  ‘I’m hungry,’ he said to Uther. ‘Can I have a bite of lard?’


  ‘Of course you can’t,’ interjected Capablanca. ‘One of your comrades is fallen, his legs face an uncertain future. It is not appropriate to be snacking.’


  ‘I don’t see why not,’ said Blart. ‘I don’t see why me being hungry is going to help.’


  ‘It is a matter of respect,’ said Capablanca. ‘When one’s comrade is suffering it is appropriate to try and share that suffering a little rather than indulge yourself in the joys of la…’ He paused. ‘Unless, of course, lard is the answer.’


  ‘You think we should all eat some?’ said a puzzled Blart. ‘I thought you just said –’


  ‘Not eat it,’ said Capablanca. ‘Rub it. If we rub it between our hands we will make it warm and soft. Then we can rub it on to Beowulf and he will slide free.’


  ‘Can I eat some first?’ asked Blart.


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca fiercely. ‘Every bit of lard might be necessary to free Beowulf. There is a lot of him to cover.’


  ‘I tell you, it’s my big bones,’ protested the warrior again. None of his fellow questors listened though. They had already set to work warming up the lard. A casual bystander might have spotted that one of the questors appeared to be surreptitiously eating the portion of the lard he was supposedly preparing to free his comrade. Luckily for Blart, they were high up a desolate mountain and any casual bystander would have frozen to death long ago.


  Once the lard was soft enough, the questors forced their hands into the crevasse and coated Beo’s midriff with it.


  ‘If we run out of food it’s all your fault,’ pointed out Blart while applying the lard he hadn’t eaten.


  ‘Is everyone ready?’ asked Capablanca. ‘Then let us pull once more.’


  The questors took Beo’s arms, braced themselves and pulled. And tugged. And strained.


  And dragged the warrior out of the crevasse.


  ‘Hurrah!’ shouted the questors, momentarily linked by a fleeting sense of achievement.


  But the look on Beo’s face suggested that something was still wrong.


  ‘I can’t feel my feet,’ he said.


  ‘Get his boots off,’ Capablanca ordered Blart.


  ‘Why me?’ said Blart.


  ‘My hands are old and gnarled,’ said the wizard, ‘and are not as flexible as they once were.’


  ‘So are mine,’ said Uther quickly.


  Blart glumly removed the boots. The feet revealed were dirty, smelly and blue.


  ‘My feet aren’t that colour,’ commented Blart.


  ‘Of course they aren’t,’ said Capablanca. ‘Beo is in the early stages of frostbite. He will lose his toes unless they are massaged back to life.’


  Blart sighed. Here I am, he thought bitterly, being forced to rub a warrior’s dirty toes in order to save the country of Illyria. A country I don’t even like.


  For a supposedly brave man, Beo made a great deal of noise while his toes were being rubbed.


  ‘Ooooh!’ he shouted.


  ‘Beo,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Aaaah!’ replied the warrior.


  ‘You’ll set off an avalanche,’ warned Capablanca.


  ‘But it hurts,’ said Beo.


  ‘They’re better now,’ said Blart, for his efforts had restored a healthy pink to Beo’s toes.


  ‘We must get on,’ said Capablanca, looking across the white plain they had only just begun to cross. ‘This glacier could be riddled with crevasses, so we must move carefully.’


  Under Capablanca’s instruction the questors walked in a straight line. Beo led, using his sword as a stick to check the reliability of the ground ahead. Before each step he would sink his sword into the snow. Usually the glacier beneath stopped it with a judder and then they knew it was safe to proceed. But sometimes there was no glacier beneath the snow to stop the thrust of the mighty sword and this meant that they had located yet another crevasse. Their progress was slow and laborious and they grew colder and more irritable.


  ‘My sword is going to be blunt after all this banging,’ lamented Beo.


  ‘Why did you imprison Zoltab in such a cold place?’ Blart demanded of Capablanca. ‘Why couldn’t you put him somewhere warmer?’


  ‘The more inhospitable the location the less the chance of his Ministers and minions freeing him to reek a terrible vengeance on the world.’


  ‘We have heard nothing of Zoltab’s minions for many days,’ said Uther. ‘We shouldn’t worry about them when we have so much else to concern ourselves with.’


  Blart ignored Uther and continued to question the wizard.


  ‘But when we captured Zoltab the first time you said that you were going to put an irreversible spell on him which would keep him imprisoned for ever,’ said Blart.


  The wizard shook his head.


  ‘You misunderstand magic,’ he told Blart a little haughtily. ‘It is not constant but is always changing as wizards in ancient libraries research new spells. So even though the spell was eternal a Minister could by now have researched a spell to remove it.’


  ‘But how would they know what spell to reverse?’ asked Princess Lois.


  Capablanca coughed.


  ‘There may have been certain banquets held in my honour at the Cavernous Library of Ping when I first returned after imprisoning Zoltab, where I may have mentioned it.’


  ‘Why would you do that?’ demanded the Princess.


  ‘It is important for a great wizard like myself to impart my knowledge to younger wizards.’


  ‘He was showing off,’ translated Blart.


  The wizard grew more agitated.


  ‘The young don’t understand the first thing about battling against evil,’ he said. ‘You think you can just defeat evil once and that’s it. But evil’s not like that. Evil gets angry, evil regroups, evil gets worse and comes back for more.’


  ‘Can evil get worse?’ wondered Blart idly.


  ‘Of course evil can get worse,’ shouted Capablanca, showing scant regard for the danger of avalanches. ‘Why, when I was a young wizard evil wasn’t much more than nasty. Evil played by the rules. But with each defeat evil toughens up. It learns. And it comes back nastier than before.’


  There was a silence as the questors contemplated an eviller evil. Flakes of snow began to fall around them. So engrossed had they been in their argument that they had not noticed a dark cloud drifting menacingly towards Mount Xag from the east.


  ‘We must make haste,’ said Capablanca. ‘Soon the light will be fading.’


  Beo stabbed his sword into the snow in front of them and they resumed their plodding progress across the glacier. It seemed as if they were trapped in an immense maze to which someone had forgotten to build an exit. But with the aid of Beo’s careful prodding they somehow managed to keep moving slowly forward until, with gasps of relief, they stepped safely off the glacier and back on to the solidity of snow-covered rock. They were chilled to their very core and the snow swirling around them was thickening into a blizzard as night fell.


  ‘We must find shelter,’ said Capablanca. ‘We cannot blunder on in darkness or we will stumble over a cliff.’


  ‘There is no shelter, wizard,’ said Uther, shivering angrily. ‘And if we stop on the bare mountain then we will freeze to death.’


  ‘I did not know we would be so long delayed by the crevasses,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘What’s that orange?’ said Blart suddenly.


  ‘You see,’ said Uther. ‘Blart, who has the weakest mind of any of us, is already seeing hallucinations of fruit. Soon the cold will enter all our minds and we will become similarly confused.’


  Blart ignored the merchant and pointed.


  ‘Not that kind of orange,’ he said.


  Capablanca knew that more than once Blart’s sharp eyesight had saved the questors, and he followed Blart’s finger. For a brief moment he saw the merest flicker of orange. Beo and the Princess saw it too.


  A fire.


  Not caring for crevasses, not caring for cliffs, the questors scrambled towards it.
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  With freezing hands and toes the questors shuffled, stumbled and staggered towards the fire. Blart imagined feeling the heat from its warming flames on his face. So eager was he to be by it that he didn’t even wonder who had lit it.


  Even when Blart saw that there was a bald-headed figure in a brown habit hunched over the fire he didn’t hesitate. He scrambled through the last drift of snow and plonked himself down, holding out his hands so that they were almost licked by the tongues of flame.


  ‘Hello,’ said the bald-headed figure, who seemed a little surprised to have a fireside companion. ‘Pleased to meet you. I am Votok the Hermit. You are welcome to share my fire, young man, but you’ll burn your hands by holding them so close.’


  Votok’s tone was kindly not critical. Blart looked at him more closely and saw a plump, friendly face which reminded him a little of a particular pig he had fed swill to when he was a small boy. He withdrew his hands to a safe distance.


  The Princess now pushed her way through the snow and sat down next to Blart. Beo arrived next with Uther, followed last of all by Capablanca, wheezing from the effort. They sat around the fire, breathing heavily and letting the life-saving heat warm the very marrow of their bones.


  Votok the Hermit broke the silence.


  ‘Did you just happen to be passing or is this a special visit?’


  More deep breathing and wheezing.


  ‘I was about to heat up a pan of stew for my supper,’ said Votok. ‘Would anybody like some?’


  ‘Has it got lard in it?’ said Blart.


  Votok was somewhat taken aback by this question but seemed to see it as an improvement on wheezing and deep breathing.


  ‘No,’ he told Blart apologetically. ‘I’m afraid it hasn’t.’


  ‘Good,’ said Blart. ‘I’ll have lots, please.’


  ‘Perhaps you’d like to follow me into my cave,’ said Votok.


  Blart shook his head.


  ‘I want to stay by the fire.’


  ‘I have another fire in my cave.’


  Blart looked confused.


  ‘What do you want two fires for?’ he asked.


  Votok smiled.


  ‘The one in my cave keeps me warm and fed,’ he explained. ‘The fire out here keeps me safe from the ferocious tusks of the wild beasts that roam the mountains.’


  The questors looked around nervously.


  ‘You are all welcome,’ continued Votok. ‘The stew will take a while to heat up but it means that we will have time to get to know one another.’


  With an amiable smile Votok turned and headed into his cave. They all willingly followed him.


  If a person is used to living in a barn then a house seems like a palace. Similarly, if a person has expected to spend the night on a blizzard-blasted icy mountain then a simple rock cave with a blazing fire in it feels like a mansion. The questors did not need any extra bidding to make themselves at home.


  Votok produced a huge pan filled with stew that he hung over the fire. The questors, whose recent diet had been made up of lard, more lard and extra lard, eyed it greedily.


  ‘I see you are hungry,’ said Votok. ‘It will not take long.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Capablanca. He was beginning to wonder about Votok. What was he doing here high on an isolated mountain so far from other people yet so near to Zoltab’s prison and with an unnecessarily large amount of stew?


  The wizard pondered how he could quiz Votok without alerting him to his suspicions.


  ‘I see you have much stew,’ he observed.


  Votok nodded. He picked up a rough wooden spoon and began to stir.


  Capablanca realised that he was going to have to be more direct.


  ‘What brings you and your stew to the mountain?’ he asked.


  ‘Didn’t you see him last time you came?’ said Blart.


  Capablanca flashed Blart an angry look. The last thing he wanted was Votok to know that he had been here before.


  ‘You have been here before?’ said Votok, looking interested.


  Capablanca nodded reluctantly.


  ‘What brought you here?’ asked the hermit.


  Capablanca couldn’t believe it. He was supposed to be asking the questions but now, thanks to Blart, the questions were being asked of him instead.


  ‘I’m a very keen hiker.’


  ‘You are?’ Votok sounded surprised.


  ‘I am,’ insisted the wizard.


  ‘Forgive me, friend,’ said Votok kindly. ‘But for a man keen on the mountains, you and your friends are not very well prepared. Your coats are not thick enough and your boots are not sturdy.’


  ‘We’re fond of hiking but we’re not very good at it,’ explained Capablanca. ‘I’ve always wondered why we never seem to get to the top of anything.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Votok wisely.


  For a while the hermit concentrated on preparing the stew. A hearty aroma filled the air.


  ‘It is nearly done. My young friend will find six bowls and six spoons at the back of the cave.’


  Blart didn’t respond. Nobody had ever called him ‘my young friend’ before.


  ‘Ignorant boy,’ said Beo. ‘Get the bowls before we all starve.’


  This time Blart understood.


  ‘Six bowls and six spoons?’ said Capablanca even more suspiciously. ‘And yet only one of you?’


  ‘It is fortunate, isn’t it?’ agreed Votok amiably. ‘If we had been forced to share one bowl then the meal would have been less enjoyable.’


  ‘Hmmm,’ said Capablanca. ‘You were about to tell me what you were doing up here.’


  ‘Was I?’ said Votok. ‘Perhaps when we have food in our bowls then I will explain.’


  Capablanca’s suspicions grew.


  ‘Tell us before supper,’ he said.


  However, his comrades overruled him.


  ‘I’m hungry,’ announced Blart.


  ‘I’ll starve if I don’t get some food inside me soon,’ agreed Beo.


  ‘Would you like me to add some lard?’ suggested Uther.


  ‘What is it with you and lard?’ demanded Beo.


  ‘I’m sick of lard,’ said Blart firmly.


  ‘I’ll remember that,’ said Uther. ‘When you are hungry and there is nothing but lard available, I will remember your words.’


  ‘I’ll write them down for you if you like,’ said Blart, who remembered the agonising stomach pangs he had suffered in the Forest of Arcadia. ‘Well, I would if I could write,’ he added.


  ‘Calm down, friends,’ said Votok. ‘An argument before one eats will be sure to bring on indigestion. Let us chew our victuals in harmony.’


  He passed a bowl of stew to each of the questors and their mutual hunger ensured that nobody spoke for a while.


  ‘Now,’ said Capablanca after the first few mouthfuls had reached his stomach. ‘Perhaps you would be good enough to tell us how you came here.’


  ‘Of course,’ he said, resting his spoon in his stew. ‘When I was a young man I wanted to do something that would help people and make them happy. I considered all the options and decided upon a religious life.’


  ‘Admirable,’ said Capablanca, though he did not sound admiring.


  ‘I was most enthused by the prospect of uniting young couples in matrimony,’ continued Votok. ‘Here I thought that I could find true joy. By joining two people who loved each other together for ever. What could be more important than that?’


  ‘Pigs,’ said Blart.


  Votok appeared not to hear.


  ‘And so,’ said Votok, ‘I underwent a religious training. I studied and I fasted. For seven long years I scourged myself.’


  ‘What’s that?’ asked Blart.


  ‘You whip yourself as a punishment for being bad,’ explained Votok.


  ‘Why?’ demanded Blart, not understanding this at all.


  ‘We must be punished for doing bad things,’ said Votok. ‘So I whipped myself for seven years to show how sorry I was.’


  ‘Couldn’t you just tell yourself off?’ said Blart. ‘And then promise yourself not to do it again?’


  Votok shook his head. ‘It’s not like –’ he began, but he was cut off by Capablanca, who felt that there were more pressing matters at hand than trying to explain the intricacies of a religious training to Blart.


  ‘You must not worry about the boy’s questions,’ said the wizard. ‘Tell us what brought you to this lonely place.’


  ‘Disillusionment,’ answered Votok. ‘I believed that marriage was about love. And I discovered it was about business. A maiden would profess love for one man and then another man would come along who had more land and suddenly she would be professing love for him. And then along would come someone with more land and more cows and she would be professing love for him. It seemed to me that marriage was not about the selfless union of hearts and souls but instead about the benefit to be gained from the union of farmhouses.’


  ‘That’s how it should be,’ said Uther. ‘With ten per cent of the wealth of each farm given to the agent who introduced the couple and negotiated the dowry.’


  ‘In vain did I try to explain to the couples that having similarly-sized barns was no basis for a long-lasting commitment,’ said Votok. ‘I tried to speak of love and companionship.’


  ‘Sentimental nonsense,’ commented Uther.


  ‘I’m afraid those that I counselled agreed with you,’ said Votok. ‘I was exiled for refusing to celebrate marriages that I deemed to be improper. And so I resolved to become a hermit. To live a life away from men and women until they came to see that a couple should marry for love and only love.’


  ‘You’ll have a long wait,’ predicted Uther.


  ‘My parents wanted me to marry for love,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Did they?’ said Votok, looking encouraged


  ‘But they kept making me meet all these horrible suitors and so I have decided that I’m never going to get married.’


  ‘You can’t say that,’ said Votok, upset that a young girl could make an important decision like that at such a young age. ‘And this is the world that I fled from,’ he reflected. ‘And it is on that sober note we must retire for the night. You will want a good night’s rest if you are to try for the summit tomorrow.’


  ‘Why do you think we want to reach the summit?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘Few hikers set off to climb a mountain merely to get halfway up and then turn round,’ said Votok simply. ‘I assumed that you wanted to get to the top.’


  ‘Hmm,’ said Capablanca. Votok always seemed to have a plausible answer and the wizard wasn’t sure that he liked it.


  Suddenly, above their heads there was the sound of drumming. It passed over the cave and disappeared.


  ‘What was that?’ asked Blart.


  ‘The sound of wild beasts,’ answered Votok, ‘pursuing some defenceless creature to its death.’


  The questors looked nervously towards the entrance to the cave.


  ‘Do not worry,’ said Votok. ‘The fire will keep them away.’


  Nevertheless the sounds of wild beasts nearby rendered the questors silent. Beo determined to raise their spirits.


  ‘Wild beasts do not scare me,’ he announced cheerily. ‘I will sing a loud and lusty ballad to show I defy them.’


  And before they could stop him, he did.


  ‘A tiger chewed off my right arm


  And I was very upset


  He swallowed it whole and growled no thanks


  But I will fight on yet.


  A lion tore off my left leg


  It really made me sore


  He chomped it to pieces in his mouth


  But I will fight once more.


  A rhino gored me in the chest


  It gave no end of pain


  His horn was covered in my blood


  But I will fight again.


  An angry dragon burnt off my head


  The agony was dire


  He ate the rest of me in one gulp


  I think I might retire.’


  Beo finished singing. The other questors were not sure that when menaced by wild beasts a ballad that stressed the various ways they might be maimed and consumed was entirely appropriate. Votok, however, clapped enthusiastically.


  ‘This is the kind of mutual support which so inspired me when I was a novice.’


  The questors lay down by the fire. After a hard day’s climbing they were all soon asleep, but Blart was awakened several times by the sounds of wild beasts thundering overhead.
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  The blizzard had passed. The storm had blown itself out.


  A brilliant blue sky and pure white snow greeted Blart as he stepped out of Votok’s cave. Dazzled by the early morning light he shaded his eyes. High above gleamed the summit of Mount Xag the Unclimbable. Blart felt a thrill at the thought of standing on top of it.


  The other questors shuffled out of Votok’s cave and, like Blart, they seemed to grow as they emerged into the sunlight, as though they were physically rising to the final challenge that lay ahead.


  ‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ said Capablanca to Votok.


  The hermit shook each of the questors by the hand.


  ‘I wish you good luck in your quest,’ he said.


  ‘Who said we were on a quest?’ said Capablanca immediately. He still had his suspicions about the hermit.


  ‘I meant your quest for the summit,’ explained Votok mildly.


  ‘Of course you did,’ said the wizard.


  ‘May the weather keep fine for you, may the wild beasts not ravage you and may avalanches not sweep you away,’ said the hermit warmly. ‘Farewell.’


  The questors waved their farewells and set off up the mountain. The climb was much easier than on the previous day. The snow had compacted and was firm underneath their feet. True, the air was cold, but the questors made steady progress, their breath pluming white in front of them. They felt warm blood rushing in their veins and each step seemed to energise rather than tire. It was as though Mount Xag, having failed to repel them yesterday, was now accepting defeat gracefully. Each satisfying crunch that the questors’ boots made in the snow brought them nearer to the summit.


  ‘Do you think that climbing Mount Xag will be enough to get me a knighthood?’ asked Beo as they paused for a break after a couple of hours’ walking. ‘For it is surely an act of derring-do.’


  ‘You must not think of personal advancement at such a time,’ said Capablanca. ‘You will only become a knight when you cease to be obsessed by becoming one. A true knight does his chivalrous deeds simply because they are right.’


  ‘You mean I’ll only get to be a knight once I stop trying,’ said Beo, sounding puzzled.


  Capablanca nodded.


  ‘I could get you made a knight tomorrow for a price,’ said Uther.


  ‘What do you mean?’ demanded Beo. ‘The only way to become a knight is to suitably impress a king or a queen.’


  Uther shook his head in the face of such naivety. ‘It depends on the king or …’ he began, but was silenced by the wizard.


  ‘This is no time to debate your sordid bribes,’ Capablanca told the merchant forcibly. ‘The time for resting is at an end. Let us begin our final climb to the top.’


  Inspired by his words the questors rose as one. Well, not quite as one. Blart as usual was a little behind the others. There was just something about him that meant that he didn’t ever get up quite as fast as everybody else. Even when he tried.


  Together they embarked on the last stretch of their climb. And though the slope of the mountain grew steeper, still they managed to make good progress. Whenever they reached up they found a handhold and whenever they stretched out they found a safe place to put their foot. After all the tribulations of the quest they were at last finding something easier than they had expected it to be. They climbed over cornices, hauled each other up crags and pulled themselves past overhangs. The only frustration as they approached the top of the mountain was that now the summit disappeared behind other snowy mounds. Each time they climbed a mound thinking it was the end of their ascent they found another higher one beyond it, but for once even Blart didn’t suggest that they give up. Instead they strode faster and climbed quicker. Up and up and up until there was no more up left.


  They were there.


  ‘Behold the summit of Mount Xag,’ said Capablanca. ‘We are on top of the world.’


  The questors looked down. Bathed in brilliant sunshine the landscape spread out below them. Their eyes saw further than any human eyes had seen before. Lakes and rivers sparkled in the distance. All was awe-inspiring and silent.


  ‘Are you sure that bit over there isn’t higher?’ said Blart, pointing to a mound nearby.


  ‘Of course it isn’t,’ snapped Capablanca.


  ‘It looks higher to me,’ insisted Blart.


  ‘Wizard,’ admitted Beo ruefully, ‘it looks higher to me too.’


  ‘I don’t believe it,’ said Princess Lois. ‘I think I’m going to have to agree with weasel-features. That bit over there is higher.’


  Capablanca looked in irritation at where they were pointing. Uther, who had taken a tiny mirror out of his coat and appeared to be admiring the twirl of his moustache, hastily returned it and agreed that it was indeed higher.


  Five minutes later they stood on the true summit.


  ‘Behold the summit of Mount Xag,’ said Capablanca. ‘Now we are truly at the top of the world.’


  Somehow his dramatic statement didn’t seem so impressive second time around.


  Blart looked back at the peak they had just walked from.


  ‘Maybe that one is higher after all.’


  Beo and Princess Lois looked unsure. Uther, who had got the mirror half out of his coat pocket, grumpily shoved it back in again.


  ‘This is the top of the world,’ insisted Capablanca.


  ‘How do you know?’ said Blart.


  ‘Because I can see that I built a cairn here to show it,’ said the wizard, indicating seven stones gathered together in a loose heap.


  ‘That’s just a few stones,’ said Blart.


  ‘That’s what a cairn is,’ snapped back Capablanca. ‘A pile of stones that marks the top of a mountain.’


  ‘I thought cairns were supposed to be bigger than that,’ said Princess Lois doubtfully.


  ‘Perhaps he got tired when he was building it and so that’s why it’s quite small,’ suggested Beo charitably. ‘After all, he is quite old.’


  Capablanca was getting very irritated by now.


  ‘It’s nothing to do with me being old and tired,’ he snapped. ‘It’s to do with the fact that it’s been snowing. I probably built a cairn of a perfectly respectable size but most of it has been covered up. If we dig down into the snow I’m sure we will unearth the rest of the cairn, and by digging further still we will bring ourselves face to face with Zoltab.’
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  And so the questors dug. It was cold work digging with their bare hands, but with four of them working as hard as they could and Blart working nearly as hard as he could, they soon made progress. In a short time they had unearthed a bigger cairn.


  ‘I told you this was the top,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘I told you it was the top,’ maintained Blart. ‘If it hadn’t been for me we’d have been digging on that peak over there.’


  ‘I see gold,’ said the Princess.


  ‘They are the gold bars of Zoltab’s prison,’ said Capablanca.


  Excited, the questors dug faster.


  ‘They’re flashing,’ said Blart.


  ‘Flashing gold bars signal our triumph,’ said the wizard exultantly. ‘If the spell had been broken and Zoltab released then they would no longer be flashing. We have got here in time. Zoltab is still imprisoned. The world will remain safe and war can be prevented.’


  Something moved beneath the gold bars. Blart felt his legs go very weak, for he recognised the powerful shaven head of Zoltab the Dark Lord. The great head nodded slightly. It appeared that Zoltab was asleep.


  Beo continued to shift huge armfuls of snow, revealing more of Zoltab’s prison. The Dark Lord’s dungeon was nothing but a barren stone cell with a rough wooden bed at one end.


  ‘Now I will be able to prove to my enemies that I was no friend of Zoltab,’ said Capablanca. ‘Now I will make them give me back my magical power and build me a new chair in the Cavernous Library of Ping. And this time it will be even comfier.’


  Blart heard the wizard’s words but was mesmerised by the power and size of Zoltab’s slumbering figure. He remembered his cold sneer and his pitiless stare. He remembered –


  Zoltab’s head shot back and he looked straight up. His black unblinking eyes bored into Blart.


  ‘So you’re back, are you, boy?’


  Even behind enchanted bars Zoltab terrified Blart. He opened his mouth but no words came out.


  ‘Letting Zoltab see you again is as good as signing your own death warrant,’ menaced the Dark Lord.


  ‘Don’t listen to him, Blart,’ said Capablanca with a slight tremor in his voice. ‘He is powerless behind the magic bars.’


  ‘Is that you, wizard?’ said Zoltab. ‘You think your puny spell will hold Zoltab? I will make you swallow those words before I kill you.’


  ‘If anybody is going to be doing killing it will be us,’ threatened Beo.


  ‘Oh, and your fat friend has come too,’ said Zoltab. ‘I have had time to think of many tortures for you. You will be a thinner and sadder man before you die.’


  ‘We’re not scared of you,’ said Princess Lois, sounding quite scared.


  ‘How touching,’ said Zoltab. ‘I recognise the voice of my betrothed. So good of you to visit, my dear.’


  ‘I’m not your betrothed,’ said Princess Lois defiantly.


  A flicker of anger rippled across Zoltab’s massive forehead.


  ‘We will be married one day, Princess,’ said the Dark Lord. ‘I promise you we will.’


  Chilled by Zoltab’s threats, the questors were silent. Zoltab sensed their weakness.


  ‘It is not easy to face me, is it?’ he taunted them. ‘For when you look at the true power of Zoltab you know in your hearts that no cheap magician’s trick can hold him for long. You know that he will escape and when he does his thirst for revenge will be unquenchable.’


  It was as though Zoltab had read their minds. The questors could neither look at him nor each other.


  Finally, Capablanca found the strength to speak.


  ‘We have nothing to fear,’ he claimed. ‘The bars that surround him are unbreakable.’


  Blart turned away. As he did so his eyes were caught by a bright flash. Uther was hurriedly pushing a little mirror back into his coat.


  ‘That hurt my eyes,’ Blart said to him. ‘Why do you –’


  ‘Be quiet,’ said Uther angrily. ‘Can’t a man look his best, even in times of great peril?’


  ‘What’s this?’ said Beo.


  ‘He was blinding me with his mirror,’ complained Blart.


  ‘The boy is a fool,’ said Uther. ‘I don’t have a mirror.’


  ‘He was using it to flash the sun in my eyes,’ insisted Blart.


  ‘Don’t be stupid, boy,’ said Uther.


  ‘I saw him get a mirror out when we were on the last peak,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘I wanted to check if there was something in my teeth,’ said Uther desperately. ‘That stew last night was very stringy.’


  ‘You lie, merchant,’ said Beo. ‘That stew was succulent and well-seasoned.’


  There was a hunted guilty look in Uther’s eyes.


  ‘And I thought you said you didn’t have a mirror,’ said the Princess.


  ‘I … I …’ Uther was lost for an explanation.


  ‘Signalling,’ Beo accused Uther. ‘You were signalling.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ said Uther.


  But the warrior hadn’t the patience for arguments. He drew his great sword.


  ‘Who were you signalling to?’ he demanded.


  ‘What’s going on?’ asked Capablanca.


  ‘We have a traitor in our midst,’ said Beo. ‘And if he does not tell us who he was signalling to then I will cleave him into pieces.’


  ‘He lies, wizard,’ said Uther, shaking his head vigorously. Too vigorously. There was a clunk as the small mirror fell from his coat.


  Beo raised his huge sword.


  ‘I should kill you now.’


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca. ‘We need answers not corpses. Tell us who you were signalling to and we will spare your life.’


  But there was no need for Uther to answer. The answer rose all around them.


  Surrounding the peaks of Mount Xag were numerous smaller mountains. And from behind those smaller mountains little black dots were appearing from all directions. North, east, south, west. Each way Blart looked there were black dots.


  And as he looked they got bigger.


  The black dots were heading their way.


  ‘Who are they?’ demanded Beowulf. ‘Tell me now or I will kill you.’


  ‘It makes no difference now,’ answered Uther. ‘Know that they are minions of Zoltab.’


  ‘You are a minion of Zoltab?’ said Capablanca.


  ‘I’m nobody’s minion,’ said Uther defiantly. ‘I’m a merchant, as I told you all along.’


  ‘But why are you signalling to them?’ demanded the Princess.


  ‘I am concluding a business transaction,’ said Uther.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I was hired to find Zoltab,’ said Uther, ‘and bring his minions to him. I began by finding Blart in Milkdale, and now you have all led me to him. In a few minutes I will have fulfilled my part of the bargain.’


  ‘You were in league with Zoltab’s minions all along?’ asked Blart. ‘Even when we were playing Muggins in The Happy Hangman?’


  Uther nodded.


  Blart was dumbfounded by this treachery.


  ‘That’s why you kept saying we didn’t need to worry about Zoltab’s minions,’ said Princess Lois.


  Uther nodded again.


  ‘How –’ began Capablanca, but he was interrupted by a cry from the Princess.


  The black dots were flying horses, each of them ridden by two figures clad in the black armour of Zoltab. And from the prison came the rumbling roar of the Dark Lord.


  ‘I will wreak a terrible vengeance on all who have stood against me,’ he bellowed.


  Closer and closer came the flying horses, their tails streaming out behind them, their black-clad warriors brandishing swords.


  ‘They are getting nearer,’ said Blart anxiously. ‘Shouldn’t we be leaving?’


  He was right. The horses with their fearsome riders flew ever closer to Mount Xag.


  ‘They have made a mistake,’ said Capablanca, ‘for they cannot land on this small space. The horses wouldn’t have time to stop and they would fall over the cliffs and plummet to their deaths.’


  The flying army had risen over the peaks of the nearest mountain. Within moments they would be above the questors.


  ‘What did they give you for your treachery?’ demanded Beo, turning to Uther.


  ‘They promised to make me the wealthiest man in the world when Zoltab is freed,’ Uther replied.


  ‘But the spell that secures Zoltab’s cage is irreversible,’ said Capablanca. ‘Or, at least it…it…was.’


  Uther coughed.


  ‘Exactly,’ he told the wizard. ‘Zoltab’s Ministers have been researching diligently since you spoke so unguardedly at your banquet, and they believe they have found a way to undo it. It may take them some time but they are confident of success.’


  Capablanca looked close to despair.


  Closer came the flying horses. There were at least fifty of them – a terrifying sight in the clear blue sky.


  ‘Are you sure that we are safe?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Of course,’ snapped Capablanca. ‘They can fly above our heads but they cannot land.’


  It was at this moment that the first rope was lowered from a flying horse. A minion from each horse was preparing to slide down the rope and jump on to the mountain top.


  ‘If only we had a bow,’ cried Beo, ‘we could shoot them down.’


  ‘What are we going to do?’ cried Princess Lois.


  ‘I will fight to the death,’ said Beo.


  ‘You always want to fight to the death,’ said Blart. ‘Why don’t we run for our lives instead?’


  ‘Blart’s right,’ said Capablanca. ‘Fifty minions of Zoltab are too many for us. They would kill us and rescue Zoltab. We must flee.’


  ‘But then they’ll rescue Zoltab anyway,’ said Beo.


  ‘I must have time to think,’ said Capablanca. ‘Retreat!’


  The questors ran from the peak of Mount Xag. Uther, waiting for his payment, watched them go. As they fled, the black-armoured minions landed on the summit and prepared to release their master.
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  ‘Have we been defeated?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Never,’ growled Beowulf.


  ‘Oh,’ said Blart, sounding disappointed. ‘I just thought if we’d been defeated then we could go down the mountain and get warm again.’


  They had floundered through the snow and down the south face of Mount Xag, twice nearly stumbling over sheer cliffs, until they had found a shallow ice cave. They sat in it, shivering and waiting for Zoltab’s minions to find them. But Zoltab’s minions did not come. Instead they secured the area surrounding Zoltab’s prison. Any other task could wait.


  ‘I must think,’ said Capablanca when they realised they were no longer in imminent danger. And so saying the wizard flung his cowl over his head and sank deep into thought.


  ‘We should never have trusted a merchant,’ fumed Beo.


  ‘I didn’t trust him,’ said Blart.


  ‘Why didn’t you say anything, weasel-features?’ asked the Princess.


  ‘I don’t trust any of you,’ explained Blart. ‘You all seem to get me into trouble all the time.’


  The wizard, distracted by their chatter, shook in anger beneath his coat. He knew now that his bottom would never again sit on a personalised chair in the Cavernous Library of Ping.


  ‘What’s that?’ asked Blart, pointing to a piece of paper that Capablanca’s temper had shaken from his pocket.


  The wizard picked up the paper.


  ‘The prophecy,’ he said. ‘I had forgotten all about it.’


  ‘What did it say?’ asked Blart.


  The wizard read the prophecy again:


  ‘There will come a time when friends are enemies and enemies are friends


  When Zoltab, twice imprisoned, may once more be freed


  To destroy the world or be defeated


  By the hand of the husband of his betrothed.’


  ‘What does it mean?’ asked Beo.


  Capablanca, who could not bear to admit he didn’t understand something, didn’t answer.


  ‘People think we’re Zoltab’s friends when really we’re his enemies,’ said the Princess.


  ‘That is true,’ agreed the wizard.


  ‘And Uther was our enemy but pretended to be our friend,’ said Blart.


  ‘I understood that bit,’ insisted Capablanca irritably. ‘So the first line has come to pass. And high up at the summit they are doubtless trying to make the second line come true by freeing Zoltab.’


  ‘But he can be defeated,’ said Beo. ‘It says so.’


  ‘But that is the part that makes no sense,’ said Capablanca. ‘It refers to the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed. If someone is betrothed to someone then they don’t have a husband. This could be the prophecy’s gnomic way of saying that nobody can stop Zoltab apart from himself.’


  ‘Why couldn’t it just say that?’ said Blart.


  ‘I despair of your ever understanding prophecies,’ said Capablanca. ‘All prophecies are open to multiple interpretation.’


  ‘Why?’ demanded Blart.


  ‘Because they are,’ said Capablanca firmly.


  ‘If it can mean anything then can I say what it means?’ asked Blart.


  ‘It cannot mean anything,’ corrected Capablanca angrily. ‘It is open to scholarly interpretation. It is not open to pig boys.’


  ‘I’m going to have a go anyway,’ said Blart. ‘Princess Lois is Zoltab’s betrothed, isn’t she?’


  ‘I’m not,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Zoltab may be under the impression you are,’ said Capablanca reluctantly. ‘At the end of our last quest he did not relinquish his claim on you to be his wife.’


  ‘Well, then,’ said Blart. ‘She’s his betrothed. Whoever marries her is the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed and can defeat him.’


  ‘That’s prepost …’ began Capablanca. And then he stopped. He read the prophecy once more. He read it twice more.


  ‘I think I’ve solved it,’ announced the wizard.


  ‘Tell us what it means,’ said Beo.


  ‘Whoever marries the Princess can defeat Zoltab.’


  Blart thought for a moment.


  ‘That’s what I –’ he protested.


  But the wizard cut him off.


  ‘This is no time to argue,’ he told Blart sternly. ‘The future of the world is at stake. Every second that passes, trying to claim undeserved credit, brings Zoltab’s minions a step nearer to releasing their master and unleashing chaos on the world. We must decide.’


  ‘Decide what?’ asked Blart.


  ‘Which of you is to marry Princess Lois.’
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  ‘What did you just say?’


  Princess Lois’s freckles had never looked so menacing.


  ‘You have to get married to either Beo or Blart if we are to succeed in our quest,’ said Capablanca. ‘Make up your mind.’


  For a moment the Princess was speechless. But only for a moment.


  ‘Listen,’ she told the wizard. ‘I came on this quest to get away from my suitors. I came because I didn’t want to get married. And if you think that after travelling vast distances to avoid getting married I’m going to marry one of these two just because you say so, then you are wrong. I am a woman and I will not be told by some old man when to marry and whom to marry.’


  ‘I’m not telling you whom to marry,’ pointed out Capablanca desperately. ‘I’m giving you a choice.’


  ‘A choice?’ Princess Lois glared at the wizard. ‘You call a fat warrior or a stupid pig boy a choice?’


  ‘Princess,’ said the wizard. ‘I understand your feelings but if you don’t agree then Illyria will be destroyed in war and Zoltab will rise and the world will be shrouded in gloom and despair.’


  ‘That’s not very good wooing,’ interjected Beo.


  ‘What?’ snapped Capablanca.


  ‘When you are wooing a maiden,’ said Beo, ‘it is customary to dwell on her beauty rather than descriptions of the end of the world.’


  ‘We have no time for that,’ said the wizard. ‘There will be no beauty and no truth if she doesn’t agree to marry one of you. I suggest Beo. After all he has great strength. Perhaps once he is married to you that strength will be multiplied enough for him to defeat Zoltab’s minions.’


  Beo coughed.


  ‘I’m afraid I cannot marry the Princess.’


  ‘Do not worry about your difference in rank,’ said the wizard.


  ‘It is not that,’ Beo assured him. ‘I would be honoured to marry the Princess but I cannot. For I am married already.’


  ‘Who to?’


  ‘I cannot remember,’ said Beo.


  ‘What?’ said Capablanca. ‘Surely a man as chivalric as you can remember his own wife.’


  Beo sighed.


  ‘I was young. I had drunk many flagons of mead. I woke up to find that during the night I had got married. My fellow warriors insisted I celebrate. We drank more flagons of mead. The next time I woke up my wife had gone and I had forgotten her name.’


  ‘Didn’t you ask your friends what her name was?’ asked the wizard.


  ‘They had drunk more mead than me,’ lamented the warrior. ‘They can’t remember either. All I know is that I am married, but to whom is a mystery.’


  ‘You could marry again,’ suggested Blart.


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘That would not be a proper marriage,’ he said. ‘And would not fulfil the prophecy.’


  ‘Perhaps you should marry the Princess,’ said Beo to Capablanca. ‘Perhaps then your magic powers will be restored and you will be able to defeat Zoltab’s minions.’


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘Do not worry about the age difference,’ said Beo.


  ‘It is not that,’ said the wizard. ‘But I cannot marry the Princess. For I am also already married.’


  ‘Who are you married to?’ said the warrior, surprised that the wizard, so single-minded in his dedication to ancient lore, might have a wife.


  Capablanca drew himself up to his full height.


  ‘I am married to a beautiful witch,’ he said.


  ‘You’ve never mentioned her before,’ said Beo.


  ‘We were tragically separated,’ said Capablanca and the hint of a tear glinted in his eye. ‘I have not seen her for many years.’


  ‘What happened?’ asked Princess Lois.


  Capablanca did not answer directly.


  ‘You must understand,’ he said, ‘that I was a young wizard experimenting with my spells.’


  ‘What happened?’ repeated Princess Lois.


  ‘I turned her into a mouse.’


  ‘A mouse!’ said Blart. ‘You’re married to a mouse?’


  Capablanca did not reply.


  ‘Couldn’t you just turn her back into a beautiful witch?’ asked Princess Lois.


  Capablanca sighed.


  ‘I would if I could,’ he said. ‘But she disappeared behind the skirting board and I never saw her again.’


  There was a silence while Capablanca and Beowulf dwelt on their disastrous marriages. Then there was a noise as Princess Lois realised what this meant.


  ‘You,’ she said, looking at Blart with horror.


  ‘You,’ answered Blart.


  It wasn’t exactly love at first sight.
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  Capablanca had to take the Princess to one side of the icy cave and explain to her time and time again the importance of getting married. Finally she was convinced. Blart was easier to convince. He was promised a large pig farm if he did get married and the removal of his head with Beo’s sword if he didn’t.


  ‘Remember,’ said Capablanca as they approached Votok’s cave. ‘The hermit will not marry you if he does not believe that you truly love one another. Therefore let me do all the talking and just try and look tenderly at one another.’


  Blart attempted to look tenderly at Princess Lois. The Princess backed away.


  ‘Couldn’t you marry us?’ she asked the wizard. ‘And then as soon as Blart’s done whatever it is he has to do you could unmarry us.’


  Capablanca shook his head.


  ‘A wizard cannot perform a marriage,’ he said. ‘It must be done by a licensed practitioner like Votok the Hermit. And then you must stay married until death parts you.’


  Princess Lois looked downcast.


  ‘Look on the bright side,’ said Beo, who did not like to see a downcast damsel. ‘As soon as you are married Blart has to face Zoltab the Dark Lord, so death could be parting you pretty soon.’


  Blart gulped.


  Votok was sitting outside his cave.


  ‘Greetings,’ he said when he saw the questors.


  ‘Greetings,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘We’d like you to perform a marriage for us,’ said Beo.


  Votok was taken aback by the suddenness of this request.


  ‘But I no longer perform marriages,’ he said.


  ‘This isn’t like those other marriages,’ Beo assured him. ‘This is a love match.’


  ‘A most touching love match,’ Capablanca continued. ‘Two young people, who, at the top of the highest mountain in the world, were suddenly overcome with passion and became engaged on the spot. Look at how they glow with happiness. Surely you would not deny them your legal blessing on their union.’


  Blart and Princess Lois attempted to glow with happiness. They didn’t succeed. Firstly, because they were both miserable, and secondly, because it was too cold for glowing. But Votok didn’t notice their lack of a glow. Instead he spotted something else.


  ‘Weren’t there five of you when you left this morning?’ he asked.


  ‘Oh,’ said Capablanca, remembering Uther and his terrible treachery. All the time he had been suspecting Votok, Uther had been preparing to betray them. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Where is your fellow climber?’ asked the hermit.


  Capablanca was at a loss for a satisfactory answer. Explaining about Zoltab and his minions would take too long.


  ‘He fell off,’ said Beo suddenly.


  ‘Fell off?’ repeated Votok in shock.


  ‘Just before we reached the top,’ said Beo. ‘Plummeted to his death. A tragic accident.’


  ‘That’s terrible,’ said Votok. ‘Surely we couldn’t countenance a marriage on such a sad day. We should be reflecting on your companion’s life.’


  ‘Of course we should,’ said Capablanca. ‘But it was Uther’s last wish that the two of them should be married today.’


  ‘He shouted it out just before he smashed into the bottom of the ice cliff,’ added Beo with perhaps more detail than was strictly necessary.


  Votok’s look of horror changed to one of puzzlement.


  ‘But I thought you said that he fell off before you reached the top and that the young people didn’t get engaged until they reached the summit.’


  Capablanca and Beo were stumped by this question. Votok looked more and more dubious with each second their silence lasted. Any moment now he would refuse their marriage request and the prophecy would go unfulfilled.


  ‘Blart confided in him,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Did I?’ said Blart.


  ‘Yes,’ said Princess Lois. ‘You asked him for his advice.’


  ‘What did you ask him?’ Votok wanted to know.


  Blart tried to think of a satisfactory answer. Without much success.


  ‘I … I … I …’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I asked him which knee I should go down on.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ said Votok.


  ‘When you ask someone to marry you,’ said Blart desperately, ‘you have to go down on one knee and I wasn’t sure which one, so I asked him and he told me.’


  Votok considered this response.


  ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘if you are truly in love and as it was your companion’s last request then I will consent to marry you.’


  ‘Excellent,’ said Capablanca. ‘Now can we have the shortest service, please? We’ve got things to do.’


  Votok held up his hand.


  ‘Do not be hasty. I said if the young couple are truly in love. I will talk to them alone and if I am satisfied of their mutual devotion then I will marry them.’


  ‘What’s mutual devotion?’ asked Blart, following Votok and the Princess into the cave.


  Capablanca spent some minutes pacing up and down and looking nervously at the sky. The sun shone brightly above him, indicating it was noon. So much had already happened that day and yet so much still had to happen, thought the wizard. The war on Illyria started tomorrow. He cast another worried glance at the cave. What was taking Blart and Princess Lois so long?


  Inside the cave, Blart and the Princess were being closely questioned.


  ‘So what kind of things does Blart like?’ Votok asked Princess Lois.


  ‘He likes pigs.’


  ‘And do you like pigs?’


  ‘No.’


  Votok looked doubtful.


  ‘I could learn to like them, I suppose,’ said the Princess.


  Votok turned to Blart.


  ‘What does the Princess like?’ he asked.


  Blart looked blank.


  ‘You can’t think of anything?’


  Blart shook his head. Votok was about to reach the conclusion that the marriage could not possibly take place because the couple had nothing in common.


  ‘I can think of things she doesn’t like,’ said Blart. ‘She doesn’t like fruit and she doesn’t like people being nice and she doesn’t like her parents and she doesn’t like doors.’


  ‘Doors?’ said Votok.


  ‘She’s always slamming them,’ said Blart.


  ‘You’re always making horrid noises,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘You call me names,’ said Blart.


  ‘You deserve them.’


  For the first time Votok noticed a shared passion in the eyes of Blart and Princess Lois. They continued to insult each other. Each insult was keener than the last and was responded to with gusto. He noticed similar interests in saying nasty things, in pointing out faults and in blaming each other for numerous failures. With each spiteful word that came out of their mouths it became obvious to Votok what was not at all obvious to either Blart or Princess Lois.


  They were soul mates.


  ‘I will marry you,’ he said.


  ‘What?’ said Blart and Princess Lois, who had become so engrossed in their row that they had forgotten he was in the cave with them.


  ‘You were obviously meant to be together. I will marry you.’


  Even Blart and Princess Lois were temporarily silenced.


  A few minutes later, the sun shone down on Blart and the Princess as they stood in front of Votok’s cave while Capablanca and Beo looked anxiously on.


  ‘I now pronounce you man and wife,’ said Votok.


  ‘Come on,’ said Capablanca immediately. ‘We’ve got to climb back up that mountain.’


  ‘The groom hasn’t kissed the bride,’ protested Votok.


  ‘We’ve no time for that,’ said the wizard. ‘We’ve got to stop a war and save the world.’


  ‘Go in peace,’ said Votok before they rushed off.


  ‘Peace,’ laughed Beo. ‘That’s the last thing we’re going in.’


  And so Blart and Princess Lois embarked on married life by climbing the unclimbable peak of Mount Xag for the second time in one day. It would not have been most people’s choice of honeymoon.


  But they had no alternative. Above them the sun moved inexorably towards the west. High up on the peak, against the white of the snow, they could see black figures busy working. At this distance the figures seemed tiny and insignificant, but each of the questors reminded themselves that up close they were heavily armoured minions with fearsome weapons. It seemed madness to be walking towards them. But Capablanca held fast to the power of the prophecy. And Beo held fast to his promise to cleave Blart in two if he tried to run away. Even on his wedding day.


  And so they kept climbing once more. But they were not the climbers that they had been earlier in the day. The easy footsteps had become a weary trudge. The bright eyes were dulled as they grimly marched towards their fate.


  Had Zoltab’s minions succeeded in freeing him? The answer lay in the cold dead land above them.


  Chapter 53


  The sun was beginning to slip behind the Xanthian mountains. There was not much daylight left. Far away on the Illyrian border the soldiers of the Grand Alliance prepared to do battle. Nearby, Zoltab’s minions toiled to free their master.


  The questors had crept up the final slope as close to Zoltab’s prison as they could without being seen, and were lying on their fronts in the snow, watching.


  ‘What do we do now?’ whispered Beo to Capablanca.


  It might have been a slip brought on by tiredness but Capablanca uttered his three least favourite words.


  ‘You don’t know?’ hissed the Princess. ‘You mean I’m married to weasel-features for the rest of my life and you don’t even know what to do next?’


  ‘I can only think of one thing,’ said Capablanca. ‘We must trust to the prophecy. We must follow the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed and march on Zoltab’s minions.’


  Blart remembered that the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed was him.


  ‘I’m not marching on anyone,’ he said.


  ‘We have no choice,’ said the wizard. ‘We have come this far. We cannot do nothing.’


  ‘It will be a worthy way to die,’ agreed Beowulf. ‘To follow a prophecy and march to our certain doom. Four against fifty. There is a nobility to it.’


  ‘There’s a stupidity to it,’ said Blart. ‘Isn’t there, Princess?’


  ‘If I have to spend my life married to you,’ answered the Princess, ‘it might as well be a short one. I will march too.’


  ‘But …’ protested Blart. They were all mad. Completely and utterly mad. Unfortunately they were on his side.


  ‘Let us stand together,’ said Capablanca. ‘All for one and one for all.’


  ‘But …’ said Blart again, but even he could see it was hopeless. The wizard, the warrior and the Princess had one thing in common. When they made up their minds there was no changing them.


  Together the wizard, the warrior, the Princess and the pig boy stood up.


  Two hundred feet away, fifty heavily armoured minions turned towards them.


  ‘You are the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed,’ Capablanca told Blart. ‘You must lead us.’


  Blart looked ahead. He saw the black armour of the minions. He saw their swords, their lances, their daggers, their bows and arrows. He saw his doom.


  ‘Take heart,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Courage,’ urged Beo.


  ‘You’re in my family now,’ said the Princess. ‘Do not shame our royal name.’


  Blart put one foot forward. And so began the questors’ final ascent towards the peak of Mount Xag and their destiny.


  Zoltab’s minions formed a black line and waited. Ever closer marched the questors. They were in the open now and vulnerable to a sudden charge or a bolt from an arrow, but Zoltab’s minions did not move. Instead they watched, impassive and terrible like the mountains they stood upon. Each step brought them nearer to the weapons and, with no plan other than a belief in a prediction written on a torn piece of paper, surely their deaths.


  ‘Halt,’ said Capablanca when the questors were no further than thirty feet away from Zoltab’s minions.


  ‘Halt?’ said Beowulf, gripping his mighty sword. ‘Don’t you mean charge?’


  ‘We must give them a chance to surrender,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Surrender?’ said Blart incredulously, looking at the implacable forces lined up in front of him. ‘Isn’t that what we should be doing?’


  The wizard ignored him and addressed the fearsomely armed enemies.


  ‘Minions of Zoltab. Know ye that we are the Questors of Good and Valour.’


  ‘Are we?’ said Blart.


  ‘We order you to surrender,’ said the wizard boldly.


  Harsh derisive laughter came from Zoltab’s minions.


  Capablanca reached into his pocket and pulled out the prophecy. He held it up in the air. It fluttered slightly in the breeze.


  ‘Know ye that I have here a prophecy which predicts Zoltab’s defeat,’ he announced. ‘Earlier today the prophecy was fulfilled and Zoltab’s defeat was assured. The inevitable forces of destiny are now lined up against you. Zoltab will not be freed and there will be no war. This piece of paper guarantees us peace in our time.’


  This time there was no harsh derisive laughter from Zoltab’s minions. The power of prophecy was well known and coupled with the confidence of Capablanca’s speech in the face of such seemingly overwhelming odds they were silenced.


  The middle of the minions’ line parted to reveal a tall, thin, black-cloaked figure that they had last seen standing by Zoltab’s side in the Terrorsium.


  The Master.


  Zoltab’s most senior Minister.


  ‘We meet again,’ said the Master softly, but in the silence of the mountain tops his words still reached the questors and they felt their deadly menace.


  Capablanca paled at the sight. The Master had outwitted him before.


  ‘It is most irritating,’ said the Master, ‘to be called away from my sacred task of freeing Zoltab the Dark Lord, which was nearing completion. But I am told you have a prophecy.’


  He spoke so calmly that Capablanca, still holding the prophecy high in the air, began to feel a little foolish, and he felt his hand begin to shake. But bravely he fought back his fear.


  ‘I have,’ said the wizard. ‘It foretells that the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed will prevent his escape. Zoltab is not yet free and the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed has arrived in time to stop it.’


  ‘Where is the husband of Zoltab’s betrothed?’ asked the Master.


  ‘Here!’ said Capablanca, pushing Blart forward.


  There was a short silence.


  Then the Master began to laugh. The laughter spread to Zoltab’s minions. Louder and louder they laughed. It echoed off the surrounding mountains. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun the laughter stopped.


  ‘Blart the Pig Boy,’ said the Master. ‘You think he can prevent the release of Zoltab and save the world?’


  ‘I did it before,’ said Blart defiantly.


  ‘You were lucky,’ said the Master. ‘You will have no such luck this time.’


  ‘We have more than luck,’ said Capablanca. ‘We have a prophecy.’


  ‘Of course,’ said the Master dryly. ‘That flimsy torn piece of paper you hold in your hand. Your friend Uther mentioned it to us.’


  ‘He is no friend of ours,’ said Beowulf. ‘He is a traitor.’


  ‘Whatever he is, he proved most informative.’


  ‘He’ll do anything for money,’ said the Princess scornfully.


  ‘Oh, we didn’t think it necessary to pay him,’ replied the Master. ‘We have much more effective ways of persuading a man to tell us all he knows. And he told us everything. He told us that you are a wizard so weakened that he can no longer use magic.’


  Capablanca looked down in shame.


  ‘And he told us about your prophecy.’ The Master paused. ‘Or at least, your half a prophecy.’


  ‘Half a prophecy?’ said Capablanca. ‘How do you know it’s half a prophecy?’


  The Master reached into his black cloak and pulled out a piece of paper. A piece of paper that was not torn and was twice the size of the one Capablanca held aloft.


  ‘Because I have the full one,’ said the Master calmly. ‘Would you like to know where I got it?’


  Capablanca said nothing but his body seemed to slump in defeat.


  ‘Somebody brought it to me,’ continued the Master. ‘Somebody I think you know.’


  ‘Uther?’ said Capablanca. ‘How did …’


  ‘Wrong again, wizard,’ said the Master. ‘It was not Uther. It was …’


  The Master turned round and nodded. From behind the line of fierce minions emerged a bearded figure wearing a dirty cowl. He looked like a younger version of Capablanca, for his beard was not as long and straggly and his coat was not as dirty.


  ‘Teichmann!’ gasped Capablanca, his breathing coming in desperate short bursts. ‘A wizard! In league with Zoltab’s minions! Using his magic for evil! I … I …’


  Capablanca was so overcome he could speak no more.


  ‘It is good to see you shocked,’ boasted Teichmann in a shrill voice that offended the ears of all who heard it. ‘For years as a young wizard I had to look up to you in the Cavernous Library of Ping. That is why I researched so hard to find this prophecy and brought it to the Master. For now you must look up to me.’


  ‘Who are you?’ demanded Blart.


  ‘I am Teichmann,’ answered the wizard. ‘Or am I?’


  Suddenly the wizard’s face began to change. His cheeks grew wider, his chin doubled, his nose shrank and his beard shrivelled to nothing. A new face appeared. A face Blart recognised.


  ‘Votok!’


  ‘How is married life?’ said Votok the Hermit with a kindly smile.


  ‘You have mastered shape shifting,’ said Capablanca in disbelief.


  ‘A skill you never could,’ said Votok, but this time he spoke with Teichmann’s shrill voice. ‘But it really isn’t too hard to the truly gifted.’


  And as if to prove it he returned his face to its original wizard-like features.


  ‘Does that mean I’m not married?’ asked Blart.


  ‘No,’ said Capablanca. ‘You are still married. I told you before that Teichmann was a friar before training as a wizard.’


  ‘You are correct,’ said Teichmann. ‘But being married will do you no good, pig boy. Zoltab will make your wife a widow before this day is done.’


  ‘But Zoltab will destroy everything,’ protested Capablanca.


  ‘Zoltab is the irresistible power on this earth,’ said Teichmann. ‘The world will be moulded in his image. All who study know this. We wizards must learn to adapt to a new order.’


  ‘You are betraying everything that is good and right,’ said Capablanca, but his voice sounded feeble in the cold air.


  ‘I am becoming part of the future,’ said Teichmann.


  ‘I never believed a wizard could …’ Capablanca’s voice trailed off. He seemed to have lost all will for the fight.


  ‘Reunions of old friends so often bring a tear to my eye,’ commented the Master scornfully. ‘Do you not think, wizard, that the time has come to admit your inferiority. You have half a prophecy while I have the full one. You will always lose to me.’


  Blart looked up at Capablanca. The wizard seemed to have no reply to the cruel taunts of his nemesis.


  ‘What does the prophecy say?’ demanded Princess Lois.


  ‘It matters not now,’ said the Master. ‘But before the minions kill you I will let you read it to show the futility of your pathetic hopes. Guard! Bring out their friend. He can deliver it to them.’


  One of Zoltab’s minions leapt to obey the Master’s command. And from behind the grim line of minions emerged Uther.


  But it was not the Uther they had seen before. His clothes were torn, his walk was unsteady and he bled from numerous wounds. Contemptuously, the Master handed him the prophecy.


  ‘Take this to your friends. And then you are free to go.’


  The weight of the paper seemed almost too much for the merchant to bear, but somehow he began the short walk towards his former comrades. Behind him he left a trail of blood. None of the questors could bear to look and yet none could wrench their eyes from the awful sight.


  ‘Here,’ gasped the merchant, thrusting the parchment into the wizard’s hand and then collapsing on to the snow.


  Looking down the questors could see that Uther was near death. His breathing came in desperate gasps.


  For one final time he looked up.


  ‘I remember,’ he said. ‘I remember …’


  And then he stopped. What did he remember? Something that the other questors had forgotten which would allow them to defeat Zoltab’s minions? Or something more distant? Some far-off memory of childhood, when life was more than just profit and loss?


  ‘I remember,’ he wheezed, ‘that you all owe me money.’


  Uther’s eyes closed and he lay dead on the ground. And so Uther the Merchant suffered the fate of all traders: death took his wealth from him for ever, for there is indeed no pocket in a shroud.


  ‘What does the prophecy say?’ demanded Princess Lois.


  Capablanca read out the words on the blood-spattered paper in a hopeless monotone:


  ‘There will come a time when friends are enemies and enemies are friends


  When Zoltab, twice imprisoned, may once more be freed


  To destroy the world or be defeated


  By the hand of the husband of his betrothed.


  But if he comes with men he’ll fail and die


  If he comes with women the same


  If he comes alone he’ll perish for aye


  And Zoltab then will reign.’


  Capablanca looked across the snow at the sneering contemptuous face of the Master.


  ‘You see how you have failed,’ said the Master. ‘The prophecy mocks you. Now you must surrender to me.’


  Capablanca was shaking his head.


  ‘I will count to ten and then Zoltab’s minions will slaughter you where you stand.’


  ‘What are we going to do?’ the Princess asked the wizard.


  The contempt of the Master seemed to jolt the last desperate vestige of life from Capablanca.


  ‘We must make the prophecy come to pass,’ he answered.


  ‘One … two … three …’ counted the Master.


  ‘Take it line by line,’ said Capablanca. ‘He cannot succeed if he is with men, therefore Beo and I must leave him. And he cannot succeed if he comes with women, so the Princess must leave him too.’


  ‘Seven … eight …’


  ‘Do it now,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘Desert a comrade?’ said Beo. ‘Never!’


  ‘We must,’ said Capablanca. ‘The prophecy is our only hope!’


  ‘Farewell, Blart,’ said Princess Lois.


  ‘Nine …’


  Capablanca, Beo and Princess Lois began to back away from Blart.


  ‘What about the next line?’ said Blart helplessly. ‘The line that says that if I’m all alone I’ll perish and Zoltab will reign.’


  ‘One line at a time,’ shouted Capablanca. ‘And I’m still working on that one.’


  Blart turned back to face the Master.


  ‘You may have saved the world once, boy. But this time you die.’


  Blart didn’t want to die.


  ‘Ten!’


  On the Master’s command Zoltab’s minions advanced towards Blart, their grim weapons of death held out in front of them. Blart wanted to run, wanted to shout, wanted to be anywhere other than in this icy waste, facing death. But he could do nothing.


  And then there was a sound from behind Blart. A sound that he had heard the night before when he had been lying in Votok’s cave. It was a sound that stopped the march of Zoltab’s minions.


  It was the sound of the Wild Boars of Xanthia.


  Up the mountainside they came, huge powerful beasts charging through the snow, smoke billowing from their snouts and their fearsome tusks glistening in the evening light.


  The wild boars had sight of their prey and were determined to eat. They would gore every living thing on the slopes of Mount Xag to death and feast on the bloody remnants.


  It was a sight that terrified questors and minions alike.


  It terrified everyone except Blart.


  To Blart they looked like big pigs.


  He uttered a low whistle. It echoed off the mountains and it reached the pink ears of the Wild Boars of Xanthia. It seemed that the ferocious creatures were slowing down. Blart repeated the whistle. The closer they got to the summit of Mount Xag the slower they were getting. Again Blart whistled. A slow calming gentle whistle. The Wild Boars of Xanthia trotted towards him and gathered around him, snuffling the ground.


  ‘What are you waiting for?’ demanded the Master of Zoltab’s minions. ‘That boy has stolen Zoltab’s bride and come here to try and prevent his release. Kill him!’


  Zoltab’s minions moved forward.


  Blart whistled. This time not a low calming whistle. This time a high-pitched whistle. A call to arms.


  As quick as their heads had fallen to snuffling the Wild Boars of Xanthia’s snouts rose again. They dug their trotters in the snow, bared their sharp teeth, pointed their tusks in front of them and charged behind their leader.


  Blart was not coming with men.


  Blart was not coming with women.


  Blart was not coming alone.


  Blart was coming with pigs.


  The prophecy was fulfilled.


  Zoltab’s minions panicked at the terrible sight. They turned and fled in front of the grunting onslaught. In vain did the Master urge them to hold their line in the face of the terrible tusks. In vain did he and Teichmann cast spells at the advancing beasts. There were too many of them to be stopped. With cries of anguish the Master and Teichmann were trampled underfoot. And nor did the fleeing minions of Zoltab escape the dreaded tusks. The Wild Boars pursued them and they were caught, gored and chased to their doom off the fearsome cliffs of Mount Xag.


  Blart watched Zoltab’s minions disappear, one by one.


  Capablanca, Beo and Princess Lois emerged from the icy hollows they had dived into.


  ‘You made the prophecy come true,’ said Capablanca.


  ‘You have triumphed over tremendous odds,’ said Beowulf.


  ‘You have to admit you got lucky,’ said Princess Lois.


  On the ground in front of him lay the Master’s body, blood oozing from a fatal tusk wound to his heart.


  ‘We will take his body back with us as evidence of our defeat of Zoltab and his minions,’ said Capablanca. ‘Then all will know that we fought against the Dark Lord, war will be averted and we will once more live like free men.’


  They were standing just below the summit and from above them they heard an angry cry.


  ‘Master! What has happened? What was that noise? Where have you gone? I command you to release me.’


  The questors turned and began the long walk down the mountain, leaving the voice of Zoltab howling in anger to an empty wasteland.


  Epilogue


  ‘A toast,’ said the King, rising to his feet.


  The feasting room of the King and Queen of Illyria was full. All had eaten and drunk well.


  ‘To peace,’ said the King.


  ‘To peace!’


  The Duke of Northwestmoreland, the Earl of Nethershire and the Prince of Murkstan raised their glasses. The Grand Alliance had been dissolved. The threat of war was past. From outside the feasting room where Pig the Horse was eating his fill of the best hay and oats in the kingdom, there was a neigh of satisfaction.


  Capablanca the Grand Wizard raised his glass. An emissary from the Wizards’ Committee at the Cavernous Library of Ping had arrived that day, restoring Capablanca’s magic powers, conferring on him a new title and informing him that a new, even more comfortable chair was to be constructed in his honour. To triumph over Zoltab and the Master and the traitorous wizard Teichmann without even magic to aid him – Capablanca was once more considered the Greatest Sorcerer in all the World. Only more so.


  ‘Step forward, Beowulf,’ said the King.


  Beowulf rose from his chair and walked a trifle unsteadily, for he had drunk many flagons of mead, towards the king.


  ‘Now kneel.’


  The warrior did as he was bid. The King touched Beowulf’s shoulders lightly and he was a warrior no more.


  ‘Arise, Sir Beowulf.’


  With some difficulty the knight stood up.


  ‘Hurrah!’ cried all at the table.


  But a ferocious knocking at the feasting-room door dampened their cheering. The great door swung open. Standing there, his flawless complexion shining in the lantern’s flame, was Anatoly the Handsome.


  He rushed across the room and flung himself at the feet of Princess Lois.


  ‘Princess,’ he said, ‘I have searched for you high and low. I have followed your trail to castles and to forests and to mountains, each time arriving just after you departed, and yet still I have followed you to prove my devotion. What has kept me going is the thought of your beautiful face, of your tender white hands, of your ruby lips, of your –’


  ‘Get to the point,’ ordered the Princess. ‘My pudding is getting cold.’


  Anatoly got on with it.


  ‘Having proved my devotion I must ask once more for your hand in marriage and insist that I am not denied.’


  There was a silence at the table.


  Princess Lois looked down at Anatoly the Handsome. She thought about how married life would be with him. Compliments raining down on her morning, noon and night. She shuddered.


  ‘I’m afraid I can’t marry you,’ she told Anatoly, ‘for I am already married.’


  ‘Who to?’ demanded Anatoly the Handsome.


  ‘To him,’ said Princess Lois and she pointed across the table at Blart, who, just a moment previously, had dropped custard on his new tunic and was trying to rub it off.


  ‘Him?’ said Anatoly, indignantly considering Blart’s looks and his manners and his demeanour and concluding that he, Anatoly, was infinitely superior in all regards. ‘What can he possibly have to offer that I have not?’


  Princess Lois looked at Blart and his custard stain. At least marriage with him meant that she would not be showered with endless meaningless compliments, and for such small mercies she was momentarily grateful. And then she looked back down at Anatoly the Handsome.


  ‘He has just one thing you do not,’ she told him.


  ‘What thing?’ demanded Anatoly.


  ‘My husband saved the world,’ explained Princess Lois. ‘Twice. He is a hero.’


  Everybody at the table looked at Blart. It was true.


  Blart looked up.


  ‘And that’s the last time,’ he said.


  THE END
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