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Editorial

This is an issue I've been looking forward to.

I read a lot of SF/Fantasy, good and bad,
but a theme that appeals to me more than
any other — since I used to be a historian —
is where an alternative path through history
is traced, and the characters find themselves
pitched against real figures in disturbingly
altered circumstances. Of all the ‘alternative
Earth’ stories, one now stands out. ‘Bryan
Talbot's compelling Arkwright comic novel
spans thousands of possible histories, from
those where the sun never set on the British
Empire, to those where it never even rose.
Cromwell, Wilkelm II, and Hitler stalk across
the pages, and behind it all, the sinister
Disruptors weave their webs of intrigue and
destruction.

Many of you will not have heard of
Luther Arkwright before. After this month, 1
hope we will all hear more of him again.

¥ Paul Cockburn
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by Ed Dovey

|n any long-running role-playing game
campaign, a good system of recording
game time is essential. The best method
of achieving this is the use of a cam-
paign diary, something overlooked by
many Games Masters.

The first thing to do when setting up a
campaign diary is to decide which calen-
der system to use. Although some game
systems use their own peculiar calenders
(the STAR FRONTIERS® game has a
400 day year and Bushido uses a system
of 12 months of three 10-day weeks), |
would strongly recommend a 365 day, 52
week, 12 month year.

This enables the Games Master to use
ordinary week-to-a-view diaries. By
searching stationers, particularly larger
branches, around March or April, a
sharp-eyed Games Master can pick up
several at reduced prices. | usually buy
three each year, as the group | referee
tends to get through about three game
years in one real year. An additional
advantage of commercially produced
diaries is that they often give holidays and
Saints’ days which can be used as festival
days in the campaign. Good diaries also
give dates of new and full moons — which
is especially useful if there is a lycan-
thrope in the campaign — and times of
sunrise and sunsetduring the year. Some
desk diaries also number days and weeks,
which is a positive boon to Traveller
referees and the like.

Having purchased the diaries, re-name
each month to give more of a fantasy
flavour. You can work out your own
names, or borrow them from other cult-
ures or from fantasy fiction — eg Tolkien’s
Shire Calender. When itcomes toyears, |
find numbering the most practical (eg the
year 1243 of the 9th or Atlantean Age).
Alternatively, years can be named, as
with the Chinese system (Year of the
Lion, Year of the Dragon) or numbered
within the reign of a particular monarch
(8th year of the Reign of the Divine
Queen-Empress Thasha).

Births, Marriages & Deaths

At the beginning of each game year |
arrange births, deaths and marriages
amongst the important non-player char-
acters in the campaign — royalty and
noble families usually. The method | use
for this is based upon the one detailed in
Tony Bath’s excellent book Setting up a
Wargames Campaign.

Births and deaths are decided in a
random manner. In the case of births, roll
1d6 for each married NPC woman under
40 — a 5 or 6 indicates that she has
become pregnant. If a 6 is thrown, the die
may be rolled again, and another 6 means
twins. Roll again for the child’s sex —
odds female, evens male. Single women
can also be checked — in this case only a
6 indicates pregnancy.

NPC deaths are checked on a d10, a
result of 1 indicating thatdeath may have
taken place. Dice againonad6 — aresult
of 1-3 means that the NPC is dead,
otherwise he or she is merely ill. Suitable
illnesses can be found in the AD&D™
Dungeon Masters Guide. Subtract 1
from the initial die roll for every ten years
above the age of 40. Causes of death can
also be randomly generated, eg natural
causes, accident, suicide or murder.

Marriages can be dealt with simply by
consulting the various noble or royal
family trees, selecting couples of mar-
riageable age (16 and up, possibly young-
er in some cultures), and deciding if the
marriage is agreed by the families using
standard reaction tables. The precise date
of these events is decided by dice. Roll a
d12 for the month and-a d30 (if you have

one) for the day within the month. You
may want to bias the die rolls so that more
people die during the Winter, or get
married in Spring etc:

Public Events

Once NPCs’ private lives are arranged,
more public events can be added to the
diary. These events fall into two general
categories: those that take place over a
period of days or weeks, and those that
happen on specific days.

An obvious example of the first type is
the military campaign season, which
usually takes place in Summer, generat-
ing lots of employment for adventurous
souls. The weather is fine, and the
peasantry have little to do between
planting and the harvest. Perhaps royalty
inspect their realms during the Summer,
travelling away from cities where the
heat brings an increase in the risk of
disease. During other seasons of the year
player characters should feel different
effects. Winter sees an increase in the
difficulty of travelling, yet more monsters
raid settled lands in search of food. Spring
and early Summer sees anincrease inthe
number of monsters as young are born
and mature.

Specific days include all kinds of things,
from the ever-popular tax assessments to
religious festivals and market/fair days.
Perhaps characters could find ways to
advertise their services during a fair, and
reach more potential customers. Perhaps
they have to rescue a fair maiden from a
high tower on the evening of the first
Autumn full moon! Certain days might (as
in the DRAGONQUEST® game) be
better than others for casting spells, or
collecting spell components — such as
Midsummer Eve when it is ideal for the
druid (in the AD&D game) to gather
mistletoe. Wise men stay indoors on
Hallowe'en (or its equivalent) as do wise
fiends on other days!

Lycanthropy should not be the only
‘magical’ effect noted down. In the D&D®
and AD&D games charm spells have to
be checked at regular intervals to see if
they have worn off — and in all games a
careful record of time spent training,
resting or healing should be kept.
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| assign each day a ‘weather number’.
This is a random number from 0-9 and by
referring to the table below, gives the
prevailing weather conditions for the day.
This number could also be used to
determine wind direction (from the table
on p54 of the DMG), with a 9 or O being
calm. | generally assign the weather
number a month or two in advance.

Weather table (Temperate)

Die Spring Summer
0 Heavy Rain Heavy Rain
1 Heavy Rain Light Rain
2 Light Rain Light Rain
3 Light Rain Dull
4 Light Rain Dull
5 Dull Fine
6 Dull Fine
7 Fine Hot
8 Fine Hot
9 Hot Hot

Effects

Snow: On the first day movement is at
half speed. No movement in mountains.
On subsequent days movement is at
quarter speed and small bodies of water
freeze. A single day of snow is followed by
half a day of thaw, giving the same effect
as Heavy Rain.

Heavy Rain: Movement is at half speed.
Two or more consecutive days and fords
become impassable. Throw a d6, a 6
indicating a storm.

Light Rain: All movementon the firstday
is normal. On subsequent days, move-
ment as for Heavy Rain.

Dull: Movement normal. Throw ad6, a 1
indicating fog.

Fog: Vision reduced to 20-50 feet. Ships
at sea must reduce to half speed.

Fine: Movement normal.
Hot: Movement atthree-quarters speed.

Drought: A drought is declared after
three weeks without rain (one Hot day
will cancel one day of Light Rain, two Hot
days cancel one day of Heavy Rain). Most
rivers become fordable, and therefore
unnavigable. Food costs increase by
10-40%.

It is when a party of adventurers goes on
a long journey that the Campaign diary
really comes into its own. Common
failings in the handling of such a journey
are the Games Master simply saying
“You leave ‘A’ and after ‘x’ number of
days, arrive at ‘B’,”" or frantically rolling
dice for encounters and referring to
tables, while the players sit around
twiddling their thumbs getting bored. |
find that the best solution to this is to get
your players to work out their journey in
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advance, and give you precise details of
the route they intend to take. You can
then work out exactly how long the
journey will take, and pre-roll all the
encounters, noting down all the detailsin
the campaign diary. Days on which
something of note occurs, such as an
encounter, or arriving at a particular
location, are then underlined in red, so

Autumn Winter
Heavy Rain Snow
Heavy Rain Snow
Light Rain Heavy Rain
Light Rain Heavy Rain
Dull Light Rain
Dull Light Rain
Dull Dull

Fine Dull

Fine Fine

Fine Fine

they can be found easily and quickly. If
there is more than one party in the
campaign, different colours can be as-
signed.

Incidentally, a time saving tip is todraw
out a mileage chart on the back of your
campaign map(s) showing exact distances
between major towns and cities at a
glance.

Make all encounters worthwhile. Writ-
ingthem down in the diary is an incentive
not to throw in a ‘Little Old Man’ just for
fun. This means that if the encounter is
not hostile the players should be able to
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gain some information from it, whether
relevant or totally useless. Secondly,
avoid repetition, otherwise you could end
up with something like this:

DM: Day 2. You encounter a peasant.

Player: Greetings, good peasant. What
news can you give us?

DM: Um.... er.... Hal Dickon’s son has
got a new shovel.

Player: Oh, fascinating.

DM: Day 6. You encounter.... a

peasant.

Player: Fine. We ride straight past
him.

DM: Day 8. You encounter.... another
peasant.

Player: We ride straight over him.

In an ideal encounter with a peasant the
players would, perhaps, learn that the
neighbouring lord, despite his apparent
learning and culture, cruelly oppresses
his serfs. And furthermore, there are dark
rumours of disappearances in the village,
and of sinister rites performed in the crypt
of the castle at midnight. Repetitive or
unsuitable encounters should be ignored.

Finally, the campaign diary can also be
used to record the outcome of adventures
and encounters, giving you a permanent
record of your party’s adventuring. The
uses of the diary are not limited to those
outlined here. Political events and random
happenings could be introduced, although
only develop as much material as you can
handle comfortably. Never let your Games
Mastering become a chore.

The only real limits to the campaign
diary’s use are the ingenuity and imag-
ination of the DM.

¥ Ed Dovey
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The DM can baldly announce the existence

of the new inn; but how much more fun
to have an NPC stagger wildly in
with a knife in his back, and clutching

an advertising bill!

Non-player.characters—(NPCs) of an
interesting sort_are vital_to. any
fantasyrole-playing.campaign to give

it plot. But NPCs ‘are ‘important. g

another way too. it is.usuatly through
the use of NPCs'that 'a. Dungeon
Master guides'the course of a cam-
paign, and affects the actions: of the
players. Throwing a monster at.the
players merely sets'them an.obstacle
to overcome. But skilful use of-the
NPC can influence whatplayersdo in
much more varied ways:

A simple example: presenting-an _oppor-
tunity. The players are setting off-for.a
routine dungeon-bashing expedition
when they are approached by a foreign-
looking person who attempts to solicit
their services in regaining a sentimental
keepsake stolen by bandits some miles to
the north. This might be the start of a new
adventure should the players accept the
offer — alternatively, they might smell a
rat, and, asking for time to decide, spenda
while spying on said person, discovering
— who knows what?

One thing you should note is that the
NPC is normally the main channel of
communication between the DM and the
player-characters. Whereas the players
themselves may wish to ask the DM
about such things as interpretation of the
rules, the player-characters themselves
cannot ask the DM anything, as though
he or she were some disembodied spirit
hovering over them during the adventure.
If they want some information about the
nearest inn, or the price of some item,
they must find a non-player character to
ask. Of course, the quality of information
they get depends on whom they ask...

There is one exception to this. There
will always be some pieces of information
about the campaign setting which can be
considered absolute general knowledge
— the player characters are deemed to
know such things already, so it is perfectly
reasonable for players to ask the DM
what their characters already know about
such-and-such a topic. For instance, a
cleric in the service of the god Borg could
be considered to know a certain amount
about Borg and Borg-worship already,
and would not need to ask an NPC for
basic information about his or her own
cult.

There are many ways in which one can
use NPCs to steer the direction of a
campaign. For instance, supposing the
DM decides to set up a new inn in a more
convenient location than the existing
establishments, but in a spot not normally
passed by the characters. He could baldly
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announce the facttothe players, but how
much more fun to have an NPC stagger
wildly-into the tavern where the player-
characters are drinking quietly, and col-
lapse.in a heap, with a knife in his back,
and clutching a scrap of paper. The paper
subsequently turns out to be nothing
more than an advertising bill for the new,
inn, which informs the players: of its
existence, and starts them off on.a mini-
adventure to solve the murder at.the
same time...

One thing that you'should beware of is
making NPCs “too. hostile."In both ‘the
D&D® and AD&D™ rule books thereare
strong cautions against running NPCs in
such a way to make players’ lives easy,
but it is all too possible to err on the other
side — | have seen it done. If all NPCs
always rip the players off for all they can,
and never give them an even break, and
always charge grotesquely extortionate
fees for the slightest service, it just puts
the players’ backs up.

It also makes the game less credible.
Player-characters are not ‘different’ in
some special sense from other mortals.
An adventurer is certainly different from
a village local, but there is no way that a
village smith could distinguish between
an NPC adventurer and a Player Char-
acter. Therefore if you decide that
20,000gp is the going rate for teaching a
2nd level spell to a magic user, then
logically, thatis the amount that a player-
character could charge an NPC for the
same service.

| am certainly not suggesting you
should allow players to get away with
raking in that sort of money from simple
spell-teaching. Rather that you should
make sure that player-character adven-
turers do not get unjustly penalised by
comparison with NPC adventurers. If it is
undesirable to have player-characters
and NPCs swapping spells like crazy,
there are other ways of discouraging it
rather than fixing an unrealistic market
price (my favourite is to make magic

illegal; then player-characters never
know that they are not talking to a police
spy and dare not mention spells).
Similarly, despite what it says to the
contrary in therules, itis often quite good
to have-an NPC or two to tail along with a
party. Ifonly three people have turned up
for a_game; all with only first level
characters, it is so unlikely that they will
survive a-dungeon trip that it is scarcely
worth ptaying.Unless the local butcher’s
boy pops up and says he’s always wanted

A page for the
not-so-experienced

adventurer

by Roger Musson

S .

tovisit “the-dungeon and-would the
players mind having him:along?

If you dothis;never, never; never letthe
players run the NPC part.of-the party. I
the butcher’s‘boy comes.along, you run
him all the time:If the other-adventurers
want him to.do something;-they.have.to
ask him to. You decide whether.he does it
or not. He may be a quivering.nervous
wreck after the first three zombies;.and
totally useless. Perhaps it wasn't'such a
good idea to bring him along? Or he might
be the soul of curiosity, who keeps going
over and pulling those interesting-looking
levers that plunge the party down three
levels. Definitely not a good idea to have
brought him along!

In conclusion, a DM can have a lot of
fun with NPCs. More fun, | think, to throw
a well-designed NPC at the party and let
them try to discover his or her motives,
than to throw a spotted warpig at them to
see how long it takes them to kill it. But
keep them credible. Anything an NPC can
or can’'t do, a similarly-placed player-
character can or can’t do too.

¥ Roger Musson

Next month, Roger will be back with more
advice for players and DMs. While he
generally refers to the D&D and AD&D
games, his advice is relevant to other
games systems too.

New readers who find this feature
useful can obtain back copies of IMAGINE
magazine, price £1 (+ 50p P&P) from TSR
UK, The Mill, Rathmore Rd, CAMBRIDGE.
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- FEATHERQUEST

The Tale of the Dreamer

by Neil R Gaiman

This is a tale they tell in ancient Khem,
late at night when the fires are low and
the candles are liquifying in their
sticks; in Derana they tell it and in
Tromilly; sailors tell it on the long
passage down the River Xyths, that
does not flow into the sea; the folk of
the small islands of Andar, Vandar,
Sandar and Giff know of it, but in
Kharan they do not, and in Fasstiarelle
of the sleepy towers they only tell it in
odd-numbered months. In the marshes
of Fogpool, where tax-collectors fear
to tread, they tell it, and in Scryrrh it is
told in the market places, by old men.
They do not tell it in the city of Lost
Carnadine, though I have spoken to
one who claimed to have seen it
written in a garbled form upon the
walls of a public convenience in that
remarkable city.

They call it the Tale of the Dreamer,
and it begins in such a fashion:

There was in the city of Melk’arn, which 1s
the capital of Hla (of the seven deserts) a
certain man, whom men called Roan,
which means constant, and he lived in the
poorer part of the city in a house that had
been his father’s and his father’s before
him; for know you that the fortunes of men
and cities change even as the gods decree,
and in far off days Roan’s ancestors were
accounted among the nobility and were
blessed with great fortune.

Alas, those days were long gone and
Roan lived alone in the crumbling house
without servant or concubine, and spent
his days and nights studying the old books
and parchments that were all his father had
left when he quit this life. Young Roan was
reduced to selling the tapestries and carpets
of the house to buy food and candles
wherewith to exist and to read at night, and
in this he was frugal, for he bought the
cheapest cuts of meat, and the last fruit
from the vendor’s barrows. In this way
Roan passed his days. When his father died
Roan was eighteen years of age, and when
this tale starts his two-and-twentieth birth-
day had just come and gone, a fact which
our hero did not remark upon, for in his
dusty library all days were one, and he
scarcely reckoned between them.

It came to pass that one night Roan slept
in the library, as he often did, his head on a
manuscript pillow. And sleeping, he
dreamed a dream so cunningly fashioned
that he was hard put to tell that he was not
awake. For in his dream a stranger came to
him and by certain signs Roan knew that
the stranger was not a man but a djinn, for
his eyes had neither white nor iris nor pupil,

but were instead made of flame, but withal
he was passing comely to look upon.

‘Roan,’ he said. ‘Roan.’

“Thatis me, Lord,” said Roan, for he was
a well mannered youth.

‘Roan,’ said the djinn, ‘I have come to
tell you of your fortune. Say naught, but
listen. You must leave this city and take
ship for the Far Reaches; arriving at the
port of Rilmeree you must travel by camel
to Pundondor, where bad taste is consider-
ed a virtue and all men (and women too, if
the truth be known) are improper, in-
delicate, ribald and obscene, and where
they tell the tale of The Day That Abu
Hassan Broke Wind while seated at the
dinner table — and before the dessert.

‘From Pundondor you must travel on
foot down the popply road to Thelicum,
where the bandit-wizards have their court,
and from there to Utter Haslet, where the
Pittites are, and the Pit. You must cross the
rutty Mountains until you are come to the
bounds of the Calyx Empire. Take horse
from there to the capital city of Captand-
um, where you must go to the house of the
Emperor wearing red britches, a green belt,
and on your head a purple hat, and great
fortune and happiness shall be yours.’

At this Roan was much amazed, but he
said nothing.

“To prove to you that this is no mere
dream,” continued the djinn, ‘I leave you
this.” And with that he plucked a feather
from his turband and placed it between the
youth’s fingers. Then he vanished, and
Roan sank into a dreamless sleep.

As the first fingers of dawn brushed the
sky he awoke. “That was a strange dream,’
he thought to himself. ‘I must have been
reading too many of the old romances.’
Then he looked down and saw that
between the fingers of his right hand was a
feather, the selfsame feather that the djinn
had taken from his turband.

‘Oh,’ thought Roan.

He knew then that it had been no dream,
but a true telling of things to come, and
straightway he went down to the harbour
to arrange passage on a ship to the Far
Reaches.

For if there was one thing that Roan had
learned from his books it was that such
dreams were not to be ignored, ‘Although,’
he thought privately, ‘I do wish that the
journey to great fortune were not going to
be so perilous. I have no wish to travel, and
the tales men tell of Utter Haslet (not to
mention the Pit or the unlikable Pittites)
are not calculated to fill one with pleasure;
on the contrary, in fact.’

Due to the speed with which he had to
sell his house, he gained only six hundred
gold coins from the sale, of which seventy
went at once to the ship’s captain. He
carried some of these coins in a belt around

his waist and the rest in the false bottom of
his travelling bag. In the rest of his
travelling bag he had some volumes of
poetry and some clothes (amongst which
were a purple hat and some red britches);
also he took his toothbrush.

Nine days after he dreamed his dream (if
dream it truly were) the ship set sail for the
Far Reaches, and Roan stood on the deck
and watched the land recede into the
horizon. A sailor came to him, offering
wine to guard against the sea-sickness that
can come to travellers.

‘Sea-sickness?’ laughed Roan. ‘Why, when
I was a boy I would go out with the fisher-
men, and never have I felt or been —
bloooughhh!’

He watched his lunch blow past in the
westerly wind, from which it was eagerly
snatched by passing gulls, washed his
mouth out with wine and went below to his
cabin. He lay in his bunk and moaned, sure
that he would die and that his quest would
be over before it was begun: every lurch and
roll of the ship only served to convince him
that his demise was indeed imminent.

Even so, within the week he had left his
cabin and would wander over the ship
getting in the sailors’ way. Two or three of
them were all for throwing him overboard,
but staider heads prevailed, and in a while
the sailors grew to tolerate him, and there
was many a dry eye when he walked down
the gangplank at Far Reaches, his bag over
his shoulder.

The Port of Rilmeree was cosmopolitan
in the extreme. Dark-skinned merchants
rubbed shoulders with fair courtesans (I
believe that rubbing shoulders was a
gesture of affection; anyway it’s a lot of fun)
and dwarfish Faiorislers haggled with fat
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amazons. Roan gaped at them all. Three
identical sisters laughed at him.

Roan made a long nose at them, which
convulsed them into giggles, and they
passed on down the street.

He stopped at the stall of a seller of fruit.
‘Where can I find the camel-trains?’ he
asked the man. ‘Buy a melon,’ said the
fruit-seller, yawning.

Roan bought a melon. “Where are the
camel trains?’ he repeated.

‘I do not know,” admitted the fruit seller,
‘but on that wall behind you is a map of the
city. It'll be on there.’

There was indeed a map on the wall, and
Roan found the Place of the Camel-Trains,
which was just ouside the Western Gate,
with little difficulty. However, whilst he
examined the map someone threw arotting
love-apple at his head. No-one admitted to
the deed when Roan enquired.

Of the five camel-trains at the westerly
gate but one was travelling to Pundondor,
and it was with the hetman of that train
that Roan haggled for the rest of that
afternoon. The hetman was tall, with
pepper-and-salt hair, a halo of white
stubble on his dusky chin, and the wine-red
nostrils that proclaimed him a user of
s’hung — that drug that takes a man to
strange worlds (and simultaneously des-
troys his sense of smell). They settled on the
sum of forty gold pieces and the melon.

Roan decided that riding a camel was
marginally worse than his shipboard ex-
periences, especially when he lost the tip of
the little finger of his right hand to one of
the animals.

‘It was your own fault. I told you to keep
your fingers away from his mouth,’ said the
hetman, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

Roan felt sick most of the time. The
insides of his thighs were red and crusted
with sores; he was covered from head to
foot with the bites of ticks, lice and fleas; he
was miserable, and only cheered himself up
by thinking of the djinn with the fiery eyes,
and the future that awaited him in the
Captandum, outside the house of the Calyx
Emperor.

Scratching furiously, he wondered what
it would be. From his extensive readings he
could only see three alternatives:

1. A rich man would see him and adopt
him as his son, he would marry the princess
and become Calyx Emperor upon the
present incumbent’s demise.

2. The Calyx Emperor himself would
see Roan, adopt him as his son, and upon
his death Roan would marry the Princess
and become Emperor himself.

3. The princess herself would, upon
seeing Roan, fall deeply and all-consum-
ingly in love with him, refusing to take
food or water until Road was brought to
her bed (Roan’s ears flushed an embar-
rassed red at the thought of this). After a
comfortable week or so they would marry,
the Calyx Emperor would shutffle off this
mortal coil, and Roan in his turn would
become Calyx Emperor.

Whichever way you looked at it, his
Prospects were rosy.

In three weeks of bottombusting stomach-
turning pelfstinging sandburning travel
they arrived at Pundondor, and three days
later Roan set off down the popply road to
Thelicum. Of Pundondor I will say no-
thing. Children may be reading, or people
with weak hearts, and any mention of
Pundondor would be offensive to most: for
the men are all cads, bounders and rotters,
the women are floozies, hoydens and
frumps: all is coarse and vulgar, tawdry
and rude.

Roan’s journey down the popply road to

Thelicum, that strange highway that does
not stay still and sensible, but bubbles, roils
and ferments like a rough sea playing at
arthquakes, was uneventful; he had but
three narrow escapes from death — al-
though the count had risen to eleven by the
time he walked away from Thelicum and
its bandit-wizards.

I would tell you of Roan’s imprison-
ment; his release by the mad king, Barns-
man Thresher; the strange volcano; Roan’s
unfortunate transformation into a decorat-
ive ornament and his subsequent lucky
release from this fate; and why it was wise
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of him to bring some volumes of poetry on
his quest; but these are all matters that are
dealt with elsewhere at great length, and I
would not presume to bore my readers by
telling them a tale they already know.

Let us move on, therefore, to his arrival
(sick, hungry and tired), in the ominous
town of Utter Haslet. He had intended to
avoid it originally, although now he
changed his mind.

‘For did not the djinn say that my future
awaits me in Captandum?’ thought Roan.
‘Despite all that I have gone through I still
live, and I am sure nothing in Utter Haslet
could be worse than the indignities I have
already been put to.” So saying he strode
into the town of Utter Haslet, found an
inn, had lunch and slept the clock around
in a goose-feather bed.

On awakening he went down to the inn
and ordered more food, which was set
before him. The room was empty, save fora
tall, dour man clad all in black, who stood
by the door. Roan invited him to partake of
the luncheon.

‘Eat with you?’ echoed the stranger. ‘Aye,
thatI will.” And he seated himself at Roan’s
table, although he ate but sparingly of the
food thereon.

Roan’s attention was caught by a golden
trinket around the stranger’s neck. It was
fashioned in the shape of something that
was neither spider nor jellyfish nor yet a
woman, but reminded Roan of first one
and then another. He commented on it to
the saturnine stranger, who made a pious
sign with his hands.

‘What is its significance?’ asked Roan.

“That is one of the Mysteries of the Pit,
but withal you will know soon enough,’
said his guest.

‘T take it that you are a Pittite,” said our
hero courteously.

‘Aye, I am one of the Sons of the Pit.’

Roan poured himself a generous measure
of wine. ‘And what does that mean?’

‘It means that I am of the elect, and that 1t
is my task to greet visitors to Utter Haslet,
and to give them the opportunity of
learning of the Mystery of the Pit, and of
becoming ingested into its Mysteries.” The
stranger drew a long, straight sword and
put the tip of it to our beleaguered hero’s
throat. ‘I thank you for the food, stranger,’
he said grimly. ‘Now, come.’

Roan picked up his bag and followed the
Son of the Pit. On the far side of town they
came to a deep pit, blacker than midnight
and stark as a grave.

At the edge of that pit they paused. A
score of the drab-clad Pittites, all tall and
unsmiling, stood around gazing into the
depths of the pit with intent, unblinking
eyes.

‘Would I be correct in assuming,” asked
Roan of his captor, ‘that the image that you
wear around your neck is a representation
of something that, uh, resides in the Pit?’

The Son of the Pit nodded.

Roan paled. ‘How — how big is it?’

The tall man shrugged. ‘It is written in
the book of the Pit, ““And behold, I shall
come out of the nether caverns and I shall
take my place in the Pit. And my hunger
shall be great, and my needs shall not be
insignificant. Of eyes shall I have eight,
and of limbs I shall have eight, and on the
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flesh of men shall I feed me. And my size
shall be that of an elephant, only bigger”.’

‘Great,’ said Roan.

The Pittites knotted a hefty rope around
Roan’s chest and lowered him into the Pit.

The Pit was deep, and Roan was most
uncomfortable as they lowered him into it.
The rope burned his skin, and often he
would be swung against the sides. When on
particularly large outcrop of rock had
almost claimed his brains he called up,
‘Hey! sons of the Pit! If you want me to
reach the bottom of your Pit alive you had
better take more care!’ After that there was a
lighter touch on the rope, and he reached
the bottom without serious mishap.

The Pit floor was so far below the surface
that Roan could see the night sky and the
constellation of the Hanged Man far above,
though it was noon and daylight outside,
and he had seen no stars above the ground.
The Pit floor was of undressed stone, with a
scattering of bones, clothes and swords —
many of them partly chewed or dissolved —
that lay higgledy-piggledy on the floor.

‘I do not like the looks of this,” Roan
muttered, and the sight of the Dweller in
the Pit scuttling discreetly from behind one
boulder to the next did nothing to reassure
him. Quite how many legs and eyes it had,
Roan could not tell in the gloom, but it was
unquestionably the size of an elephant,
only bigger.

It moved almost soundlessly, a segment
of deeper black in the inky shadows. A
scuttering, then silence. Roan reassured
himself by telling himself that he had had a
dream and a feather that made his survival
avirtual certainty; however he was not very
convincing, and when something brushed
his face he gave himself up for dead.
Another scuttering in a far corner caught
his attention.

‘Either there is more than one of these
Things,” he thought, ‘or else it was not the
foot (or worse) of a Thing that brushed my
cheek.’

He turned slowly to discover the rope,
which was being slowly hauled up and out
of the Pit by the grim gentlemen above.
The rope was now almost a foot above his
head, and he caught hold of it with both
hands and gripped it tightly. At once it
stopped moving upwards.

‘Frustrate me, would you?’ muttered
Roan. ‘Well, even if you won’t haul me out
of this blasted Pit I can still climb!’ and he
started to drag himself hand over hand up
the rope, which promptly lowered itself to
the floor of the Pit once more. ‘Caitiff,
degenerate, rotten blighters!” he shouted.
‘Pandering, perverted, scabstinking...’
words failed him briefly ‘...grollocking
knavies!’

And with that he seized the rope and gave
it the strongest tug he could, to let the Sons
of the Pit know exactly what he thought of
them. From the corner of his eye he noticed
something a little like a spider and a little
like a jellyfish and somewhat like to a
woman had taken advantage of his in-
attention to slip further towards him. He
noticed also that the rock was dissolving
and smoking where the dripping ichor
from the beast’s jaws touched it. Roan gave
himself up for dead again, sat down and
prepared to meet his doom.
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There was a sound from far above him.

The rope started to pour and coil onto
the floor of the pit. Squinting upwards,
Roan made out three rapidly falling shapes
and he guessed, correctly as it turned out,
that his final tug on the rope had had more
effect on the Sons of the Pit than Roan had
dreamed.

The Pittites splattered onto the floor,
each with his own distinctive thud, and the
Dweller scittered away. She waited for
almost a minute, her luminous eyes staring
out of the shadows, until she felt sure that
this was no trick but a genuine windfall,
scittered back and proceeded to devour her
erstwhile worshippers. She was halfway
through the third when she noticed that the
living sacrifice had gone, probably down
one of the myriad tunnels that honey-
combed the base of the Pit. She gave the
spidery-jellyfish equivalent of a shrug and
returned to her dessert.

Roan ran without stopping for mile after
mile along dark and narrow tunnels,
always choosing those that sloped up-
wards, often stumbling and falling and
skinning his knees and hands and knock-
ing his head, his heart thumping in his ears
and threatening to burst out of his chest.
He was panting and sweating. He ached in
his legs and chest.

When finally he saw the light of day at
the end of a tunnel he fell upon his knees
and gave thanks to every god from Abiros
to Zyxwths, many demigods, and also his
djinn. He left the tunnel and found himself
on a ledge, high in the Rutty Mountains
and gazing down on the tiny town of Utter
Haslet, doll-like far below him.

Wrapping himself in a coat from his bag
(which he had kept by his side though all
his vicissitudes), he set himself against the
wind and trudged off, up and over the
Rutty Mountains.

He slept in caves and in the crooks of
trees, covered with all his clothes, his feet in
his travelling bag.

At the end of the fifth day he reach a small
inn that marked the bounds of the Calyx
Empire, and he stayed there recuperating
for over a week. As soon as he was able he
set out for Captandum, mounted on a
zebra-striped stallion which took cold and

died, forcing him not only to purchase a
replacement, but also to pay for the horse’s
funeral. A very expensive affair.

When he arrived in the Calyx city of
Captandum, mounted on a dapple-grey
mare, he had but two hundred and fifty
gold coins left.

In all his travels Roan had seen nothing
to compare with Captandum of the tranced
towers, for the very cobbles of the streets
were semi-precious stones, such as ameth-
yst, and chalcedony, and rainbow obsidian;
white were the buildings, with golden
balconies, on which the young folk of the
city lounged, playing on silver lyres; the
merchants each had wide and spacious
stores in which their wares were tastefully
displayed — jewels in great barrels and
wines in lambent carafes; right nobly were
the gentlefolk dressed, and many-coloured
waterfalls played down the sides of the
buildings. Roan donned his red britches
and green belt and purple hat in a nearby
convenience, then tethered his horse and
took up his vigil outside the house of the
Calyx Emperor, which was no house but a
palace.

Now it so happened that a scant week
before this, the daughter of the Calyx
Emperor had dreamed a dream, and in this
dream she was instructed thus: That a
black-haired youth from far-off Hla (of the
seven deserts), wearing red britches, a green
belt, and a purple hat would come to the
palace; that he was fated to be her husband,
and, through his wisdom, the saviour of
the Calyx Empire in a time of great need.
She related this dream to her father and to
the court magician, and the court magician
adjudged it a true dream from certain signs
and portents. Thus it was that each day the
Princess Telalcla and her father the Calyx
Emperor, and the court magician would
stroll around the palace. For seven days
there had been no-one that answered her
dream’s description, but on this day, as the
approached the main gate, they caught
sight of Roan.

“Tell me,’ said the princess to the court
magician. ‘What colour is his hat?’

‘Purple, and it please your majesty.’

‘And what colour are his britches?’

‘Red, and it please your majesty.’

‘And what colour is his belt?’




‘His belt is green, and it please your
majesty.’

‘It is he!” she hissed, and her father and
the magician nodded.

Roan watched the procession approach.
The court magician, a white-haired sage in
a long brown gown inscribed with goetic
signs, left the other two and came over to
him. ‘I greet you, traveller. How do you call
yourself, and whence do you come?’

‘My name is Roan, and I have come from
Melk’arn.’ replied our hero.

‘And — hum, ha, — where is Melk’arn?’

‘In Hla (of the seven deserts).’

The magician covertly signalled to the
Emperor and the princess, making a circle
of his thumb and first finger.

‘And what is your profession, young
man?’

‘I am a scholar, sire.’

The magician was satisfied, and he
gestured for the Calyx Emperor and the
princess to join them.

Roan was struck dumb when he saw the
princess, and when she smiled at him his
heart almost forgot to beat. Her eyes, he
thought, are twin stars; her mouth a
rosebud; her breasts are twin doves and her
hair was spun from the stuff of the sun
itself. All this he thought, and more, and
like one in a dream he dropped to one knee
and doffed his purple hat.

The princess looked like someone had
just slapped her with a herring.

‘Look!” she exclaimed. ‘His hair!’

For Roan’s hair was a deep and rusty
red. s

‘A trick,” muttered the court magician,
who hated to be wrong.

‘Make a fool of us, would he?’ enquired
the Calyx Emperor Himself. “Take him
down to the deepest dungeon, starve him
until Thursday, torture him all weekend,
and we’ll have a public execution Monday
lunchtime. In the Square of Scented
Nightingales.’

Guards sprang forth, seemingly from
nowhere, threw Roan to the ground and
then dragged him off the deepest dungeon,
where, alone and friendless, he was
immured.

He lay on the floor of the cell, his bag
serving him once more as a pillow, a thin
trickle of dark blood oozing from his nose
and from the corner of his mouth. ‘There is
something unfair about this,” he mourned.
‘T have been sea-sick, covered in ordure,
bitten by camel, flea, tick and louse,
subjected to the indignities of Pundondor,
rocked on the popply road, earthquaked,
imprisoned, flung into a pit, almost eaten
by the “Ehing in - the Pit, hurt; 'lost
underground, frozen in the high mount-
ains, starved, sold an unsound horse, lost
most of my money, and finally, when my
recompense and reward was nigh, I have
been thrown into a deep and disgusting
dungeon where I now face impending
torture, starvation and death. It is not just,
neither is it fair.’

Plunging his hands into his bag he
found a bedraggled feather, which he
gripped tightly, and then reciting to
himself certain words he had learned from
his father’s manuscripts in those faraway
days in Melk’arn, he drifted into a lucid
sleep.
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In his dream the djinn of the fiery eyes
stood before him. ‘You called?’ yawned the
djinn.

Roan briefly outlined his situation.

The djinn shook his head. ‘T can’t
understand it,” he pondered. ‘You’'re meant
to have black hair. It isn’t well, a sort of...
reddish-black, is it?’

‘Of course not!’ exclaimed Roan. ‘It’s red
as a brick, and always has been. Can’t you
see?’

‘Nope,” apologized the djinn. ‘It’s one of
the liabilities of having flames for eyes.
Colour blind. Even so...” he fumbled in his
pouch and pulled out a scroll. “...mmm..
..mm... here we are. “Visit Roan son of
Frayne” — that’s you — “Tell him to leave
Melk’arn and take ship for the Far
Redches: 232

‘It isn’t me! I'm Roan son of Strepitus!’

The djinn gazed down at Roan with fiery
eyes, sighed, then rolled up the scroll and
put it away. ‘Eblis!” he swore. “The wrong

(once more by camel) to Rilmeree (losing a
fingertip on the way, this time from his left
hand) in which city he was beaten up and
his last money stolen. Forced to work his
passage back to Melk’arn, he fared no better
than on the previous sea-voyage — worse,
in fact, for great storms arose around the
Tur’hian coast, and the sailors adjudging
him a bringer of ill-fortune tossed him
overboard. That the ship was struck
immediately after by ball-lightning, kill-
ing all on board and breaking the ship up
into drift-wood (some of which kept
Roan’s head above the water until he was
picked up by a Vandarian trawler, the sole
survivor) did little to cheer him up. He
fared slightly better on the trawler, al-
though he was unable ever again to eat fish,
and on the morning of his twenty-third
birthday — although he did not know it —
he walked down the gangplank in
Melk’arn, his home city, and he came to the
house of his father’s brother.

blasted address. And on my first job too.
Trophaino only knows what kind of
trouble I'll get into.’

He waved his hands and vanished in a
puff of green smoke, from which an
anguished wail of ‘I just hope you're
satisfied!” drifted and hung in the air.

‘It wasn’t my fault,” muttered Roan, then
he got up, opened the false bottom to his
bag, attracted a jailor and by means of
extensive bribery escaped from the palace
and the glorious city of Captandum (the
Calyx Emperor was satisfied by the death of
