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                        CHAPTER ONE

Rachel regained consciousness with her face pressing into the short, green grass. She was curled on her side. Blinking once or twice, she felt wide awake, but didn’t move at all at first. She was trying to remember. The last thing she could recollect was being at home in the living room, but nothing else except some argument about a football match and then...and then...she was lying here, somewhere on the grass. 

She expected to feel frightened. Feeling frightened was only to be expected when you didn’t know where you were, how you’d gotten there, or where you’d been. Somehow she wasn’t afraid at all. Something had changed her. She didn’t feel quite at home in herself. It was strange. Even when she realised that the clothes she was wearing weren’t hers, she didn’t panic.

Listening, she could almost hear the silence. There was no birdsong at all, but she was a city girl from a public housing scheme, so the lack of birdsong wasn’t something she’d immediately notice. It just seemed awful quiet. Then she did hear something, like the faint rustle of leaves, and sat up.

A few, full grown chestnut trees were dotted here and there, but the barrier at her back was much more of a surprise. She’d never seen anything quite like it. This tall but rounded and somewhat crumbling stone edifice seemed to stretch on and on across the rolling parkland and kept going for as far as she could see. It was only when she twisted her head to follow the progress of this barrier in the other direction that she saw her younger brother lying there on the grass just a yard or so away.

 She couldn’t help but feel a little irritated. Her younger brother sat up. He was wearing a rough brown tunic, made of the same material as hers, but with a hood thing round his neck, and a kind of hose with pointy toes instead of trousers like she was wearing. They weren’t his clothes either

'Do you think we're still in England?' she said after a moment or two.

 His eyes were still kind of blank then, but he slowly blinked and took a deep breath. He got to his feet and seemed to be trying to gather himself up somehow, hunching his shoulders and lifting his arms as if pretending to be someone else, which was weird because he was sometimes quite withdrawn and never did much joking around like that. 

'Do you think we're still in England,' she repeated. 

'I certainly hope not,' he said in a deep gruff voice. 'I'm Scottish.'

'What?' said Rachel. ' You're from London like me, stupid!'

Robert rubbed the grass off his tunic. He moved as if pretending to be a big, burly man and not just eleven years old. 

'I'm Robert the Bruce,' he said. 'Come back to claim my kingdom.'

'What are you going on about?' said Rachel in exasperation. 'Stop being stupid! This isn’t funny! I mean, where are we? What's happened to us?'

'We're in Scotland. Look at all the Scottish things everywhere,' her younger brother, who really was called Robert, waved his arm around in the kind of slow way a much bigger, burlier person would have done. Then he sat down. 'I feel funny,' he said in his normal voice. He looked around then as if for the first time. He seemed amazed. 'Where are we?' he said.

'I don't know,' Rachel replied in a soft voice, slowly turning to look all around. 'I don't feel right either.' She scratched her arm. The rough woollen tunic she had on wasn't very comfortable.

'I wonder who won the game,' said Robert, looking distractedly over towards the giant buttress.

'That's right!' said Rachel, suddenly remembering. 'You were watching the football!'

'It was Scotland versus England. You tried to turn it over!' he said, accusingly.

'Football's stupid!' she said.

'You're stupid! You're stupid! You turned the telly over and look what happened! We've ended up in Scotland!'

'This isn't Scotland, you moron!'

'Well, where are we? And what are you doing in those stupid clothes?'

'We're ... we're ... we're not at home,' she said.

'Brilliant! It's all your fault! The last thing I remember is you saying you'd kill me. You must have done it!'

'We're not dead, stupid.'

'How do you know we're not dead?' he shouted back.

'Because nobody would be seen dead in these ... these stupid sandals!' she said, looking down at her feet.

'What about my trainers? Mum bought me a great pair of trainers,' he said, looking down a bit dejectedly at the leather soles sewed onto the hose on his feet.

'She shoplifted them,' said Rachel.

'She did not!'

'She did sot!'

He lunged at her, but she grabbed his wrist and expertly threw him to the ground. He lay there on his back, looking up at her, stunned as much by disbelief as anything. 

'How did I do that?' she said to herself. 'Are you okay?' she asked.

'That's not fair!' he said, looking really in the huff as he started to get to his feet. 'It's just not fair!' he said, stamping in annoyance with his back turned to her.

'You started it!' she shouted.

'I did not!' he shouted back, turning to glare at her.

Right then the silence all around them was broken by an enormous roar, which seemed to come from behind the giant sloping stone mound, the barrier they were standing near. Before he knew how he'd gotten there, Robert was over holding onto his sister's arm, nervously bouncing up and down, and kind of gibbering.

'What's that? What's that? What's that?' 

'I think it came from behind that great big humpy thing,' she said.

'Not out here?' he said.

'Behind you!' she shouted. Robert jumped round and thought he was going to die of fright. There was nothing there.

'That's not fair!!' he bawled out. 'Not, not fair!' He looked as if he might burst into tears.

'Don't be such a..' she began, but then there was another huge roaring noise, so loud and fierce it was hard to imagine what size of beast it might come from. Robert wasn't waiting to find out. 

' Aaaaah! Aaaaah!' he said as he turned and ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction. 'Aaaah!' he kept saying. 

Fortunately, the meadow rose away from the buttress in a gentle slope and Rachel could keep her brother in sight as he got further and further away. Obviously, he’d been, not unreasonably, frightened half out of his wits. Somehow, even despite the huge roaring noise, Rachel didn’t feel particularly perturbed. 

Once or twice as she rose higher and higher up the gentle gradient, she turned back to take in the lie of the land and could see the huge stone barrier keep stretching on and on. Behind the wall the countryside looked a little bit different from anything she’d ever seen. Ferns. Giant ferns.

 There seemed to be a forest of giant ferns behind the wall and short meadow grass at their side. Far away she could see where the wall had crumbled and decayed so that the fernland and the grassland weren’t really separated there. A broken barrier and giant ferns. A huge roaring noise.

Where she came from, the streets seemed sometimes taken over by the joyriders, the gangs, the druggies at night, and often she felt quite anxious if she had to go out then. Here there was a broken barrier, giant ferns and a huge roaring noise. She couldn’t understand her lack of fear. Without the anxiety, she was almost a different person somehow.

Amazed at her own calmness, she just wanted to keep her brother in sight and not lose him. Robert sometimes had quite bad asthma and she expected him to stop running way before he did. It took her ages to catch up with him. When she finally did, he didn’t want to talk to her.

 'It's not fair,' was all he would say. She trudged along after him, just a few paces behind, and they stayed like that until the ground stopped rising and levelled out. They could see what looked to be some kind of castle or walled town in the far distance. Robert stopped and stood staring at it.

'Where can we be?' said Rachel, standing by his side.

'Scotland has lots of castles,' said Robert.

'Why would we be in Scotland suddenly?' Rachel said.

'You were told not to change the channel!' said Robert, sounding even more bad tempered than usual. 

 'There was a ring at the door. Don't you remember that?' said Rachel.

'Mum told us never to answer the door when she was out,' said Robert. 'But you probably answered the door and got us killed!' he said, sounding still annoyed.

'But we're not dead.'

'How do you know?' he said. 'Nobody knows what happens when you're dead.' Robert paused for a moment then and pinched himself to see if he was awake. ‘I don’t seem to be asleep. If I’m not dead and I’m not dreaming, what the dinkums is going on?’

‘How do you know you’re not dreaming?’ said Rachel.

‘I just know!’ Robert shouted, sounding really annoyed again. 

'Is that really a castle?' Rachel asked, pointing, hoping just to change the subject.

'It's more like a fortified town, isn't it? I mean, it looks awful big from here to be a castle. What's that bit sticking up in the middle? That could be a castle. Let’s go and see,’ said Robert, suddenly a lot more enthusiastic.

‘Don’t you think we should work out what’s been going on. I can’t remember anything …..’she started.

 ‘I’ve come back to claim my kingdom!' Robert suddenly called out once more in that strange, gruff voice. He was spinning round as if talking to a lot of people who weren't there. 'Yes, you bunch of rapscallion freepong dogs! I am your worst nightmare!’ Rachel stared at him for a moment before she realised he really wasn’t acting the goat. He didn't really know what he was doing. 'Get out of my castle before I batter you with my great big Scottish sword!' he shouted.

'Robert!' Rachel said sharply. Robert suddenly went back to being Robert.

'I think there's something a bit odd about me today,' he said, walking over to his sister.

'There's something a bit odd about everything,' she said.

'I want to go to that castle. I really do,' said Robert. ‘That was a really scary noise. Maybe we can get some help.'

'I've got to look after you,' she said thoughtfully, looking at him in a kind of distasteful way. She really didn’t feel comfortable with this novel emotion concerning her brother

'You've never looked after me!' he said.

'I know,' she replied. She felt very confused and puzzled by this sense of having to care for her brother. At her best, she sometimes managed to treat him like an irritating idiot. 'But I’m the eldest.'

'That's it. Goodbye,' said Robert, who immediately set off towards the walled town.

'Wait for me!' said his big sister, getting up to chase him. 

Robert determinedly trudged onwards and Rachel walked along a few paces behind. She was quite annoyed with Robert, but she was often quite annoyed with Robert and told herself she had to act more mature. They'd need to stick together and try not to fight, so she just followed on a few paces behind and didn't say a word.

Eventually, they joined a path, which joined a track then a dirt road leading eventually to a kind of drawbridge. There was a big ditch in front of it, and then this wall that stretched away for ages on either side of them as they stood there looking at the closed entrance to the town.

'There doesn't seem to be anyone in,' said Rachel.

'I thought the gates were supposed to be pearly,' said Robert.

'What?' she said, immediately getting annoyed again. 'What? You're not dead, stupid!'

'What do you want?' this voice suddenly interrupted them from the battlements beside the drawbridge. There was a man up there. The brother and sister suddenly stopped their argument and stared up at the man, whom they assumed had to be a guard, or a gatekeeper of some kind. Rachel didn't notice that Robert was hunching his shoulders again.

'I'm Robert the Bruce!' he shouted. Rachel dunted him, but he paid no heed. 'Come back to claim my kingdom!'

'I might have heard of you,' the man shouted back, humouring him.  'I thought you'd be bigger. You'd better come in. The beasts will be out there soon.'

The drawbridge started to come down, accompanied by great creaking and grinding noises, but when it reached ground level in front of them, all they could see was chaos.

----------------------------------------------

CHAPTER TWO

 The town seemed to be populated by animals. When the drawbridge came down, sheep, goats, horses, pigs and cows was practically all they could see at first. Then the animals started to spill onto the drawbridge from behind the portcullis, which was slowly rising, before two men with big sticks, dressed in outsize versions of the clothes Robert wore, appeared and, with curses and blows, started to drive them back along the drawbridge and in behind the walls.

 Practically the only experience the siblings had with farmyard animals was when parts of them were wrapped up in clingfilm and already on the supermarket shelves, so they stood staring at the real things somewhat uneasily. Even when the men drove them all back to the area behind the portcullis, they didn't feel particularly reassured.

'What's keeping you?' the man on the battlements shouted down. 'Get a blinking move on!'

Rachel pushed Robert on the shoulder. 'You go first,' she said.

'No, you go first,' he said, getting round behind her and giving her a shove.

'No, you go first,' she insisted.

'What about being the eldest? The eldest always goes first.'

'No, the youngest always goes first.'

'No, the eldest,' he said, pushing her.

'No, the youngest,' she said, pushing him back.

'What's the matter?' shouted the man.

'She's scared the sheep will bite her!' shouted Robert.

'I am not!' said Rachel, dunting him.

'Well, get a move on then,' said Robert.

'It's not the sheep she's got to worry about! Get a blinking move on!'

'See?' said Robert. 'You've to get a move on, stupid.'

Rachel pushed Robert aside and stamped  along the drawbridge, pretending to be a lot less bothered by the animals than she really was. Coming closer to the portcullis where some animals were still being cajoled, beaten and shouted at, she slowed down a bit.

 This was horrible. Not only were these animals filthy, but manure was all over the cobblestones. Some of the animals were half covered in it as well. She kept saying yukky, yukky, yukky and making horrible revolted faces as she skipped passed, keeping as far away from the animals as possible. Then she was inside the walls, standing at the side and waiting for her brother. 

Robert came skipping and jumping through the gate, trying to avoid the worst of the manure, and was soon standing beside his sister. They just stayed there for a moment, looking around. Men were throwing bits of wood and stuff on the sloped sides of a bonfire tucked into one of the corners, trying to finish building it. They both noticed it because it looked strangely out of place in a square filled otherwise almost entirely with farmyard animals.

Most of the buildings surrounding the open space had big front doors and seemed to be used mainly as stables, or barns. You couldn't see far along the one road that led away from there into the town since it bent and twisted, quickly obscuring the view. But the buildings you could see were tall, with three or four stories, and seemed to stick out into the road or lean back at precarious angles, narrow as if squeezed to fit into a place with not enough space.

There was no one around they could ask for help. Even with the football on the telly, Rachel would have much preferred being back in her living room. Feeling terribly suspicious in a way she never did, worse still was the nagging concern over her brother who, in comparison, seemed now to be having a wonderful time, as if without a care in the world. Of course, she’d always suspected that her brother was an idiot.

'This is great!' said Robert. 'They must be making a film or something, back in the olden days. But you can't see the castle from here. Let's go and see the castle! I want to see the castle!' he said, sounding strangely insistent.

'I don't see any cameras,' said Rachel. 

'We must have to go along that road to get to the castle. It's the only one out of here anyway. Come on,' said Robert, starting off. 'At least, we’ll get out of this cow crap.'

The road they started along was cobbled and had a narrow pavement on either side, but it was difficult to walk on the pavements due to the number of people sitting on them with their backs to the walls. Mostly, they seemed to be beggars, some with hands and feet missing, some blind or deformed in some way. Rachel couldn’t help but notice that all seemed to have terrible dental problems, some with hardly a tooth in their heads.

‘It’s The Night of the Living Dead, Part One,’ said Rachel. ‘Either that or the National Health Service has gone right down the toilet.’

 Feeling quite repelled despite herself, Rachel shied away from them all, walking in the road. She was following Robert who seemed to have far fewer reservations about who he would get close to. He went up to this man who was standing outside a kind of baker's shop. The man must have worked there because he was practically head to toe covered in flour.

'Hey, mister,' says Robert. 'Where's the castle? Is it this way?'

'You don't be from round here,' said the man, staring at him kind of intently. 'Where be you from?'

‘Where do you be from first?’ said Robert.

‘I be from Limbo. Where else is there?’ said the man.

'There be Northolt in London,' said Robert. Then he shouted over to his sister who was still a few paces away. ‘Sis, the man says we’re in Limbo! That’s between heaven and hell, isn’t it?’

‘Come back here!’ said Rachel, stopping, but Robert turned back to the man.

'And where be this London?' asked the man suspiciously.

'You tell me where be the castle and I'll tell you where be London,' said Robert.

'And what be you called?' said the man, squinting his eyes and staring at him kind of meanly.

Robert started to hunch his shoulders and lift his arms. 'I be Robert the Bruce,' he said in the gruff voice. 

‘Because of these troubled times, the King of the Beggars is going to set aflame anybody who be strange in any kind of a way. Do all the people where you come from have heads on their shoulders?’

‘Only if I haven’t cut them off yet! Look, doughman, either you tell me where the castle is or I’ll batter you with my great big Scottish sword!’ Robert said. 

‘What are you doing?’ Rachel hissed in his ear. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ Robert tried to pull free, but Rachel tightened her grip. ‘I think someone’s after us,’ she whispered.

Down the road a little way, three men with cudgels were harassing the beggars, making them stand up and pull the hoods and hats from their heads, as if looking for someone. She had Robert by the arm and was pulling him away. They left the man outside the baker shop standing there scratching his chin. 

'Don't speak to anyone,' she hissed as she hauled him a bit further up the road.  Robert started struggling to get her hands off him again. 'Leave me alone!' he shouted, and pulled away.

'Look, let's just keep going,' she said, trying not to annoy him. 'Those men back there are looking for someone. It could be us.’

‘Well, maybe they’ll help us,’ said Robert. He looked back at the three men. They were big, rough looking men in raggedy clothes. They were none too gentle with any beggars who complained about being disturbed.

 A fourth man seemed to join them for a moment and then move on. His clothes a faded patchwork of once bright squares, he was dressed in what looked like the cast-offs from a court jester. He seemed to be encouraging the men with the cudgels, but they suddenly started shouting abuse at him and they laughed as he left them to hurry on up.

‘Do you think they look as if they’re going to help people?’ said Rachel.

'They look as if they’re getting ready to hit people with their big sticks,’ said Robert quickly and started to go on. Robert walked fast up the slope for a while and then suddenly slowed down. Rachel drew alongside. 'Can you see if we’re being followed?' he said.

 Rachel stood in front of him, pretending she wasn’t really trying to see back down the road. The man in the patchwork clothes was outside the baker's shop, pointing towards them while talking to the dough man. 

‘I think we’d better make ourselves scarce,' she said, before turning and hurrying on up to the corner where they would soon be out of the sight of the two men. Then they broke into a run and kept that up till they turned another corner. After that, they ducked into the low doorway of one of the tenement buildings. 

‘I think we should put our hoods up,’ said Robert, pulling the hood of his jacket over his head. ‘Then we can be in disguise,’ he said.

‘I haven’t got a hood,’ said Rachel.

‘Well, you’ve had it,’ said Robert. ‘I don’t think they like strangers around here.’

‘Don’t be horrible!’ she said.

‘I’m not being horrible! You’ve had it.’

‘No, I haven’t!’

‘Yes, you have!’ he said.

 Rachel pushed him. ‘No, I haven’t,’ she insisted.

Robert pushed her back. ‘Don’t push me,’ he said as he pushed her back.

‘Stop pushing me!’ she shouted at him, pushing him again. With all the pushing, they’d strayed into the darkened passageway since there was no door in the doorway. It was just a kind of tunnel into the building.

‘Hullo there!’ 

They heard a loud but muffled voice behind them and jumped round, both startled. The dark hooded figure, covered from head to toe in a kind of monk’s habit or cassock was framed in the light from the doorway.

‘Are you from the King?’ he said, the voice still muffled.

‘The King of the Beggars?’ said Rachel, trying not to give anything away.

‘We’re from Northolt,’ said Robert.

‘Are you here to rescue the baby?’ the muffled voice asked.

‘There’s a baby!’ exclaimed Robert, suddenly very excited. ‘That’s brilliant! We can rescue the baby! Fantastic!’

Rachel just looked at him for a moment. ‘You’ve gone mad,’ she said. ‘Quite, quite mad.’

‘But we can rescue the baby!’ he said, eyes gleaming.

‘Shut it!’ said Rachel. She turned to the figure blocking the doorway. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded to know.

‘I’m one of the caretakers of the castle,’ he replied.

‘The castle!’ exclaimed Robert. 

‘Shut it!’ Rachel said once more. Robert shut it.

‘Yes?’ said Rachel staring at the man, suddenly quite unafraid.

‘Well, I was one of the caretakers ...’

‘Castles don’t have caretakers,’ said Rachel.

‘A kind of janitor really,’ said the figure, suddenly a bit unsure of himself. ‘Well, I was, but then we transformed ...well, we had to really once the insects infested the place … I was going to become a beggar and wait for help, which I hope might be you, but some people are after me.’

‘Who’s after you?’ asked Robert.

‘The thugs who run this town,’ said the man. ‘They’re leader is the King of the Beggars.

‘But why are they after you?’ asked Rachel.

 ‘I haven’t got a head,’ said the hooded figure. 

Rachel looked at Robert and Robert looked at Rachel. Robert started to giggle and found it hard to stop. Rachel just stood there for a moment or two, kind of brazenly staring in the man’s direction

‘What’s that under your hood?’ she asked finally.

‘It’s a turnip,’ said the man.

Robert started to really lose it then. Maybe it was nervousness, but suddenly this turnip stuff was like the funniest thing he’d ever heard.  He was still trying hard not to laugh or giggle and instead began making wheezing and squeaky noises with his eyes bulging out of his head, his body bent almost double.

‘Why should we care if you’ve a turnip where your head should be?’ said Rachel, being assertive enough to surprise even her. Robert collapsed onto the ground. He was helpless with laughter now.

‘Well, I’m not asking for sympathy. And I have got a head. It’s just that it’s not on my shoulders,’ said the figure, still with the strangely muffled voice.

‘I’m very sorry to hear that, but could you get out of the way. We’ve got to..,’ she said, and for the first time faltered a little. Robert had got to his feet now.

‘We’ve got to head off!’ said Robert, who nearly lost it completely again. Spluttering away at first, he did manage to get it quickly back to the bulging cheeks and the shakes you get when you’re really trying not to laugh. Rachel really dunted him hard then.

‘There’s nothing funny about this!’ she said. ‘Stop it now!’ Robert was really surprised at the tone of her voice and he stopped finding the story about the man with no head funny almost immediately. ‘Would you move out the way, please?’ she said to the hooded figure.

‘I’ll show you my head,’ he said. ‘Honest. I made a mistake. I didn’t realise they had to be attached.’

The man was wearing a garment that stretched down almost to the ground, but they couldn’t see his arms. But even in that dim light, they could see there was some kind of movement from inside, at the front.

‘What’s he doing?’ Rachel whispered.

‘He’s probably a flasher,’ Robert whispered back. ‘Let’s just rush passed him.’

Then they could see a large round shape about the size of a melon appear in the gap where some buttons had been undone, from the inside, it seemed. They could also see three large, brawny looking men with clubs stop behind him.

‘Can you see?’ said the hooded figure just as one of the men behind him raised a cudgel and whacked it into the back of his head. The head seemed to come flying off the man’s shoulders and bounced off the wall above where Robert was standing. It almost hit Robert in the face, but Rachel caught it, grabbing it as fast as lightning in mid air.

‘Look,’ she said to Robert in amazement.  ‘It’s a turnip.’

‘What?’ was all a completely astonished Robert could say at first. Then the ruffians tried to get hold of the now headless man, so Robert tried to push passed his sister for a better view. ‘Fight! Fight! Get out the road! I want to see what’s going on!’ said Robert. 

 He’d managed to squeeze passed Rachel to get a better look just as the ruffians were pulling the headless man back towards the road. Then something came flying out of the front of the man’s cassock, the hands jutting out the gap as a ball shape came arcing towards Robert. Instinctively, he caught it. Then he was holding what seemed to be a human head.

‘Aaah!’ he said and dropped it.

‘Pick me up!! Pick me up!’ said the head. Robert just stared down at it. ‘Please! Please!’ it said.

 Quite gingerly, Robert picked up the head and looked it in the face.

‘Turn me round! I want to see!’

‘So do I,’ said Robert and pointed the head to the front.

The headless man had managed to get his arms into the sleeves of the cassock and was struggling with the two ruffians left standing, one having fainted when he realised the man they were struggling with really didn’t seem to have a head. The other two at that moment seemed to have lost a little bit of heart for the fight as well.

By then the struggle was in the middle of the narrow road. The two ruffians had the headless one by the arms, but he threw them off and made a run for it. Unfortunately, without a head, it was rather difficult for him to see where he was going and he ran straight into the wall.

‘Ouch!’ said the head. ‘These human bodies are far too soft!’

‘Mister, come on!’ said Robert. ‘They’re going to get you. Run for it!’

The headless one now had his back to the wall and was facing up to the two men with cudgels, guided by the head who could see what was happening now.

‘I think they deserve what for? Don’t you?’ said the head. ‘They’ve discriminated against me just because my head is in the wrong place!’

‘That’s not fair, is it?’ said Robert, looking down at the head which he was holding in front of him.

‘Robert,’ said Rachel, sounding rather severe, ‘why don’t you just put that head down and we’ll just walk away from here.’

‘I can’t put the head down,’ said Robert. 

‘Why not?’ said Rachel.

‘What if a dog comes along and starts to eat it?’ said Robert.

‘Don’t put me down! Lift me up!’ said the head. ‘Those people are blocking my view!’

Just as Robert lifted the head higher, a woman walked passed the doorway and looked at the head and looked at Robert, and she fainted as well. Then there was such a commotion with so many people milling around that the sightline from the head to the body was cut. The two ruffians pounced and, grabbing the headless man by the arms, wrestled him to the ground and held him fast.

‘That’s not fair!’ Robert said, turning the head round to  commiserate. ‘They sneaked up.’

 ‘Put that head up your tunic right now!’ hissed Rachel. The head was saying no, but Robert stuffed it up the front of his tunic anyway. Due to being blocked by all the people, the first thing the brother and sister could see of what happened next was when the joker in the patchwork pattern clothes must have gotten up on some kind of chair or box, suddenly rising head and shoulders above everyone.

‘And now,’ he shouted out, ‘let us give a big welcome to our friend, the Guardian of the Castle Gate, the Gatekeeper to the Kingdom of Everlasting Life, the one and only King of the Beggars!’ shouted the joker. 

He seemed to be expecting cheers, but the crowd seemed a little sullen. Suddenly, he was jerked backwards from the podium and up stepped a much taller figure with long wavy dark hair, and a long black leather coat covered in silver studs. The siblings left the doorway to edge closer and hear what he was saying.

‘… When people fear that the gateway to heaven has been invaded by demons, well, how can we be happy in Limbo? I am not happy! There is no toll when bodies do not go into the castle. I am not happy, but I try to help. Don’t I?’ he asked. His audience seemed hardly convinced. ‘I might not be able to help with the other problems we’re having with the light and the beasts, but I can do something about who is and who isn’t allowed to be a beggar in this town. And the last thing we need is beggars without heads!’ he shouted out. 

That part went down much better with crowd, especially the ones near the front who all seemed to be beggars. ‘We’ve got beggars aplenty without hands, or even whole arms missing! We’ve got beggars without feet! But it’s surely a sign of the times and the evil days we live in when we’ve now got beggars without heads!’

‘Kill him!!’ shouted out the head from under Robert’s tunic. Someone from a distance away echoed the call. Then someone else.

‘It’s you they’re wanting to kill, stupid!’ said Rachel, leaning down towards the head.

‘I know! Shout kill him, kill him, kill him,’ said the head. ‘I’m not putting up with this stupid body any longer! Kill him!! Kill him! He must be possessed or something to be going around without a head!! Kill him! Kill him!’

‘Yes, kill him!’ shouted Robert.

‘Yes, we shall certainly kill him!’ shouted out the King of the Beggars, ‘but this will not be a useless act, but a demonstration of an alternative means of disposal which I hope to provide for a smallish charge for all the dead bodies that must be rotting away here and there all over Limbo by this time! Let’s take him to the market place!’ the King of the Beggars shouted out.

Then almost everyone was crying out for the headless body to be killed and Rachel and Robert could see it being lifted up over the crowd. It didn’t seem to be struggling any more. Then, quiet suddenly, the whole crowd started moving downhill, Robert hurrying afterwards with Rachel following, somewhat more reluctantly, at his back. 

She felt uncomfortable with the shouts for death, the anger and fear, the hate and venom suddenly spewing out from these people. They were soon unable to see the headless man’s body for the mob in between, but the faces of the older ones around them seemed very determined, set in grim lines. Though some of the younger ones at the back seemed very excited, ecstatic and fearful at the same time somehow, they were at least approachable.  Rachel grabbed one boy by the arm and pulled him back.

‘What are they going to do with that man?’ she said.

‘We’re going to burn him! Burn him!’ he said, his face aglow with fevered anticipation.

CHAPTER THREE

Rachel kind of started losing interest in the procession as soon as she realised they were going to burn someone. Even if they were going to burn someone without a head, she didn’t really think she’d like to watch. Her brother Robert had no trouble with such sensitivities. He thought it would be great seeing someone getting burned alive and so did the head. The head seemed to want to become dead as fast as possible and really didn’t seem to care how at first.

‘But you don’t want to get burned,’ said Robert, leaning down a bit and saying it loud enough so the head could hear through the rough wool of his tunic.

 They were at the back of the crowd, moving back down towards the town gate, with Rachel walking just a little bit in front and further out from the buildings. It felt almost second nature to be there in a position from which she could cover most unforeseen eventualities. Even when she tried to resist, she couldn’t seem to help trying to protect her brother.

‘No, you don’t want to get burned,’ Robert repeated. ‘Getting burned is really sore.’

‘But if it gets really, really sore, maybe you can help me,’ said the head.

‘How do you mean?’ asked Robert.

‘Well, you could put my head in a bucket of water, or something,’ suggested the head.

‘I’m not doing that!’ said Robert, appalled. ‘Hey, sis, he wants us to drown him if it’s too sore getting burned!’

‘Ask him what he is,’ said Rachel, just half turning her head.

‘What are you?’ said Robert.

‘I suppose you could say I was a thirteenth stage emanation,’ said the head, once again the voice muffled. ‘As soon as I get rid of this stupid human body, I’ll be able to go back to being a second stager.’

‘Did you hear that, sis?’ said Robert. ‘He’s a thirteenth stager.’

‘He’s lying through his teeth is you ask me,’ said Rachel. 

‘I am not!’ said the head indignantly.

‘Well, what are you talking about then?’ she shouted in exasperation, turning to do so.

‘I don’t think I care for your tone of voice,’ said the head, sounding in the huff a little. At least, he stopped talking for a bit.
They were close to the town gates now, just inside the square where the stables and farmyard animals were. Rachel stood in at the wall and pulled Robert towards her. There were no beggars sitting on the pavements now. They were all over at the bonfire with lots of other people, including the headless body which was being tied to a stake.

 The man in the black leather coat with the silver studs and long wavy black hair had got on top of a box or something and was shouting out, but the brother and sister were a wee bit far away to hear well. The phrase giant beasts seemed to be mentioned every now and again. You could almost tell when due to the shouting and abuse that followed from the crowd.

‘Well, you’d better listen to me. There won’t be much time,’ said the head on realising that they’d stopped at the square.

‘Sis, this bit’s great! There won’t be much time! That’s great! You’re brilliant, head! So you are!’

‘Shut up, Robert!’ said Rachel. ‘Let’s stop and take our bearings here. Why don’t you chuck that head away?’

‘No, listen to me,’ said the head, still from under Robert’s tunic. ‘You’ll be here for the baby. You know that, don’t you?’

‘The baby!’ exclaimed Robert happily.

‘What is the matter with you?’ said Rachel in exasperation. 

‘Just listen and I’ll make it quick,’ said the head. ‘We were left here to look after things when the King went away to fight in the wars, including the King’s son, but, well, we had a few problems,’ said the head, starting to sound a wee bit defensive.

‘What problems?’ said Rachel.

‘Attention deficit problems, you could say. Anyway, the whole shebang seemed to be in ecological meltdown after a while. Barriers were run down and broken. The first thing we knew the castle was taken over by the insects’

‘What?’ said Rachel.

‘Insects,’ said the head.

‘Insects?’ said Rachel in disbelief.

‘They’ve got the baby…...’

‘Insects have got the baby!’ said Robert as if amazed and appalled.

‘What is the matter with you?’ said Rachel in annoyance. ‘You don’t even like babies. But you said there were two of you. Where is the other one?’

 ‘The other one turned into a boring, normal beggar. He did tell me the head had to be attached to he body, but would I listen? He scarpered as soon as the hassle about having the wrong kind of head started.’

‘I suppose he’ll be laughing his head off somewhere right now,’ said Robert.

 ‘Will he help us get back home?’ said Rachel.

‘Not right away. You’ve been brought here to do something. You have to get the baby out of the castle away from the insects and outside the city walls. That’s why you’re here and that’s what I’ve got to tell you. They won’t let you go until after you’ve saved the baby.’

‘Who won’t?’ said Rachel.

‘We’re going to save the baby!’ said Robert unable to control his delight. 

‘Listen to my brother, head,’ said Rachel, leaning right down. ‘Do you know why he’s suddenly fixated by babies when until now he couldn’t stand the sight of them?’

‘Em, no,’ said the head.

‘Well, tell me what kind of place this is then?’ asked Rachel, even more insistently.

‘It’s a ..it’s a ..yes, it’s a theme park!’ said the head. ‘A theme park of a place long, long ago. You can learn a lot about the old days here,’ the head said. 

‘Even if you don’t want to? Even if you’d rather be someplace else?’ said Rachel, sounding a little sarcastic. ‘Can you tell me where we are then?’ she asked, sounding very annoyed.

‘Not in a way you’d understand,’ said the head slowly.

‘What does that mean?’ said Robert, showing for the first time even the slightest bit of concern.

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ said Rachel.

‘Are we in Scotland, or aren’t we?’ Robert demanded to know.

 Just then an enormous clattering sound came echoing down the narrow street as six or seven warhorses rode towards them. The knights on their backs, though clad head to toe in very bright shiny armour, seemed too small somehow to be knights. They were more like dwarf knights than proper sized ones. 

The horses were reined in just past where the brother and sister were standing  at the wall. Everyone there seemed keen to give them lots of room and moved back and out the way. The people who were tying the headless body to a stake in the middle of the still unlit bonfire stopped what they were doing. Everyone was watching the  knights and saying nothing. It was as if everyone had suddenly stopped. The whole place hushed.

‘The guys in the armour are the same size as me!’ Robert whispered to Rachel. ‘This place is brilliant!’

 ‘All dead bodies must once more be taken to the castle!’ this very loud  voice rang out from one of the knights, but it didn’t sound human somehow. It sounded as if it was made by a machine. ‘The refusal of the population to present  their corpses will result in punishment!’

A murmur of angry disapproval went through the crowd then. It began to rise, a shimmer of revolt just before the small figure on horseback spoke again.

 ‘Bodies are not to be burned! Stand away from the body on the bonfire.’

‘But it’s not dead yet!’ shouted out the King of the Beggars.

The beggars who’d been manhandling the body climbed down from the bonfire and, as soon as they did that, one of the knights fired an arrow into the chest of the headless man. The head under Robert’s tunic grunted. Another arrow went into the headless body. The head didn’t make a sound that time.

Rachel was listening to that oddly metallic voice, ordering people around. The business with the arrows had been fairly impressive. The crowd was completely quiet and subdued. The King of the Beggars was suddenly nowhere to be seen.

They were loading the body onto the back of a kind of hand cart. People were being told to push it up to the castle and they started doing that while the  wee knights turned their horses and headed off back up the narrow road. People really didn’t want to be anywhere near them and, panic stricken, some were jumping out the way and disappearing down the alleys off the main road at their approach.

Robert was a bit worried about the head, but didn’t want to take it out and have a look with so many people around. He was looking down at the top of it when a blue green kind of mist started to come out of his tunic. But it wasn’t mist and it wasn’t smoke. It seemed thicker yet somehow lighter. It looked like a material he’d never seen before, and was almost transparent. It kind of hovered there, just outside his tunic in mid air.

‘Rachel,’ he said kind of slowly. ‘I think you’d better have a look at this …...stuff.’

As the knights  disappeared from sight, Robert and Rachel watched as the blue green mist above the head remained hovering for a moment or two until another almost transparent cloud joined it from the direction of the bonfire.

‘Isn’t that amazing!’ said Rachel. ‘And kind of beautiful too.’

Just then the blue green stuff formed the words GOOD LUCK, went into a kind of transparent ball again and floated up, up, up and away till it was at roof top height. Then, though they were straining their necks, they couldn’t see it anymore.

‘Did that just happen?’ said Rachel, looking askance at Robert.

‘What a brilliant place!’ said her wee brother. ‘Let’s go up to the castle,’ he said, grabbing her arm and pulling her along.

‘Why go up there?’ asked Rachel.

‘We’ll need to give the head back to the body,’ said Robert. ‘They must be burying it up at the castle, or something. Anyway, this is the way we have to go. The castle and the baby we’re going to save are in this direction.’

There was no stopping Robert even if Rachel wanted to. They walked along not saying much for a bit, trying to keep the hand cart in sight as it trundled through the twisting narrow streets up towards the castle. 

‘Are you really walking up a street in some medieval place with a severed human head up your tunic, Robert?’ asked Rachel, kind of idly.

‘They wouldn’t let you away with this in Northolt!’ said Robert with relish.

‘I’ve decided just to try to be myself,’ Rachel mused. ‘It’s the only way to deal with this ...this change of circumstances. Unfortunately, I’m not too sure anymore who I am. But at least I’ve stopped worrying about spots...’

‘I thought I was dead for a bit there!’ Robert interjected. ‘I really did. But I’m not. And I don’t think this is a dream. You know what, sis? You know what? I haven’t got eczema. Look at my hand,’ said Robert, showing his sister the back of one of his hands. ‘It’s clear. My asthma’s gone!! I haven’t got asthma!!’ Robert was beaming at his sister. He really was. ‘Now, we’re going to save a baby from some insects!! Brilliant! This is the best place ever, sis! Let’s just try to have fun!’

‘Robert, why do you think you want to save this baby?’ she asked him.

‘I don’t know. I really want to though. I really do. Isn’t that funny?’ he said.

‘And I want to protect you. I don’t know why. Somehow I’m not scared. Not in the slightest bit.’ She didn’t want to remind Robert of how expertly she’d thrown him when they’d first arrived, but she remembered. And the way she’d caught the turnip. ‘Now, isn’t that funny as well? I should be scared or worried, but I’m not.’

‘Funny peculiar, sis. Not funny ha ha.’

‘You’re right. We’ll just have to get on with it. Just remember if I try to protect you or anything, it’s because I can’t help it.’

Keeping the hand cart with the headless body in sight, they kept going. The road was twisting and turning and the buildings still seemed to lean forwards or backwards, too squeezed up, too tall, too precarious looking. Then the road turned and suddenly they found themselves looking onto a large, open esplanade, a wide expanse of cobblestones before the castle walls.

And the walls were high and looked insurmountable. There was a drawbridge like the one at the city wall though it was longer, thinner. It crossed a dry ditch about twelve feet deep and had just started to slowly  come down when Robert and Rachel arrived on the esplanade.

Far, far away already from most people, the knights on horseback were waiting for the drawbridge and the handcart with the body was behind them, the body covered by a cloth of some kind. The people who’d pushed it there were backing away from the knights and the cart, withdrawing as if more than a little scared to be there, but also naturally curious to see what would happen next.

Groups of other townspeople were in clumps here and there nearer the town buildings, some going into or coming out of shops and workshops which faced the castle walls and spread along from either side at the end of the narrow street. Small knots of people gathered round jugglers and acrobats, and people selling trinkets or cutting hair and pulling teeth. There might have been quite an atmosphere about the place normally, but most people had stopped their usual business and were looking over at the knights and the cart, though not approaching. Robert and Rachel stood staring with the rest.

The drawbridge had still only begun to inch down when people started pointing skyward. High, high in the sky was what looked at first like a small bird, seemingly moving slowly groundward in a  long, lazy spiral. The brother and sister both looked at it for a moment, but couldn’t understand why everyone else seemed so interested.

‘What would you like to do now, Robert?’ said Rachel.

‘I think we should try to get into the castle. I don’t think you have to pay,’ said Robert.

There were more murmurings from the crowd then and more pointing and gesticulating at the sky. They both ignored it this time. Robert was obviously trying to think of some way to get into the castle.

‘We could just go up and ask one of the knights,  I suppose,’ said Robert.

‘People seem scared of them,’ said Rachel. ‘They’re keeping away anyway.’

‘Well, I’m going to go up and ask if we can get a look inside the castle,’ said Robert.

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ said Rachel. ‘They sounded funny. They looked funny. They fired arrows into someone. I think we should think of something else.’

‘But you will come with me, sis,’ said Robert.

‘Sure,’ said Rachel. ‘It looks as if we’re in this together whatever it is.’

Someone close by started shouting then. ‘It’s a beast! It’s a beast!’ he called out. Robert and Rachel looked up at the sky again. It was hard to tell just how big anything was since there was nothing to compare it with, but the bird looked as if it could be quite big.

‘Do they call everything a beast?’ asked Rachel. ‘Are birds beasts? Beasts don’t fly surely.’

‘A flying pig is a beast that flies,’ said Robert.

‘That’s what I mean. Pigs don’t fly. Look, what do you think? Maybe it’s a bat,’ said Rachel pointing with all the rest. ‘I think it’s a fruit bat. I’ve seen them on the telly.’ Robert stared as the thing descended. ‘But don’t bats come out during the  night?’ she said uncertainly.

‘It’s a pterosaur,’ he said. ‘Pterodactyl to you, sis. They lived during the Mesozoic period.’

‘What?’ said Rachel in astonishment. ‘Are you sure it’s not a fruit bat?’

‘Well, it’s not all that unlike a fruit bat except it’s been extinct for about sixty million years and has a forty foot wingspan.’

‘Why’s it coming down here?’ said Rachel.

‘It’s a meat eater,’ said Robert. ‘Maybe it’s hungry.’

----------------------------------------------------------

                             CHAPTER FOUR

Krak, krak, it said. It wasn’t a fruit bat. Even when it was still quite a distance above the castle turrets, you could see what a monster it was. It circled and descended and got bigger and bigger and bigger.  People pointed and shouted and started to look scared. Most began to leave the esplanade, some starting to rush headlong back down the way Rachel and Robert had come. Others just began to move almost instinctively away from the open space and over towards the workshops and stalls which were closer to the tenements.

Suddenly, it started to get dark. Without any warning, the light began to fade and there was bewilderment all around as it grew darker and darker.  People were gasping in disbelief, running now here and there in such a panic it was as if they didn’t know where to run. Rachel pulled Robert towards a shop that seemed to have some brightness in it, but he was more interested in the pterodactyl. With the failing light, it came to rest on the topmost point of the castle, on the tower which stretched up way above the rest.

During all this the drawbridge had not even reached half way down and the knights still waited there before the hand cart. Their horses had started rearing in fright at the sudden darkening, but the hand cart hadn’t moved by the time Rachel and Robert made it over to what seemed to be a blacksmith’s shop, or some kind of armoury.

A very large, muscley man, bare chested under a leather apron, clanged a hammer off a glowing piece of metal held by tongs. Behind his anvil, he seemed somehow immovable. Looking over at Rachel and Robert, who had been standing in his doorway for just a moment, he went back to hammering the red hot metal flat. 

 It was really quite dark outside now and the whole of this workshop seemed to glow with the bright light coming from his furnace. Then he stopped hammering and lit two oil lamps close by on the walls near where he was standing. After that, he looked at Rachel and Robert and didn’t say anything. Behind him small half finished pieces of armour hung on the walls.

 ‘You don’t mind us standing here, do you?’ asked Rachel. ‘But its getting dark out there and a big monster thing has just landed on the top of the castle.’

‘It’s still the middle of the day,’ said the blacksmith. ‘Yet the  sky goes dark and monsters, you say, fly through the air. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised,’ he said quite slowly. His foot pumped on a bellows which blazed up the furnace. People rushed past the wide open doorway, some shouting in panic, but nobody came in. The blacksmith seemed wonderfully unperturbed as if nothing happening outside his shop was of any concern of his. He looked over at them again after a moment or two.

‘Are you here about the armour?’ he said to Robert who still had his hood up, his face in shadow.

‘No,’ said Robert. ‘We thought the... the...big monster thing would have trouble getting its head through the door, that’s all.’

‘You don’t sound like one of them, but you can never see their faces. They come at night with hoods on, even bigger than yours.’

‘Who are you going on about?’ said Rachel, suddenly interested. ‘Who comes at night?’

‘The knights,’ said the man flatly, looking away, starting to hammer again.

Robert and Rachel looked at each other. ‘The nights come at night?’ said Robert, somewhat quizzically. 

‘How come the night has come in the middle of the day then?’ said Rachel. ‘It’s suddenly got awful dark out there.’

‘Everything was fine till just before those little demons arrived,’ the armourer muttered.

‘What demons as well!’ said Robert. ‘This place has got everything, sis!’

‘Do you mean, the wee people in the armour?’ asked Rachel, ignoring her brother.

‘Yes,’ said the man, slowly looking up again. ‘Nothing came out of that castle till they did. People are terrified of them. They won’t let their dead be taken in anymore. Some say they ain’t be human, but they pay well for their armour. I have to give them that.’

It might have been all this talk of armour and such, but right then Robert  started to sway about and was lifting his arms as if far more burly than he was. ‘I don’t suppose you happen to have a great big Scottish sword about the place, do you, my old matey, my old pally wally?’ he said in his deep gruff voice.

 ‘I’ve already several swords. There’s some on that wall,’ said the man waving his hammer to the far side of them. There was a line of swords on the wall. Rachel started hissing at Robert and pulling his tunic, but he wouldn’t be shut up this time.

‘Call those swords?’ Robert scoffed. ‘Toothpicks! How’s about making me a great  big Scottish sword then?’ said Robert, puffing himself up while still managing to keep the severed head under his tunic. ‘A really big one.’

 ‘I have bigger swords as you can see on other walls, but what are you willing to pay?’ said the armourer, who’d stopped the casual hammering and was just standing there looking at Robert a little suspiciously now.

‘I’ll pay you once I have cut off the heads of my enemies and reclaimed my kingdom!’ said Robert in that gruff voice. Rachel was pulling him out the shop door, but he shrugged her off and was well lost this time in the burly man guise.

‘You’re sounding a bit more like them now,’ said the armourer. ‘And where do you be from?’ he asked suspiciously. ‘There’s no welcome for strangers round here.’

‘I be from bonnie Scotland!’ shouted Robert. Rachel got both arms round him, but though Robert had to keep the head under his tunic using one arm, he still shrugged her off, his strength really surprising her. ‘How about we trade for one of your great big Scottish swords?’

‘Stop wasting my time! Get out of my workshop!’ said the man, suddenly quite annoyed.

‘Robert, Robert, let’s get out of here!’ Rachel hissed.  ‘I’m very sorry, Mister. My brother isn’t himself today.’

‘I’ve cut off people’s heads before,’ said Robert. ‘ I could trade you for one of them and you could pickle it.’

‘Don’t dare make fun of me! Get out or I’ll come over there and kick you out!’

‘ But once you’ve got it pickled, you could sit it in your window to demonstrate the effectiveness of your fantastically shiny swords, my  old pally, old chum.’

Rachel was grabbing at him again, pulling him, but it was no use. He was lost in Robert the Bruce, or whoever he thought he was.

‘Get out of my shop!’ said the man angrily, completely losing patience with them. ‘I’m too busy to waste my time listening to codswallop! Get out! Get out!’

‘I’m not leaving here without my sword!’ Robert insisted. ‘Where’s my big great big giant Scottish sword, my man? Hand it over!’

The blacksmith was out from behind his anvil and was moving towards them like the  huge, angry man he was. Rachel was trying to push Robert aside and get between them when Robert seemed to suddenly show far less resistance to her strength. He almost sagged and shouted ‘Aaaaah!’ at the sight of the very large, sweaty and angry blacksmith bearing down on them. The head started to fall out of his tunic, but he managed to scoop it onto his forearm and threw it in the direction of the oncoming figure.

That did stop the blacksmith in his tracks. The head came flying at him chest height and he tried to parry it, but seemed to realise what it was and pulled his hand back for the head only to bounce off his chest. Then he had the fingers of one hand entwined in the hair and was falling, squirming away from it as he lost his balance and fell back.

Rachel and Robert rushed back out the door and out into the now almost deserted esplanade. It was dark though it wasn’t absolutely, completely dark. It was kind of hazy, muggy, a far darker than twilight kind of dark. Almost without thinking, Robert rushed towards the open spaces and away from the tenements, heading out towards the handcart with Rachel behind him, looking around, covering his back.

By then the knights and their horses had entered the castle and two shiny knights were walking back from the portcullis and heading for the hand cart, walking out across the drawbridge  like spectres in that light. As the siblings raced to the cart from the town side, it seemed that the knights couldn’t fail to see them, but the covering of dusk seemed darkness enough and there was no reaction from the knights to their approach, just the armour clanging and otherwise silence. Robert and Rachel kept going. The hand cart was only steps away. The wee knights didn’t seem to see them at all.

Robert was at a crouch when he got to the cart and slipped in under the cover over the headless body. Rachel slipped in at the other side, the body between them, a little tent formed by the arrows sticking out of its chest. After what seemed like just a moment or two, the cart suddenly started to trundle over the cobblestones and Robert clambered over the dead body and over his sister, so that she was next to the dead body and he wasn’t.

‘I’m glad you’re not a scaredy cat,’ he hissed. ‘The body’s far creepier than the head.’

‘Ssshh,’ she hissed back. ‘They’ll hear you.’

And they stayed silent and under the cloth, almost holding their breaths while the handcart trundled on over the drawbridge and under the portcullis. Just inside the castle, it stopped. They waited, Rachel expecting them to come round and pull away the cloth at any moment. They hadn’t said anything about jumping onto the back of the cart when they did and right then it didn’t seem like the smartest idea anyone had ever had. But they were lucky, listening to the clanging of armour as the two wee knights walked away. 

‘Let’s get going,’ Rachel whispered and they slipped off the back of the cart and in a crouching run hurried back to the relative security of the wall beside the drawbridge, which was slowly rising.  It seemed even darker here, but across the open space they could see the wee knights very vaguely as they went through the doorway of a building on the far side.

‘Wowee, look at that,’ said Robert in a low voice. He was pointing upwards. 

The topmost parts of the castle seemed to be alive with small red lights. They were moving, almost crawling, higher and higher up the outside walls of the keep and onto the tower. The monstrous beast was still vaguely discernible at the highest point of the castle where it had roosted presumably because of the growing darkness. But red lights seemed to move towards it. Robert was craning his neck trying to take it all in  when Rachel pulled on his arm.

‘Over there,’ she whispered, pointing in the direction where the two wee knights had disappeared. From the door they’d gone into, two things emerged and in that light it was difficult to tell what they were. With no sound of armour clanging, the two things seemed ghostly white from head to toe, glowing a little, almost luminous in that light. The way they moved made them seem to almost hover towards the hard cart which was midway between the drawbridge and the door they’d gone into. Soon the wheels of the hard cart were clattering over the cobblestones as it and the headless body were dragged over to the door they’d used before. The body and the white things disappeared inside.

 Then the siblings stared upwards once more, not knowing what to expect.  The red lights were moving upwards and upwards until simultaneously they stopped for a moment. Then they seemed to fly through the air and suddenly the pterodactyl was covered in red spots and the krak, krak, krakking was enough to enough to make anyone wince as the thing seemed to scream and scream, then tumbled out of sight behind the tower.

‘Remember I said I wasn’t scared,’ said Rachel.

‘Yip,’ said Robert, hardly able to take his eyes away from the top of the castle.

‘Well, we’d better find someplace to hide because I’m  scared now,’ she said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                             CHAPTER FIVE

Rachel and Robert were standing by the castle wall beside the gatehouse as the drawbridge slowly inched up, leaving them trapped inside the castle. The hexagonal shaped courtyard, quite a small space in front of them, was all they could see of flat ground. The rest was built up, with stories and sometimes whole new buildings piled one on top of the other, always receding backwards and upwards until, after all the sloping red roofs and all the gable ends, the watch tower stretched up into the darkness, aloof, alone and above everything.

The siblings stood by the wall, staring up at the beings glowing red against the faint shapes of the castle buildings.  They watched them, almost mesmerised, as they must have moved from the outside of the buildings to the inside, and disappeared. Soon enough there were no more red lights to be seen.

‘We’re not going into those buildings after those things, are we?’ said Rachel, sounding hushed, worried.

‘I think that’s where the baby is,’ said Robert. 

‘But how can we find it?’ said Rachel. ‘You don’t know anything about castles, do you?’

 ‘Yes,’ said Robert. ‘At the top you’ve got the watch tower and right below that you should have the living quarters of the lord of the castle’s family. It’s called the solar. Below that there should be a great hall for banqueting. That’s where people should gather.’

‘Those red things weren’t people,’ said Rachel quietly.

‘But they can’t be insects either. I don’t know what they could be,’ said Robert.  Then the place started to become a little brighter, slowly but surely, discernibly brighter.  

‘We can’t stay out here in any case,’ said Rachel. ‘We’ll be seen. Let’s go,’ she said, starting off in the direction taken by the two small knights. Rachel stopped at the door the knights had gone through with the headless body, and Rachel caught up. 

‘What are we going to do now?’ said Rachel.

‘Sneak about,’ Robert replied, a big mad grin on his face.

He pushed the door open on squeaky hinges and they slipped in through the space. The room was quite well lit though it was hard to say where the light came from since there were no candles or lamps or even fires in the place. But it was lit well enough for them to clearly see the walls lined with suits of armour, quite small ones. 

‘Look, sis, this must be where they keep the armour for the wee people,’ said Robert.

 ‘I don’t think the things we saw in the armour are people,’ said Rachel, looking more and more uneasy. ‘I’ve a feeling people aren’t allowed in here unless they’re dead.’

‘Well, we’re here now, sis,’  said Robert. ‘Let’s scout about and see what can see,’ he said.

‘Okay,’ said Rachel, sounding dubious. ‘Just let me go first.’

There was a door in the room besides the one they’d come in through and Rachel gingerly opened it slowly and poked her head inside. With a little push at her back, they both were in the next room, standing there facing the wall side by side, staring in something close to astonishment. 

The wall was covered in banks of what looked like television screens, all darkened. Rachel went over and touched one of them. It felt a bit sticky, not like a normal television screen. She was looking for a switch of some kind, but couldn’t see any of them either. Among the small chairs and tables, Robert found a board with little coloured lights and buttons on one side. He brought it over to his sister looking really pleased with himself.

‘It must be the remote, sis. Will we press some buttons and see if we can see the rest of the game?’ he smiled up at her.

‘What?’ she said.

‘The football!’ said Robert. ‘Remember? You changed the channel and we ended up here.’

‘No, the doorbell rang,’ said Rachel. ‘You know, I’m getting a really strange almost memory of something outside the door with tentacles or antennae or something,’ she said.

‘That would be your boyfriend,’ said Robert.

‘I haven’t got a boyfriend,’ said Rachel.

‘Yes, you have!’ said Robert.

‘No, I haven’t!’

‘Yes, you have!’ he said, giving her a little push.

‘No! No! Just don’t push me and I won’t push you back!’ said Rachel. ‘We haven’t got time for all that again!’

‘Okay,’ said Robert. ‘How about this then?’

The both had a good look at the board with the buttons and lights, but didn’t recognise anything they knew.

‘Shall we just press a button then?’ said Rachel.

‘Okay,’ said Robert. ‘You press it.’

He offered the consul to Rachel who pressed a button. One of the television screens came on. It was almost full light outside now and they knew that by looking at the screen. It was a picture of the big square by the gate they’d come through. They could tell by the bonfire which someone must have set ablaze, even although they had no body to burn on it, perhaps because of the inexplicably fading light.

Rachel pressed some other buttons. Other screens came on. There must have been hidden cameras all over the town. She wondered if the people there knew they were being watched, but doubted it somehow. They’d seen long extinct animals, a medieval town and now surveillance cameras. Nothing made any sense at all.

‘Let’s just sit down for five minutes and try to figure out what’s happening to us here,’ said Rachel. ‘There has to be an explanation for all this.’

‘If you told the people on the screens, they were being filmed, do you think they’d understand what you were saying?’ asked Robert.

‘What do you mean?’ said Rachel.

‘They’re from ages ago, sis.’

‘Don’t you think they could be wearing make up?’ she asked. ‘I mean, remember you said you thought it might be a film someone was making.’

‘What about the talking head?’ said Robert. 

‘It could have been a model of some kind. Like a special effect or something.’

‘It could have been, but it wasn’t,’ said Robert. 

‘Maybe it was. The bottom was flat. When you threw it, I could see the bottom. It was white and flat. There should have been veins hanging out, or something.’

‘But it wasn’t a human head,’ said Robert. ‘The boy said he was a thirteenth stage emanation.’

‘I know. That’s what I mean. That’s impossible. Robert, I think I’ve got it!’ Rachel suddenly exclaimed. ‘It’s a television show! We’re on a television show!’

‘What? You’re mad, sis. They wouldn’t put you on telly without telling you. Would they?’ he said.

‘Maybe they hypnotised us to forget. Like,  we got picked, we agreed to do it and they hypnotised us to forget that part because that way it wouldn’t make good teevee.’

‘It’s more like a computer game,’ said Robert. ‘We probably find something to zap the bugs. Zap! Zap! Then the bugs get more complicated. Five stagers, ten stagers, fifteen stagers. Zap! Zap! Zap! We kill the bugs until they get us in the end and then we waken up. Or something,’ he said a bit uncertain about the bit at the end.

‘Until they get us?’ said Rachel. ‘You mean, kill us? Very nice. I almost prefer watching football.’

‘Come on, let’s get a move on. Funnily enough, I think I know this place, sis. There’s probably a staircase through here a bit,’ said Robert, making for another door, the one that led out of the television room.

But Rachel wouldn’t let him go first. Then through another door and along a corridor, they came to a large staircase made of stone. It wound up and up through the building and they sneaked up with it. Curiously, the castle seemed almost deserted and though they strained to hear, only their  breathing and footfalls broke the silence. There  was a doorway off the staircase, then a corridor, then another doorway.

‘Where is this leading up to?’ asked Rachel in a whisper as they kept going upwards.

‘The banqueting hall should be near the top,’ said Robert. ‘Can you hear anything?’ he said.

 Rachel listened intently then shook her head. By the time they’d turned another corner, Rachel began to hear a low buzzing sound, very soft and quiet, but definitely a low buzzing sound. It was getting louder the further on they went. Louder and louder. By the time it seemed really loud, Rachel was getting nervous, but not for herself.

‘Robert, why don’t you stay here and let me go on ahead. What do you think that sound is?’ she said.

‘Insects,’ said Robert. ‘It’s better to stick together.’

‘Let’s go back then,’ she said. 

‘I can’t go back, sis. I have to get the baby. You go back and I’ll meet you in the television room.’

‘No.’ she whispered. ‘This isn’t a joke, Robert. You might get killed.’

‘I won’t get killed,’ Robert whispered back. ‘It’s not really me who’s here, you see. I left that boy behind. He had asthma and eczema and got bullied at school. It is like a computer game here. It’s another world. You can be what you want. Here I could be a hero. I’d much prefer being a hero who got killed trying to save a baby from being eaten by insects than who I was back home? Wouldn’t you?’

‘No. I’d much rather just stay alive,’ Rachel said softly. ‘Besides, if you get killed, you’ll never get back to Northolt.’

‘This is much better than Northolt, sis? It’s great here.’

‘So you’re not going back?’

‘No yet, said Robert. ‘I’ve got a baby to save first.’

‘Okay. But if you get eaten by these insects, don’t say I didn’t tell you so!’ she hissed.

Soon the staircase bellied out and there was a landing and a large door before the steps went on, much smaller after the landing. The large door was made of thick oak and the buzzing noise seemed to come from behind it.

‘We’re not going through there,’ said Rachel, looking very jumpy.

‘No, we’ll keep going,’ said Robert.

The smaller staircase spiralled upwards until they reached a much smaller door. They stood outside it for a moment or two, listening. The buzzing was still loud.

‘It’s this one we’ve to go through,’ said Robert in a whisper. 

‘What’s through there?’ asked Rachel.

‘I don’t know,’ said Robert.

‘Then let me go first.’

Rachel turned the handle of the door and eased it inward an inch or two. The buzzing was much louder now. She pulled it shut again. 

‘I don’t like this one little bit,’ she said.

‘I’m a bit scared as well’ said Robert, ‘but it’s only natural.’

He opened the door this time and when it was open just a fraction, he got down on his hands and knees and nudged it open further. While Rachel was getting down on her  hands and knees, Robert went through the door. 

It looked like a balcony. There was a line of seats stretching away down the length of the banqueting hall with a kind of wooden balustrade before it.  Fortunately, there were no people or any other living things in evidence. But there was a terrific sound of something else that wasn’t human and didn’t sound quite like any insects they’d ever heard. It was as if the air was full of harmonic vibrations, pitching and soaring not unpleasantly, but as if coming from a great many living things. Robert had turned to face his sister. They were both still on their hands and knees.

‘Shall we peek over the barrier at the same time?’ whispered Robert. ‘Or does the eldest want to go first?’

‘The eldest wants to go home,’ said Rachel.

‘Let’s have a look then,’ said Robert.

Together, they slowly raised their heads until they were looking down on a spectacle, staring open mouthed as beings the size of Robert moved in procession round a banqueting table which ran almost the length of the room. Their insides seemed rainbow coloured or even made of light, encased in perhaps a thin filament or membrane, so thin it was hard to see what was keeping the lights in place. But there was something solid there from which the lights were somehow emanating, maybe a kind of rib-like skeleton running up and down the inside of these strange, strange things.

‘I’ve never seen a bug like that before,’ Rachel said, so quietly it was almost to herself.

They seemed to be walking on two legs and had two shorter limbs where human arms would be. Though they didn’t seem to have anything like a head, two red glowing things protruded from the top of them. These could have been eyes, but they could have been anything. Apart from those, there were just the rainbow lights and the lattice of thin ribs. But from out of these beings seemed to come the most fantastic sound of harmonic buzzing almost as if they were singing an anthem, or a hymn as they walked in procession  round the banqueting hall.

 The remains of the pterodactyl were spread out all along the surface of the table. There weren’t any platters or even plates. The raw butchered remains of the prehistoric beast just lay there in pools of blood. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Rachel could see the human body parts mingled with the rest, but told herself not to mention it to Robert. She did look over at him when she first noticed the human arm, but he was staring fixedly at the top table which formed a T-shape with the other one.

Something that was kind of baby shaped was walking along the top of the head table. But it wasn’t a baby because it could walk and it was holding a tankard full of beer, and it was just too big to be a baby. It looked like a very large fat baby who could somehow walk and drink beer. A cute little curl on its forehead was practically all the hair it had and it seemed to wear only a nappy with a large pin holding it together. Suddenly, it spoke in a loud, clear voice.

‘Transform yourselves, my little friends,’ he shouted out in what seemed to be the voice of a man.

 The rainbow beings stopped and sat at the benches on either side of the large central table. The musical buzzing died away and things were quite still for a moment or two before some material or other started to form on the outside of them. A white substance gave them solidity. Where the two red protuberances were, rather pointed heads appeared complete with  large, blue, almond shaped eyes. Then all kinds of noises filled the air. There were whistles, barks, coughs as well as basic grunts while these things fine tuned their voices. Then all that quietened down.

‘What, oh comrades of mine,  is the most disgusting thing about the carbon based life forms?’ said the baby, challenging them. One of the white things put his arm up. The baby kind of waved at it with the tankard he was carrying.

‘Horrible, disgusting smelly stuff comes out of their bottoms,’ the white thing said.

The white things with the big blue eyes nodded at one another as if giving  this detail due consideration. Then suddenly they all burst out laughing at once. Some of them were making rude noises which the rest of them seemed to find hilarious.

‘But we all know what the most gross, the mostest grossest thing the carbon based life forms do to each other, don’t we?’ the baby shouted out.

‘They eat each other!’ one of the white aliens shouted out.

‘Of course!’ shouted the baby. ‘And wouldn’t we like to be as gross, as disgusting as them?’

‘Yes!’ various white aliens shouted out, banging their fists off the table top.

‘Well, what are you monster killers waiting for?’ shouted out the baby before having a big swig of beer. ‘Dig in!’

Right then and with some gusto the things started tearing into the flesh on the table top with bare teeth. One of them had hold of a human arm and was biting into it. Rachel looked over at Robert, but Robert had stopped paying attention to what was happening below. He was looking up at the wall. 

Two large swords were set into a cross and sat there balanced on wooden pegs. Before Rachel could stop him, he’d climbed onto the seats and was lifting one of the swords down. But no one down below seemed to notice.

‘Let’s go,’ said Robert when he’d crouched back down, leaving the sword for the moment on the seats.

‘Right,’ said Rachel, relieved that they were leaving. Obviously, there was nothing either of them could do. When they closed the door, Robert was standing there with this very large sword over his shoulder. The blade must have been eight foot long and Rachel didn’t know how he’d managed to pick it up far less put it over his shoulder.

‘Why have you got that sword, Robert?’ she asked.

‘It’s my great big Scottish sword, wench,’ he said in that strange gruff voice. ‘I’ve always wanted one of these. Let’s go,’ he said.

‘Less of the wench. I can’t tell when you’re kidding and when you’re not,’ she said, looking a little askance at him before turning to go back down the stairs. She’d just sneaked passed the large door to the banqueting hall when the sound of Robert turning the handle made her turn round and stare appalled as he pulled the door open and marched through.

----------------------------------------------------

                            CHAPTER SIX

She stood in the doorway, her mouth wide open as if silently screaming while Robert started off down behind the row of diners, obviously making for the table at the head. She wasn’t just scared when she, almost unable to control herself, started to follow him. She wasn’t just scared. These things had just killed a pterodactyl. She was half paralysed with fear, wishing she was invisible, hoping madly somehow that none of the things gorging on the pterodactyl or the human flesh would see them.

And how could they not? They were as plain as day. Robert was making no attempt whatsoever to be inconspicuous. As bold as brass, he walked on straight down beside the diners towards the top table. Oddly enough, it was the ones with their backs to them who seemed to notice them first of all. They stopped tearing at the flesh and, turning as they did, stared with those big, big, almond shaped, blue eyes. 

By the time Robert had reached the floor space in front of the top table, the whole banqueting hall was steeped in a pregnant silence.  Every other living thing there had their eyes fixed on Robert and Rachel, but none of the white humanoid shapes had moved at all. The baby on top of the top table was the first to break the silence.

‘Did the King send you?’ he said, almost accusingly.

‘I am the King!’ shouted Robert, in that deep gruff voice he affected.  He half turned and stared defiantly at the table lined on either side with humanoid shapes.

‘Well, daddio, this is not quite what you think it is,’ said the baby. He took a quick swig from the tankard of beer and put that down on the table.

‘Don’t call me daddio!!’ Robert roared out. ‘I come back to claim my kingdom and I find you cavorting in my castle with a crowd of freaks and weirdos! There will be no more parties here! Either your friends leave right now or I’ll chop them to pieces with my great big Scottish sword! And I’m not kidding!’ he shouted out in the direction of the diners. 

They just sat there, but Rachel noticed that the white stuff they’d coated themselves in had started to melt and was dripping onto the floor where it quickly evaporated. She was sure they’d move when most of it had been discarded.

‘Hurry up, Robert! Hurry up and lets get out of here!’ she shouted  at him.

‘Right, wench!’ he said, still in the gruff voice. ‘Get the baby while I keep my eyes on this bunch!’

‘Let’s just go!’

‘I’m not leaving without the baby!’

Desperate, Rachel moved towards the baby, but the baby tried to make a run for it. Amazing herself at the speed she moved at, Rachel grabbed him by the leg and put him under her arm. The baby looked really furious, squawking, squealing and wriggling about, but Rachel kept hold of him. 

Robert stood there with the sword still over his shoulder, just looking quite nonchalantly down the banqueting table. The buzzing had started again. Some of the white heads had melted away completely now and the two red globes protruded from some of the things already. Rachel hurried to the door of the banqueting hall, hoping Robert would follow on after the baby, which he duly did with a kind of exaggerated swagger. Just when he’d nearly reached the door, the first bug sprouted wings and took off.

It flew just above the height of Robert’s head and Rachel, who was almost out the door, the baby wriggling under her arm, thought for a horrible moment that it was coming after her. She turned and screamed just before  the sword sliced the air. Like an exploding balloon of rainbow light, suddenly the thing was only left with the thin rib-like support which fell to the ground in pieces before Robert. Rachel got out the door with the baby, but Robert turned to face into the banqueting hall.

‘Shut the door, Robert! Let’s run for it!’ shouted Rachel.

‘I will not run, lassie,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘while there’s a drop of breath left in my body! Come ahead, you beasties, and taste some sharp Scottish steel!’

Buzzing as if in fury, the things sprouted wings and took to the air, flying up and hovering before one by one they started coming at Robert in quick succession, some at head height, some at knee height.  It didn’t seem to matter to Robert. The sword swished through the air in large majestic arcs, but unerringly the blade sliced into the multicoloured things. On and on they came and higher and higher grew the tangle of bones in front of Robert until they were knee high, then waist high, and still the things came at him.

During all this Rachel was having to struggle with the baby which began shouting things that weren’t very baby like, and wriggling to get out of her grasp. Rachel grabbed the edge of a tapestry and pulled it off the wall. It took a while, but she managed to get the baby wrapped up in it. She slung the bundle over her shoulder and, finally, was able to turn back to Robert.

‘Robert! Robert!’ she pleaded, trying to make him come to his senses. ‘Let’s get out of here!!’

Robert was standing there with the sword over his shoulder, surrounded by broken bones, a nest, a latticework of pieces that moved, that wriggled, that went across the floor to join with other pieces. Then the rainbow colours reappeared, and the sort of limbs, and the two red globes at the top. But before the attacks could be resumed, Rachel had Robert by the arm and pulled him out onto the landing. He dropped the sword and she shut the door. Robert was looking a bit confused.

‘Do you know who Robert the Bruce is?’ she said.

‘No,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘I’m glad we’ve got that clear. Now, can we run as fast as possible, please?’ Rachel said intently.

‘What’s in the bundle?’ he asked.

‘Trouble,’ she said. ‘Let’s run!’

------------------------------------------------------------

                          CHAPTER SEVEN

Running as fast as they could, with Rachel at the back and the baby bawling out the rudest insults you could imagine, they were down the stairs, through the video room, passed the armour and out into the wee courtyard in no time flat. They stopped with the door closed at their backs and looked around.

It seemed to have somehow grown a little darker than before, but  it was still light enough to see easily. There were no wee bugs, or big bugs, or any living thing in sight. They knew they should be heading for the way out of the castle and they could see the drawbridge and the gatehouse, but it was hard for them to think about what to do next  what with all the noise coming from the baby, still slung over Rachel’s shoulder and  wrapped up in the tapestry.

‘Help! Help!’ he shouted when she put him on the ground. ‘I’m being kidnapped!’ 

‘Keep quiet! Keep quiet, or I’ll kick you,’ said Rachel very tersely.

‘You wouldn’t dare!’ said the baby.

Right then Rachel gave the improvised sack a solid poke with her foot.

‘Alright! Alright!’ said the baby. ‘I’ll go peacefully.’

‘You just kicked a baby,’ said Robert in amazement.

‘Babies can’t run like that, or drink beer, or swear like this one,’ said Rachel. ‘Whatever it is,  a baby it isn’t!’

‘Drink beer?’ said Robert, completely bemused since he couldn’t remember anything about the banqueting hall. ‘Maybe he’s a very mature baby.’

‘The drawbridge, Robert! Think about the drawbridge. They’ll be right after us. Do you know how to get the drawbridge down?’ she asked, looking very tense and anxious.

‘No way, sis,’ said Robert. ‘But there’s a door in that gatehouse down there. Let’s try it.’

Since Rachel had the baby over her shoulder once more, Robert went through the door nearest the drawbridge first. There was a landing and a stairway with steps going both up and down. They were standing on the landing trying to decide which way to go when Rachel quickly glanced back out the door. A white humanoid had just come out of the door across the courtyard and started walking down towards them.

‘Downstairs!’ she said. ‘We’ll have to hide.’

Down the stairs, they went through another door and into another room which seemed dim, but lit without a visible light source. They stood and stared at what confronted them there. Thin membrane covered pods, like pumpkins, pulsated gently and stretched away in their hundreds along the floor. They were covered in a kind of reddish crust and the air stank, odours of corruption and rot enough to make Rachel want to gag. Robert held his nose and pointed to another door at the side.

‘I’ll throw up if I don’t get out of here,’ he said.

Rachel went through the other door and when Robert followed her, they found themselves at the top of a metallic ladder which led down into a huge space, like an aircraft hanger, filled with quietly humming, glistening machinery of some kind. It was green and yellow, churning and moving like mechanical guts. They were still trying to take this in when they heard the other door, the one that led in from the landing, opening.

 The brother and sister stood and stared at each other. The door back to the strange seeds was closed. They stared at it, listening, straining, hearing nothing at first. Then, the door between where the seeds were and the stairway out of this place snapped shut. They strained to hear. Nothing. Rachel put her finger to her lips to ensure that Robert kept quiet. She clenched a fist and lowered the tapestry quietly to the ground with the other hand.

‘Help! Help! I’m being kidnapped!’ shouted the baby in a very loud voice. Suddenly, the door was opened and they were confronted by a white humanoid. It was standing there, not three feet away. It stepped onto the landing, which was quite spacious, and closed the door behind it.

‘Help me! They’re kidnapping me!’ said the baby.

Rachel raised her hands and crouched, tensing  a little, staring at the thing. Robert’s mouth was hanging wide open. It was hard to tell what the thing was thinking due to a lack of facial expression.

‘Have you got him in there?’ said the white thing in that metallic sounding voice.

‘Yes,’ said Robert.

The white thing gave the sack a kick.

‘Keep quiet, you little pest!’ the white thing said. ‘Of course, you won’t recognise me,’ it said, looking at them with those huge blue eyes.

‘I don’t think we’ve been introduced,’ said Rachel very warily. She was still crouching and waiting.

‘I was the tramp with the head in the wrong place,’ said the thing.

Robert and Rachel looked at each other. ‘What?’ said Rachel.

‘I had to go back to being a wee bug. I deserve it, I suppose, but all those other ones are first generation, straight out the seed. Completely mad. All they want to do is fight monsters.’

‘Are they coming after us?’

‘Just me,’ said the thing. ‘Luckily for you, they thought Robert was the King!’

‘Who thought I was the King?’ said Robert, completely in the dark.

‘I’ll have to fill you in on some things later, Robert,’ said Rachel. 

‘Did some people think I was the King?’ said Robert to no one in particular. But he started looking quite pleased with himself nevertheless.

‘Why were they flying at him then?’ Rachel asked the white thing very suspiciously.

‘All us bugs have a very strong instinct to join with the King,’ the thing explained.  ‘Except for some horrible little throwbacks to a more individualistic, selfish time!’ While he was saying that, he kicked the tapestry repeatedly and the baby squealed in time. ‘I thought you might have trouble getting out of the castle,’ the thing continued, ‘so I followed you. Come on, we can’t stay here. Some others will be down soon to attend to the seeds.’

Robert was keen to get away from the room with the seed pods as quickly as he could, but when they were going through that room, the thing wanted them to wait for a moment. Then it stood and turned towards the seeds and emitted a huge, long spray, of what looked like blood and small pieces of flesh, from its mouth. The red plume filled the air above the seeds and then descended,  covering them with a fine film of gore. Then the thing was finished.

‘Is that not enough to give you the dry boke?’ said Robert. 

‘What are they?’ Rachel asked the thing, trying to hide her revulsion.

‘My relatives,’ the humanoid said. ‘Some things about human beings I find pretty disgusting I can tell you. Follow me,’ it said and led the way out of that door and started on the stairs, the brother and sister following on. The baby was saying nothing.

They came out at a turret on top of the castle wall. There was a console there with two levers: one red, one green. The humanoid was telling Robert which one was up and which one down. Robert wanted to know why the drawbridge went down so slowly  when they obviously mechanically or electronically driven.

‘They wanted to make it seem authentic,’ said the thing.

Rachel was looking over the wall at the city. It was darker than daylight. Maybe it was twilight, the start of the night time, but it was hard to tell.  There was still enough light to see the buildings stretch away evenly from all around the castle, which seemed to be bang dead centre of town.  Rachel looked up. Being from a big city, Rachel didn’t spend an awful lot of time looking at the stars, but she expected there to be some and there weren’t. There were no stars in the sky at all. She couldn’t see the sun going down. There weren’t any clouds, or stars, or sun, and there wasn’t any moon.

‘What does authentic mean?’ Robert asked.

‘Sort of, real,’ said the thing.

That was more like it, thought Rachel. My brother hardly goes to school and spends all his time with a playstation console in his hands, but he used a word Rachel didn’t know. In  fact, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever  heard it before. Pterosaur. But he didn’t know what authentic meant. That was more like it.

The humanoid allowed Robert to push the lever. It was going to take a while for the drawbridge to go down. Robert smiled at the white thing. Rachel stared.

‘Someone or something has been taking advantage of us,’ she said, looking accusingly then at the humanoid thing.

‘Don’t look at me!’ said the humanoid. 

‘Who am I supposed to look at?’ said Rachel. ‘For starters, I want to know what kind of place this is. And I’d like to know what’s happened to me? And I’d like to know hundreds of other stuff!’ Rachel went on undeterred, sounding annoyed.

‘Has someone tampered with us?’ said Robert. ‘That’s not fair.’ Then something occurred to him. ‘Apart from getting rid of  my asthma. I mean, that wasn’t fair to start with.  Was it, sis?’

‘Just explain what’s going on?’ said Rachel to the thing.

‘What can I tell you?’ said the thing. ‘There are parts of the universe far older than where you came from. There are parts where life was evolving billions of years before the solar system was a ball of gas. To some things in the universe, the human beings might not seem so smart. What I’m saying is, you might not be able to understand the answers even if I could give them to you.’

‘This definitely doesn’t sound like Scotland to me,’ said Robert.

‘Are you trying to tell me we’ve been abducted by aliens from a far older part of the universe?’ said Rachel, incredulously.

‘What do you think I am?’ said the thing.

‘She thinks you’re a special effect,’ said Robert when Rachel just squinted at the thing.

‘A fugitive from a milk chocolate advert,’ said Rachel, finally. ‘Look, I just want to get back home. Now, tell me what do we have to do.’

‘I think you’re here to get the baby to his father without upsetting the people in the town too much. We all want the baby to be with the father. All of us with any sense, that is,’ he concluded, kicking the baby in the tapestry again.

 ‘Don’t leave the castle!’ came the voice, protesting  from inside the improvised sack. ‘Those people out there will have your guts for garters! It’s too dangerous. I’ll get killed!’

‘He’s great,’ said Robert with a big, stupid smile on his face.

‘Shut it!’ said Rachel, speaking to the captive in the sack. ‘Okay,’ she continued. ‘We’re definitely leaving this castle. Where do you want to go, Robert.’

‘I think down to the gate again,’ he said.

‘The other beggar might help you,’ said the humanoid.

Leaving the thing in the turret so that the drawbridge could be be raised again, the siblings took the sack down the stairs, over the drawbridge and out onto the esplanade. Though it was getting darker, they still crossed the esplanade in full view of anyone who cared to look their way.

 Fortunately, after the incident with the light failing and the appearance of the pterodactyl, there didn’t seem to be anyone around. All the shops and workshops they could see were closed, except for the armourer’s, the only source of light from any of the businesses along there.

After the warnings from the baby in the bag,  Rachel would have hoped for it to be a bit darker since the only friendly face they’d met  in that town had belonged to a man with a detached head. All the way across the esplanade her eyes were darting along the front of the buildings they were approaching, looking for people looking back. She didn’t see anyone.

They hurried across the esplanade and headed straight for the twisting road which had led them up from the gate at the city walls to the castle. Rachel’s eyes were peeled, but she saw no one. But no sooner had they gone round the corner into the narrow road than someone emerged from a doorway and began to follow on behind.

--------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER EIGHT

Suddenly, tall buildings seemed to be squeezing  in on them from either side of the narrow road. It was far more claustrophobic here and seemed to grow darker once more, the light somewhere in between twilight and true darkness. Unable to see more than ten feet in front of them, like in a fog, the shapes of people passing caught the eye, but indistinctly moved on before you could distinguish properly between man and woman, boy or girl.

They’d only been walking down the road for a minute or two before Robert stepped in front and raised his hand for Rachel to stop.

‘Are you wearing a bell?’ he said to his sister in a low voice.

‘What?’ she said, sounding so exasperated.

‘It’s not me,’ said the baby, hanging over Rachel’s shoulder in the sack.

‘Speak again and you won’t have to worry about the people out here. I’ll kill you myself!’ hissed Rachel over her shoulder. The baby did not respond to that. ‘I can’t hear a bell,’ said Rachel to Robert.

‘I thought I did,’ Robert whispered. ‘Let’s move on a bit and we’ll see. Really listen.’

After another few yards, Robert put up his hand and Rachel stopped then nodded. She’d heard something. It wasn’t a bell really, more like some little thing tinkling. Robert pointed behind them. 

‘It’s stopped again,’ Robert whispered.

‘It stops when we stop,’ Rachel whispered back.

‘Something is following us,’ said Robert.

They both strained their eyes in the direction behind them, listening intently, hearing nothing.

‘I hope it’s someone and not something,’ said Rachel quietly.

‘This is getting scary, sis, ’ said Robert. ‘What are we going to do?’

Rachel told Robert what she wanted him to do and he started to walk on a bit, talking as if his sister was by his side. She stayed near where she was, waiting in a doorway. Then the tinkling grew a little more distinct from where she stood. The man in the faded patchwork jester clothes stepped in front of her. There was a bell hanging off the end of his hat. He didn’t seem half so scary now that  he was sneaking by. And he didn’t sound  as brave as he might have when Rachel swung the sack and clattered it over his head. 

The baby squealed blue murder, a huge burst of obscenities pouring from his mouth as the jesterman paniced and tried to roll away, screaming  for mercy as Rachel kicked him twice in the ribs before  running  down the road as fast as her legs could carry her.

When they’d run passed a few twists and turns in the road, there was a narrow alleyway which they ran down. Then they stopped and waited to see if anyone was following. No one seemed to be. Rachel put the improvised sack on the ground.

‘Okay,’ she said to the baby, ‘I’ll let you out for a bit if you promise not to run away.’

When the baby agreed, she folded out  the tapestry and the baby was standing there in the dim light, looking none too pleased. 

‘Okay’ said Rachel in a very no nonsense fashion. ‘What are you supposed to be?’

‘You’ll be sorry,’ growled the baby. ‘Just you wait. I’m a prince! How dare you treat me this way!’

‘One minute I’m in Northolt and the next I’m  in who knows where, so don’t try it on with me!’ said Rachel, sounding really annoyed. ‘Now where are we?’

‘You’re in a parallel universe,’ said the baby, folding his arms.

 ‘What’s that?’ said Robert.

‘You must have accidentally gone into another dimension,’ said the baby,’ because I don’t see how else you could have gotten here.’

‘Don’t lie to me!’ said Rachel, looking angry. ‘If this is a … whatever you said, how come there’s all these other people here?’

The baby seemed to think for a moment then. ‘They’re paying for their sins,’ he said finally. ‘That’s what.’

‘What?’ said Rachel in disbelief.

‘Is this hell?’ asked Robert, his eyes getting wider and wider.

‘A sort of hell,’ said the baby. ‘But if you’ll take me back to the castle, we’ll see if we can return you to your own place.’

‘Somebody said it was Limbo,’ said Robert. ‘It’s not hot enough to be hell.’

‘It is when they put you in the fire,’ said the baby quietly, noticing how worried Robert was starting to look.

‘That’s what we’ll do to you if you don’t watch out!’ said Rachel. Despite vehement protests from the baby, Rachel wrapped him up in the tapestry once more and slung him over her shoulder. ‘Do you want to go back to the castle?’ she asked Robert.

‘No,’ he said. ‘But it’s not fair! It’s not! All I ever did was dodge school.’

‘This isn’t hell, Robert. You’re not dead and I’m not dead. Now, let’s not get lost. We’ll re-trace our steps and get down to the town gates.’

Very warily, they turned the corner from the alleyway and started down the twisting road once more. There were hardly any people around. Even the windows in the tenement buildings stretching up on either side were dark. Everything seemed oppressed and gloomy which wasn’t helping Robert’s mood. Truanting school didn’t seem to warrant hell to him. That and shoplifting sweets from Woolworths was all he could think of.

As they went slowly down the road, Rachel was keeping quiet, but  Robert muttered under his breath, complaining that it wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t. But they didn’t see or hear anything of the jesterman, and no one else seemed interested in them as they made their way down towards the town gate they’d come through.

Animals, chewing and mooing, were picked through when they got to the open space before the gate and the gatehouse. Then they were standing in front of the portcullis. There was a doorway which led into the gatehouse and up onto the battlements. No one seemed to be up there, which seemed a bit odd.

They went through the doorway and started creeping up the stairs, tense for noise, listening out for any guards or soldiers who might be about. But there was no one. When they reached the top of the stairs, they stood for a moment beside the wheels which had the rope wrapped round them for lowering the drawbridge and raising the portcullis. As they were staring at the wheels wondering how the mechanics of the thing worked, there was a sound like wind blasting through a bellows.

‘What’s that noise?’ said Rachel, uneasily. She’d put the sack with the baby in it on the ground, but held it closed.

‘I don’t know,’ said Robert, quite unconcerned by it. He was staring at the tackle for lowering the drawbridge and couldn’t quite figure it out. ‘Do you think the baby knows how this works?’ he asked.

‘Well, I’ve got a better chance than you!’ the baby said indignantly. ‘Let me out of here and I’ll see.’

Rachel began unfolding the tapestry and the baby was standing up beside one of the wheels, telling Robert he should pull out the chock which was stopping the wheel from spinning. The baby put some weight on the wheel and Robert was hauling at the lump of wood jammed between the spokes. It came out and the noise of the counterweights and the ropes, the grinding and groaning, made Rachel in particular very uneasy.

‘People are bound to hear that,’ she said just before another chock came out and the drawbridge started going down.

It was even noisier now and everyone had forgotten that sound Rachel had spoken of earlier, the sound of wind through a bellows. Or a snorting breath. But under all the other noise now, the noise she’d heard earlier became much louder though nobody was listening for it now, waiting as they were for the drawbridge to finish going down.

 The top of a gigantic head slowly raised above the battlement and an eye appeared. It was bigger than Rachel’s head. The baby screamed first. The head came higher and by the time the mouth opened and the beast started to roar, all three of them were rushing headlong down the stairway and out into the space full of farmyard animals. 

With the great beast sticking its head in through the portcullis and roaring as it came into the open space, the farmyard animals reared, kicked, bolted, squealed and were in such a panic they probably hardly noticed when the baby leapt from one to the other on his way across the open space. Rachel chased Robert, who was rushing in among and through the panicing animals in pursuit, but the baby, leaping from one to the other, was far faster and outpaced the both of them.

By the time they reached the start of the road, the baby was quite a bit further on. They watched him as he stood there shouting abuse at them and making rude gestures. The jesterman came out of a doorway just a bit further along carrying a sack, the mouth held open before him as he crept up on the baby.

‘Watch out! Watch out!’ shouted Robert, but the baby didn’t hear or didn’t care, intent as he was in mocking them. Then the sack was over his head and the jesterman had him over his shoulder and they’d disappeared down an alleyway. Following the squeals and curses, the siblings were in hot pursuit, but the alleyway branched out into other alleys, crescents, cul de sacs, dead ends, and in no time at all the baby was lost. It was only a minute or two before, looking rather dejected, they were going back up the alley towards the road which led down to the gates.

Then they heard the commotion. Just as they reached the top of  the alley, horses with small knights on board galloped passed on their way to the space before the gates. There must have been fifteen or twenty of them this time and they stopped when they reached the animals and couldn’t go much further towards the gate.

Suddenly,  the light was getting a lot brighter and the siblings could see down that road and into the open space. A huge beast, some kind of giant flesh eating dinosaur, was harassing the animals there, biting them, tossing them and causing complete panic. They had nowhere to run, jammed in with the beast at one side and the knights at the other. A hale of arrows winged through the air and stuck into the dinosaur, making it roar and roar then turn and move out through  the portcullis and over the drawbridge.

‘I’m glad we didn’t go outside,’ said Rachel. 

Once the dinosaur was out of sight, the wee knights were urging their horses through the animals towards the gatehouse and it started to become darker almost immediately. A man half in rags with some kind of terrible disease, which seemed to have eaten off his nose, sidled over to them.

‘Alms, alms for the poor,’ he said, sticking out a very dirty hand.

‘We haven’t got any arms,’ said Robert. ‘We had a head, but we had to give it away.’

‘A head? I thought as much. You wouldn’t be looking for a baby, would you?’ he said.

----------------------------------------------------------- 

CHAPTER NINE
‘Yes, we want to find the baby!’ exclaimed Robert.

‘I couldn’t help notice him leaping over the top of the animals,’ said the beggar. ‘Maybe I can help you find him.’

‘Great!’ said Robert enthusiastically.

‘Just a minute here,’ said Rachel. ‘I’d like the answers to a few questions, please.’

‘Okay,’ said the beggar.

‘Well, where are we?’ she asked.

The beggar just looked from one to the other for a moment or two then pulled something out the sleeve of his jacket. It was flat and brown, the size and shape of a small book. The beggar held it up to his mouth and made a funny hissing noise. Then he slipped the thing back up his sleeve.

‘You’re in the West Indies,’ he said.

‘Isn’t that Jamaica?’ said Robert. It obviously didn’t make any sense to him.

‘How come there’s no moon or stars then?’ said Rachel suspiciously. 

The beggar took the flat, brown rectangle from up his sleeve and went through the same routine again.

‘The island is owned by a very rich person and he had it covered over to cut down on  the chances of anyone spying on anything,’ said the beggar.

‘What about the man with the detached head?’ said Rachel. ‘What about the weirdest insects ever heard of? What about the huge, great big, horrible monsters?’ 

‘That’s why he doesn’t want anyone peeking. It’s the genetic modifications we’re making here. That’s why the baby is so important,’ he said. ‘We have to get him back.’

‘Yes! Yes, we do,’ said Robert.

‘No, we don’t,’ said Rachel. ‘He’s a foul mouthed little pest!’

‘How can you say that?’ said Robert, looking appalled. ‘He’s only a little baby.’

‘Robert, they’ve messed with your head. You know that, don’t you?’ she said. ‘Yes, mister!’ she continued, turning on the man. ‘Who messed with my brother’s head? You can’t do that to people! Not even if you’re dead rich and own an island in the West Indies!’

‘How about if I let you speak to the King?’

‘Where is he?’ asked Rachel suspiciously.

‘Don’t worry. He’ll be here  when everything is ready. Perhaps all you need a little reassurance,’ said the beggar quietly, taking the flat brown object from up his sleeve and handing it to Rachel. Robert got close to look as well. Suddenly the surface lit up showing the figure of a fat man with a red coat and a white beard.

‘Yo ho ho!’ it said. ‘Merry Christmas, one and all!’

Rachel handed the thing to Robert. ‘It’s Santa Claus,’ she said, dismissively arching her eyebrows. Santa Claus was ringing a bell and going ho, ho, ho. Robert handed the thing back to the beggar.

‘I don’t believe in Santa Claus,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ said the beggar uncertainly. ‘I think he’s just trying to be recognisable.’

‘Pretending to be something he isn’t doesn’t help!’ said Rachel angrily. ‘Look, we want to go home. We were told we had to get the baby to the gate, but when we got there, a huge big monster was waiting for us!’ said Rachel, still sounding really annoyed.

‘They’re not there all the time,’ said the beggar,  a little lamely.

‘And the baby doesn’t want to go,’ said Rachel, almost amazed by the unfairness of it. ‘He doesn’t! And another thing,’ she said, pointing her finger at the noseless beggar. ‘He’s not a baby! What is he? Tell me what he is!’ she insisted.

‘Of course, it’s a lovely wee baby,’ said Robert.

‘He’s like a big bundle of energy,’ said the beggar, a bit hesitantly.  ‘He’ll make the King strong again. When he joins with him, everything will be okay. It will,’ said the beggar. 

Rachel stared at the beggar for a moment or two, and tapped her foot.

‘Yes, it will!’ said Robert, so enthusiastically. 

‘Why doesn’t the baby want to do it then?’ she said.

‘Perhaps he’s a little reluctant to become something else?’ said the beggar, less certain now.

‘Why didn’t you think of that before you got us involved?’ said Rachel, but the beggar didn’t respond to that. He just stared a bit sullenly, without catching Rachel’s eye.

‘Do you know where he might have been taken?’ asked Robert. ‘He was nabbed by a guy with patchwork clothes and a hat with a bell on the end.’

‘The King of the Beggars must have  him. It doesn’t get much worse than that,’ said the beggar, looking for the first time quite worried.

‘Well, we’d better go and get him back then,’ said Rachel.

The three of them went  to the alley the jesterman had fled down and the siblings followed on behind as the beggar led them into a labyrithe of alleys and vennels where tall buildings and dark windows seemed to stretch up and squeeze them in. Nothing much was said between him and them while they walked what seemed at the time to be quite a distance through this grey and gloomy world. Then the beggar suddenly stopped.

‘Down there,’ he said,  pointing down the alleyway, ‘is the court of the King of the Beggars.  I’d better leave you here. I’ll wait for you in this doorway.

 ‘How are we supposed to get the baby?’ said Rachel.

‘I don’t know,’ said the beggar.

‘We’ll have to use our initiative, sis,’ said Robert, ‘Let’s go.’

Since they were on a slope, they saw the baby at the far end of the square almost as soon as the alley turned into it. He was sitting on top of a table and appeared to be in conversation with the King of the Beggars. The three ruffians who’d apprehended the headless man were close by, as was the jesterman.

 The King of the Beggars sat on a large, sumptuous, padded throne. His feet, clad in fine, soft leather boots, were up on the table. He sat there, resplendent in a studded black leather jacket and a pair of leather trousers, cleaning his fingernails with what looked like a rather long and sharp knife. He was quite fat with a silver earring in one ear gleaming through the long wavy black hair.

‘Right, let’s be smart this time, Robert. Let’s take it easy. None of this weird Scottish stuff, okay?’ said Rachel as they began to amble surreptitiously into the square.

‘What are you talking about, sis? Let’s sneak up on them, eh?’

The square was the kind of place folk might go at night. There were torches in brackets attached to the walls of the buildings and light was streaming out from the numerous  taverns. A large brazier sat in the middle of the square and around that beggars congregated; standing, talking, eating and drinking. There were long benches and big tables a bit further back from the fire, then a road, then the taverns in the ground floor of the buildings which stretched away up into the dim, foggy light. 

The siblings were slowly going round the outside of things, trying to remain inconspicuous as they moved through the brightly lit and stopped in the shadows. Fortunately, a lot of people were milling around and they got quite near to where the baby was without anyone challenging them.

The baby was talking while the King of the Beggars cleaned his nails and the siblings made their way round to the back of them. They sat on the ground facing away, a few feet behind the throne. Men with large clubs and cudgels seemed to be all around.

‘And what exactly is it you do?’ the baby asked the King of the Beggars.

‘Oh, I extort money from people,’ said the King of the Beggars, hardly looking up from attending to his nails. ‘And I extort money from people I allow to extort money from other people. You could say I was atop a pyramid of extortion.’

‘And what do you do with all the money?’ asked the baby, genuinely interested.

‘I keep it,’ said the King of the Beggars.

‘Don’t you give it out to the less fortunate?’ asked the baby.

‘Only when I’m spending it!’ said the King of the Beggars who burst out laughing at the thought of just giving the money  away. ‘You don’t seem to understand,’ said the King of the Beggars once he’d calmed down and started work on his nails again. 'My main source of income comes from the less fortunate trying to take their corpses across the esplanade and into the gateway to Heaven. They can’t do that unless they pay me.’

 ‘And where is this gateway?’ asked the baby, a little confused by this sudden mention of Heaven.

‘Why, it be the castle,’ said the King of the Beggars, looking at the baby as if he couldn’t understand why he didn’t know that. ‘Until a little while  ago when things started to get funny, the money got paid and the people went straight to Heaven. No messing. But not now.’ The King of the Beggars paused for a moment. ‘Now, do you know anything about this … this funny stuff, my little friend?’

‘Uh, no,’ said the baby. ‘I kind of new around here.’

‘I know,’ said the King of the Beggars, giving the baby a very piercing look from little piggy eyes.  ‘First there be the monsters outside the walls. Then the little devils looking for armour. They really have upset people.  I’m upset. Then, in the midst of all this trouble and strife, who comes along but you, my little friend,’ the King of the Beggars said, looking up from fixing his nails. ‘And what exactly are you supposed to be?’

‘I’m a  ..um, angel,’ said the baby. The King of the Beggars went back to cleaning his nails and said nothing for a moment.

‘What was coming out of your mouth when the jester opened the sack was less than angelic, I’d say,’ the King of the Beggars said quietly. ‘What kind of angel exactly are you?’

‘A cherubim,’ said the baby, with more certainty. ‘You know, the cute little ones with the little wings.’

‘I see no wings,’ said the King of the Beggars with eyebrows raised.

‘But it’s all changed now with us angels nowadays,’ said the baby. ‘We get to drink beer as well.’ The King of the Beggars looked over at him with arched eyebrows once again. ‘We do,’ the baby insisted. ‘Get me some. I’ll show you.’ The King of the Beggars smiled. This idea amused him and he nodded to the jester who hurried away.

‘And why are you now here amongst us, my little fat cherubimy friend?’ said the King of the Beggars.

‘To bring you a message. From Heaven. God says not to worry about the monsters and the knights and all that. It’ll get all sorted out.’

‘When?’ said the King of the Beggars.

‘When he …. When he… gets himself sorted out,’ said the baby, for the first time feeling  a little guilty about the result of his steadfast denial to live up to his obligations.

‘And why were you in a sack? Why were you in a sack when you came out of the castle? Yes, no one ever came out of the castle till the knights appeared. Then you came out. I was told two people took you out.’

‘I know!’ said the baby. ‘I was kidnapped. Take me back to the castle. You’ll get a reward.’

The jesterman came back to the table with a tankard of beer and handed it to the baby, who had a drink. The three ruffians standing close by thought this was hilarious. The King of the Beggars told the jesterman to have a bonfire built and he went away from the table to get that organised.

‘Why do you want to build a bonfire?’ asked the baby.

‘Well,  you see,’ said the King of the Beggars, ‘the people of this town are just about to boil over. They’re getting desperate. Tonight if I can’t find something to divert them, I’m afraid they’ll storm the castle and kill the knights.’

‘No, no, no,’ said the baby, shaking his head. ‘That is the worst idea I have ever heard of. Those knights are tough. Oh yes, they are!’

‘The last thing I want is excitement,’ the King of the Beggars mused. ‘I want stability and peace. I don’t want anyone to attack anyone. As long as I get a cut, what does it matter?  But I’ve already decided to set aflame anyone who is a bit ...well, different.’

‘Do you think that’ll help?’ said the baby.

‘I shouldn’t think so, ‘ said the King of the Beggars, ‘but it could brighten up a pretty dull evening.’ The three ruffians found that hilarious too. The baby laughed as well. ‘You might not find it quite so funny when you find out who we are going to set aflame.’ The baby stopped laughing and looked around. The three ruffians grinned hugely and started pointing their fingers at the baby when it looked at them. The baby developed a petted lip.

‘If you harm me, my father will be very, very annoyed with you,’ said the baby to the King of the Beggars in a very quiet voice.

‘And who is your father?’ said the King of Beggars.

‘I think you’d call him God,’ said the baby.

‘Then we will definitely have to burn you. We’re very religious, you know. Even if you weren’t a might peculiar, we’d still set you aflame for that. That’s blasphemy, that is.’

‘I’ll set fire to you if you don’t watch out!’

They could hear some kind of scuffle under the table before Robert emerged at the other side from where the King of the Beggars was sitting. ‘So I will!’ he said.

‘And who are you?’ said the King of the Beggars.

‘I’m Robert the Bruce!’ said Robert, sticking out his chest and pushing his arms out to the side a bit. ‘And who are you?’ he demanded to know in that gruff voice.

‘I’m the King of the Beggars,’ said the King of the Beggars. He didn’t quite know what to make of Robert.

‘Well, if you’re a king,’ said Robert, ‘do you happen to have a great big sword I could borrow?’

‘No, all I’ve got is this knife at the moment.’ The King of the Beggars smiled over at  Robert. He seemed now to consider him a somewhat amusing diversion.

‘Could I borrow that then?’ Robert asked.

‘What for?’ said the King of the Beggars.

‘To show  you a trick,’ said Robert. The King of the Beggars felt intrigued enough to hand over the knife. Just then Rachel rolled out from under the table and jumped to her feet.

‘Don’t, Robert! Don’t!’ she shouted at him, leaning over into his face.

‘It’s the kidnappers! It’s the kidnappers!’ shouted the baby, standing up and pointing.

‘It’s the barbecue! It’s the barbecue!’ said Rachel, pointing back.

‘A giant woman!’ Robert interjected.  ‘Missis, you must be all of ten foot tall.’

‘I’m your big sister!’ she shouted and suddenly slapped his face.

‘Did you just slap my face, sis?’ he said, rubbing his cheek. ‘Hey, look! Somebody’s given me a knife.’

‘But it’s the kidnappers!’ the baby repeated, standing up in alarm and pointing at them.

 ‘I was trying to help you!’ said Robert, sounding a bit annoyed with the baby for the first time. ‘You were better off with us. We weren’t going to set you on fire.’

‘Are you the person who kicked me in the ribs?’ said the jesterman to Rachel. He hadn’t been gone long, but the construction of the bonfire was already underway at the far end of the square. He was standing right beside Rachel.

‘Yes!’ said Rachel defiantly. ‘But it doesn’t seem to have stopped you creeping up behind me!’

The jesterman wasn’t a particularly small person and stood almost a head taller than Rachel. Seeing her there had made him remember the previous humiliation and he was getting angrier now that she seemed so unimpressed by him.

‘I’ve got a good mind to kick you in the ribs!’ he said.

‘Try anything on me, mister, and I’ll kick your head off!’ she said to him.

Enraged, the jesterman swung to slap Rachel’s face, but the blow never got near her. Like lightning, she did things so fast it was hard to follow, but one moment she had caught the jesterman’s arm and the next he was wriggling on the ground, going beetroot red, gurgling and choking and holding his throat. The three ruffians hardly moved. Perhaps they were not overly fond of the jesterman.

‘She’s an assassin! An assassin!’ shouted the baby.

 ‘I’ve remembered the trick I was going to show you!’ said Robert once more in the gruff voice, sticking his chest out and raising his arms. 

‘Is it better than the girl’s? That was impressive,’ said the King of the Beggars, who did not seem mad keen to go to the jesterman’s aid either.

‘I only need the help of one assistant,’ Robert announced. ‘Which one of you hit the turnip off the headless beggar’s shoulders?’ he asked of the three ruffians. 

‘It was me,’ said the biggest one with a kind of slow grin. ‘I really thought I’d knocked his block off  then.’

‘Okay,’ said Robert. ‘I’ll bet you anything you like that when you put your hand on your brow, you won’t be able to move it.’

‘Hee, hee, hee,’ said the ruffian. ‘Like this.’

‘Yes,’ said Robert.

Without saying anything else, Robert threw the knife which went through the ruffian’s hand, sticking the hand to the skull. Then there was blood pumping and screaming and Rachel shouted at Robert who shouted at the baby. All three of them took off the way the siblings had come as fast as they could. Despite the shouting and bawling coming from the King of the Beggars, in the commotion the three of them managed to race through the crowd without hindrance, but as they were leaving the square, the baby streaked ahead. Near the top of the alleyway, he turned and shouted yaboo to the siblings, but when he turned to run on, the second beggar was standing waiting. He scooped up the baby and put him under his arm.

‘You know who I am?’ said the beggar.

‘Yes! Yes! You’re my jailer! A snivelling, crawling weasel and traitor and…’

‘Say another word and I’ll poke your eyes out then.’ At that the baby shut up immediately and the siblings arrived at the beggar and the baby. A large crowd was surging up the alleyway behind them.

‘If we don’t run, it’ll be the bonfire for the lot of us!’ shouted Rachel.

-------------------------------------------

                           CHAPTER TEN
They were running for their lives and Rachel was worried about her little brother. In Northolt he didn’t run about much due to the asthma, but here he was fine. He was running like the blazes, following in behind the beggarman who had the baby under his arm. Rachel was covering their backs; looking ahead, looking behind her, checking everything.

The crowd were roaring for their blood, a surging mass of torchlit fury, gaining a little now as they ran up the alley towards the main road between the castle and the town gates. The beggarman stopped at the road and stood there with the baby under his arm, waiting for Robert and Rachel and looking back anxiously at the pursuing mob. 

‘We’ll need to go to the castle,’ he said fearfully. ‘It’s our only chance of safety.’

‘I want to go to the town gates!’ Robert insisted.

‘We’d never get into the castle with the time that drawbridge takes,’ said Rachel. She was resting, bent over with her hands on her knees, panting, looking back at the approaching crowd.

‘You should go towards the gates and then try to give them the slip,’ said the baby. Rachel looked at him in surprise since that seemed a very sensible suggestion. ‘Well, it’s me they were going to burn!’ said the baby, sounding a little indignant. ‘Also, this beggar stinks! If I’m to be carried about, how about one of you doing it.'

‘Is this a trick?’ said the beggarman.

‘Give him to me! Give him to me!’ said Robert, pulling the baby away from the beggarman and holding him under his arm. Then he stood grinning from ear to ear.

‘Let’s run!’ shouted Rachel.

Suddenly, Robert was away and, on the slope that followed the twisting road down to the town gates, he was fast, trying to stay in front and going  faster than Rachel had ever seen him go. He didn’t look like stopping to duck  into any doorways or  alleyways in any case, but some from the front of the crowd stayed with the pace and they didn’t really have much opportunity for all of them to slip out of sight. So Robert just kept going till they were down by the city gates and in among the farm animals. The crowd came pouring down the hill.

Rachel looked at the beggarman for some help, but was surprised to see how frightened he looked.

‘They’ll tear us apart,’ he said fearfully. ‘They’ll kill us. I’m a fifteenth stage emanation,’ he protested feebly. ‘I’m not going back to being a wee bug for a little rat like him,’ he said, pointing at the baby under Robert’s arm.

‘What about us?’ said Rachel.

‘You’re on your own,’ said the beggarman. ‘If you get away, I’ll be waiting for you up near the castle,’ he said as he turned and  ran off to the side towards one of the barn like buildings. The baby shouted shouted something not very nice after him.

‘Forget him! We’ll go into the gatehouse!’ shouted Robert, already beginning to make his way through the farm animals, the baby still under his arm, Rachel right behind him. At the gatehouse, Robert got the bottom door open and Rachel managed to lock it at her back while Robert started on the stairs. In the turret, he put the baby down, but Rachel grabbed him under her arm.

 The siblings were looking over at the crowd gathering down below them; the torches, the mob baying for blood, yelling for them to be killed. Some from the crowd started hammering on the door while others were scouting around  for a battering ram of some kind. Robert was peering into the gloaming over the town walls, trying to see in that half light if there were any dinosaurs out there.

‘Typical,’ said Robert. ‘Just when you need a big horrible monster, there’s none around!’

‘Wait a minute! I can hear something,’ said Rachel. Right then, from some distance away they could all hear a very loud roaring noise.

‘You bunch of daft freepongs!’ the baby shouted down at the crowd. ‘We’re going to set the monsters on you!’

 ‘We could always throw  them the baby,’ said Rachel.

‘You wonderful people!’ the baby shouted down.

‘We can’t do that!’ said Robert. ‘Give him to me,’ he said, grabbing the baby and putting him under his arm.

‘We’re all goners if we don’t get rid of some light!’ said the baby, struggling to get back down onto his feet. ‘Dim the lights! Dim the lights!’ he started to shout out, bouncing up and down and waving his arms towards the town. 

Suddenly the light began to darken a little, then a little more.

‘How did that happen?’ said Robert.

‘I knew it! They’re controlling the daylight from the castle!’ said Rachel.

 The townspeople had found a large bench and as soon as they started ramming it against the gatehouse door, it seemed as if in no time at all the mob would be up the stairs. But right then from the gloom outside the city walls, large animals began to call and roar to each. As soon as Robert said he could see some kind of shapes moving around just outside the city walls, the baby  started to pull the chock out of the spokes which held up the gate mechanism. Then the counterweights were roaring, the ropes groaning, the whole whirring and screeching thing kicked into life as the portcullis came up and the drawbridge went down.

‘We’ll see who’s for lunch now, you scabby, filthy dung beetles!’ the baby shouted down at the crowd. 

Immediately, three large lizard-like creatures, much taller than a man, leapt through the portcullis below them and sprang onto the backs of the cattle down there just inside the gate. The mob, which once screamed for blood, now howled in panic as they ran away from the square, into the alleyways and doorways, and, dropping their torches, fled anywhere they could. 

The baby was climbing up on the battlements to shout abuse at the frightened townspeople, but Robert’s eyes were fixed on the land outside. Something he didn’t really want to see was coming through the dimness towards the town gates. With a head like that and teeth like that, and something that size, it could only be a Tyrannosaurus Rex. Robert and the Rachel started pulling at the wheel with the ropes wrapped round, but they hadn’t ever really figured the mechanism out and couldn’t make the drawbridge come back up now.

‘Lights!! Lights!!’ the baby started bawling at the top of his voice as he stood on the battlements waving his arms around.

Then as the light began to brighten,  the T Rex stood roaring not far from the city gate while the three of them crept down the gatehouse stairs and peeked out the gatehouse door.  One of the lizard-like creatures had begun to  disembowel a cow as they crept by on their way once more to the castle. 

-------------------------------------------

                        CHAPTER ELEVEN

The big lizard thing gorging itself on the cow seemed too preoccupied to notice as the three of them crept passed, sliding along with their backs to the town wall. Then they made their way passed the frightened, squealing  farmyard animals, and reached the road out of the open space once more.

After being chased down this way so recently by the mob, the road seemed eerily empty of people. Though Rachel wanted them to walk in the middle of the road so that no one could jump out at them from the doorways, when they did that, they couldn’t see the buildings on either side. With the light now like a kind of foggy twilight, it was difficult to tell where anything or anyone was. 

‘Where have all the people gone?’ Rachel asked in a quiet voice.

‘They were going to attack the castle after they’d burnt the baby,’ said Robert.

‘I just don’t want to bump into anyone unexpectedly,’ said Rachel.

Just after she said that to Robert, the baby started to shout out in a way that sounded more like the metallic tone the white humanoids used. But it really carried quite a distance.

 ‘Hungry beasts inside the town walls!  Hungry beasts on the loose! Run for your lives or stay indoors! Stay indoors!’

 ‘Anyone who hears that will stay inside,’ said Robert. ‘You’re a clever baby, so you are,’ he said, quite in awe.

‘You don’t have to hang around with us,’ said Rachel, stopping to lean down to the baby. ‘We did what we were supposed to. We got you out of the castle. Robert thinks we had to take you to the town gates. We couldn’t go outside because we’d get eaten up by monsters. That’s twice. But we did our best. Nobody can say otherwise, so you can just hop it. We’ll find some other way to get home. Go on,  beat it! Go away!’

‘Aw, sis, that’s rotten,’ said Robert. ‘How can you say that to a poor little baby?’

‘He’s nothing but trouble! I’ll kick you if you don’t go away!’ she shouted at the baby before walking on, her brother and the baby trailing along.

‘But, sis,’ Robert implored. ‘He’s a clever baby! He can drink beer! We can put on a show. People would pay to see a baby like that.’

‘Just keep him out of my way!’ said Rachel severely. Robert looked at the baby as if that was a terrible thing to say. The baby took Robert’s hand and made a face at his sister’s back as they followed her up towards the castle.

Just as they were about to leave the twisting road for the esplanade, someone beckoned Rachel from a doorway and she pulled Robert inside. The tramp with the not very attractive face was standing there and the baby laid right into him straight away.

‘This is where you’ve been hiding! No wonder you got left in charge of the nursery when the others went to fight the war. The king must have known you were a coward!’ shouted the baby at him immediately.

‘Look at you! He knew you were a little baby, didn’t he? A selfish little brat if ever there was one!’ rejoined the tramp.

‘Well, I didn’t fall asleep and ruin the whole shebang, did I?’ the baby said, pointing his finger at the tramp. ‘Before I got out of the castle, I had no idea what a mess you’d made of this place!’

 ‘Did you fall asleep?’ said Rachel. ‘Is that the best explanation I can get for being here? You fell asleep?’ Rachel was rounding on the tramp now and looking more than a little annoyed. ‘Did you fall asleep?’ she demanded to know.

‘Yes, I did a bit,’ said the tramp a little sheepishly.

‘How long did you fall asleep for?’ asked Robert.

‘Well, in your time, for quite a few years really,’ he said.

‘Is it your fault that the monsters are at the town walls?’ asked Robert.

‘Everything’s his fault!’ said the baby. ‘Vital bug assets are about to go down the toilet because of him!’

‘There were two of us,’ said the tramp in a pathetic attempt to mitigate the circumstances.

‘Yes and the other one now is a first grade bug. That’s what you should do, you coward. Go on! Commit suicide!’

‘I’m not doing that!’ said the tramp, horrified. ‘I’m important, I am!’

‘But you’re not as important as me, are you?’

‘Well, no,’ said the tramp, sheepish again.

‘Then you shouldn’t have run away down at the town gates, should you?’ the baby insisted. ‘There’s only one big bug, remember!’ he said severely. ‘You can’t be self centred and be a member of the bug nation!’

‘That’s rich coming from you!’ shouted the tramp. ‘If you’d joined with the King when you were supposed to, none of this would have happened!’

‘I don’t care if you all get killed!’ Rachel shouted out, her voice rising above both of them.  ‘All I want to know is how to get back to Northolt! Well?’ Both the tramp and the baby looked at Rachel a little askance. They didn’t seem too sure what to say to that. ‘Well?’ she repeated and waited. No one else said anything. ‘Well, can anyone tell me why we are here?’ After a little silence, the baby spoke.

‘I think you were here to facilitate a meeting between me and my dad,’ said the baby.

‘My dad’s in jail,’ said Robert. ‘I usually say he’s on holiday, but he’s really in jail.’

 ‘Well, we can’t get out of the town because of the monsters, so how do we get back to Northolt?’ Rachel insisted.

‘Everything will be sorted out when the King gets here,’ said the tramp.

‘And when will that be?’

Neither the baby nor the tramp said anything then.

‘Will he have the reindeers with him?’ asked Robert. 

Rachel gave him such a withering look then. ‘Who?’ she said.

‘Santa Claus,’ said Robert.

‘I don’t think Santa Claus is responsible for this somehow,’ said Rachel. ‘Look! Me and my brother are not moving from here until someone starts to make sense,’ said Rachel, crossing her arms and glaring at them.

‘Okay,’ said the baby finally. ‘I’ll try. Now when this criminal here  fell asleep, he stopped letting the King know what was happening, the whole place started falling apart and the dinosaur barriers weren’t secure anymore. They drifted into the part for the wee bugs and the wee bugs came to the castle here with their little seeds ..’

‘Aw,  their little seeds,’ said Robert most soppily.

‘Now, all the wee bugs are having a great time in the castle. They’re collecting armour. They want to fight the monsters.’

‘So why were we supposed to save you?’ asked Rachel.

‘I just happened to be here, that’s all. I’m  a kind of coincidence,’ said the baby.

‘You’re a menace!’ said the tramp. ‘Your father stuck you here to teach you a lesson because you were such a tearaway delinquent ..’

‘We get the picture! Alright?’ the baby protested. ‘We can change, can’t we?

 ‘ and no good rascal,’ continued the tramp. ‘But the King wanted him  taken away from the castle because the situation was getting a bit dangerous and he didn’t want little deedums here to get hurty wurty, you deedumsy, little rat!’

‘Look, none of this is my fault!’ the baby protested.

‘You encouraged the first graders! They should have been sent back where they came from!’ the tramp accused.

‘All they wanted was to have a little fun,’ said the baby. ‘Some people are so, so boring!’

Just then there was a huge roar from the crowd coming from the direction of the esplanade. ‘Does anyone have any idea about what’s happening out there?’ asked Rachel. 

 More people around them once again, crowds now hurrying past where they were standing, but they weren’t after them anymore. They were surging towards the castle with angry shouts, ladders being carried overhead as the mob spilled out of the tenement buildings and headed for the esplanade. 

 ‘I think they’re going  to attack the castle,’ said the tramp.

‘Do you have a link?’ the baby asked the tramp.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t think the wee bugs like me.’

‘Nobody likes you,’ said the baby. ‘Try to raise them for me.’

The tramp then took the flat brown thing from his sleeve and tapped it with his finger while making a squeaky noise. The front of it lit up with a top half of a wee bug, the part with the eye-like globules on stocks. There was a lot of hissing immediately and the tramp hissed back. A white humanoid shape pushed the wee bug aside.

‘It’s old droopy drawers! Never thought we’d hear from you again, you snivelling, grovelling coward!’

‘I see they know you,’ said the baby. ‘Give it here.’ The tramp handed it over. 

‘Yo, baby!’ shouted the white humanoid. Other humanoids immediately tried to get into the frame and they were all seemed happy enough to see him, considering their lack of real facial expressions. ‘We were going to come and save you, but you won’t stay in the one place. We can’t track everywhere.’

‘It’s been very educational,’ started the baby. Then he began to make that buzzing kind of sound and the humanoids buzzed back. Then the screen  went blank and the brown flat thing was handed back to the tramp.

‘What was all that about?’ said Rachel.

‘The wee bugs will start lowering the drawbridge now. It’ll be dark enough so no one will see from the town side. Let’s try getting into the castle without drawing too much attention,’ said the baby.

The baby took Robert’s hand and followed Rachel out of the doorway with the tramp tagging along behind. Though it was hard to see more than a few yards in any direction, the crowd was noisy enough when they reached near to the end of the road. There the people were congregated, more or less held back by a line of ruffians, listening to a rant from the King of the Beggars, whom almost all could hear and almost none see.

By the shouting and abuse coming from the people, it

did not sound as if they were happy with what he was saying, but the crowd were not at that point restless enough for the ruffians to make a line across the whole road. The baby, the beggar, and the siblings slipped by and made it onto the esplanade without drawing attention to themselves. 

Away from the tall tenements and into the open space, it seemed very eerie there, like being somewhere suddenly vast while walking through clouds. They moved towards the groaning and creaking of the drawbridge, but when they reached that spot, the drawbridge had still a long way to go before it reached the ground.

‘This doesn’t feel right here,’ said Rachel. ‘We’re just sitting ducks if the crowd come this way. Lets wait over by the tenements. This drawbridge takes ages.’

And so the four of them walked back across the esplanade, keeping the sound  of the crowd as far away to the right of them as they could. When they reached the tall buildings, they’d arrived not far along from the armoury. Rachel was waiting beside the tramp when Robert and the baby sidled off towards the brightness coming from the blacksmith’s shop.

In  the first window they came to there was a head in a glass container. Above it was a sign which said: 

GREAT BIG SWORDS FOR CUTTING OFF HEADS. ONE SWIPE DOES THE TRICK!

‘That’s not fair!’ said Robert. ‘He’s stolen my head.’

-------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER TWELVE
Before the baby could do anything about it, Robert had dragged him into the shop. The armourer was sitting near the anvil with a tankard of beer in one hand and a large slice of pie in the other. He looked over at Robert and the baby and scowled.

‘What are you two doing here?’ he asked. 

‘I’ve come to visit my head,’ said Robert. ‘I was just wondering how it was getting on now that it’s stuck in somebody’s window.’

‘Your head be on your shoulders,’ said the blacksmith. ‘You can’t have two heads. It’s not natural.’

Robert went over to the glass container and tapped on the sides.

‘Hullo, head!’ he shouted. Then he put his ear to the glass. He looked over at the blacksmith. ‘He wants to know how my big Scottish sword is doing,’ said Robert. He’d kind of deepened his voice and his elbows were lifted a little and sticking out the side. ‘He says if I don’t get the sword, he’s going to jump out the bottle and give you a head butt, my old pally wally, head stealer, thief, and rat!’

‘You can’t come into my shop and call me a rat!’ said the blacksmith, beginning to slowly get to his feet.

‘Well, give me my big Scottish sword then!’ said Robert.

‘I think you’d better,’ said the baby. The blacksmith stared at the baby and sank back into his seat. Such a big baby talking like that was a bit unsettling. ‘He stuck a knife into somebody’s head a bit earlier on,’ said the baby.

‘Well, what does it matter?’ said the blacksmith. ‘I’ve never had a day’s business like this in my entire life! Sold almost everything you club, jab, or stab with!’

‘But I can see a great big, Scottish sword on your wall, sir,’ said Robert, pointing to the very long sword on the wall above the severed head.

‘That’s really just for show,’ said the blacksmith. ‘No normal man could wield a sword like that to any effect. It’s too heavy.’

‘Well, it might be too heavy for a skinnymalink like you, sir, but it looks just the right size for the King of Scotland! Let me have a look,’ he said.

‘I will let you have a look out of the kindness of my heart because you will see no finer example of craftsmanship here or hereabouts,’ said the blacksmith who did get up and brought the sword down off the pegs which were holding it up on the wall. It was obvious the way such a big man was handling it that it wasn’t really practical.

Robert took the sword off the blacksmith and immediately lifted the blade into a vertical position. The blacksmith jumped back. The baby backed over to the door.

‘Now, we’ll see who has two heads, and who has one head, and who is going to be left with no head at all!’ 

Robert swirled the sword around a bit and the blacksmith ducked in behind the anvil. He was agog in astonishment that Robert had even picked up the sword at all. He wanted to really be elsewhere when Robert pulled the glass container off the shelf and it smashed on the stone floor. Then Robert picked up the head.

‘Which head would you prefer to keep?’ asked Robert. ‘The one you stole or the one still on your shoulders?’

‘Just be gone!’ shouted the blacksmith. ‘Take the sword! Take the head! Just leave me be!’

‘Alright,’ said Robert. ‘I’ll let you off with a warning this time! But watch it!! Come, baby! Let’s get out of here!’ he said and marched out the door.

Robert seemed oblivious to the rising sound of masses of people coming  to a point of unbridled fury, fed by old antagonisms and resentments against the King of the Beggars and his men. He didn’t stop to listen. With the sword blade resting on his shoulder, he swaggered across the esplanade towards the drawbridge with the baby trailing behind. Just as he reached the castle walls, the drawbridge touched down, the beggar hurried inside and  Rachel was standing there just inside the castle  shouting for Robert and the baby to hurry on up. 

The baby raced passed Robert and ran across the drawbridge shouting at some bugs inside to put on armour, but Robert stayed out at the very end. As the foggy light grew quickly brighter and brighter, townspeople could be seen at the edge of the esplanade, some carrying long ladders, others with axes, swords, clubs and knives. They began to gesticulate violently, pointing and bellowing towards the castle, beginning to surge against the line of ruffians holding them back. Then, suddenly,  a hail of missiles was flying towards  the King of the Beggars, the crowd surged against the ruffians, and both the ruffians and the King of the Beggars were submerged by the mob before the people started to rush across the esplanade towards the drawbridge.

Robert placed the head of the first tramp down by his feet and held the sword with both hands in front of him so that the improbably long blade was pointing vertically. The people at the front of the crowd slowed down and then stopped when they heard the loud voice coming out of him.

‘I’m Robert the Bruce! I’ve come back with my great big Scottish sword to lay claim to this fine castle here! So anyone who would like to have their heads chopped off is welcome to step forward and engage me in mortal combat.’

But the crowd could see that it was just a small boy standing in their way and edged forward just as the drawbridge rose by the first inch or two on its way to close the castle entrance. People in the crowd were starting to egg each other on and someone threw a rock in Robert’s direction. He whacked it in mid air with his sword and started to swirl the blade seemingly without effort in circles and figures of eight in all directions.

As the drawbridge began to rise further, the mob edged closer and the jesterman stood in front.

‘He’s just a boy!’ he shouted. ‘At the count of three we’ll rush him. Alright? Ready? One!’

Right then Robert abandoned the drawbridge, and leapt down the few inches to the esplanade, swirling the sword and running headlong for the crowd. Complete panic at the sight of this huge sword fast approaching, slicing the air seemingly effortlessly in the hands of God knows what, sent the ones at the front, including the jesterman, fleeing into those behind them in their anxiety to get away. Their impetus gone, the crowd held back and were trying to regroup when Rachel ran along the drawbridge and jumped onto the esplanade, screaming out at the top of her voice.

‘Go into the castle!! Please! You stupid idiot! They’ll kill you!’

At the sight of his sister standing before him, Robert suddenly came to himself and dropped the great blade. He looked very surprised at all the angry looking people in front of him and his sister standing there. Rachel grabbed him and both jumped onto the drawbridge, grabbing the edge of it with their arms and pulling themselves up. The rolled down into the castle, but the drawbridge was now too high for anyone to follow.

Soon the place was full of the wee knights, armed, on horseback and ready for action. Robert was pulling Rachel over to the gatehouse. He wanted to get up on the walls to see outside and also because the baby had gone up there already.

The baby was standing on the ledge behind the battlements looking down at the wee knights. He was beaming, positively beaming down on them.

‘Hullo, wee bugs!’ he shouted. They all cheered like mad, waving their swords, bows and lances. ‘It’s great to be back! Now, I want to know do you remember what’s the most horrible thing about the carbon based life forms?’

‘Yes!’ they shouted back.

‘What is it then?’ he asked.

‘The horrible stuff that comes out of their bottoms!’ one of them shouted out. They all laughed at that.

‘Nooooo,’ said the baby in a very exaggerated way.

‘They eat each other!’ shouted out another one.

‘No, it’s even more horrible than that!’ shouted the baby.

‘They kill each other first!’ shouted out one.

‘Yeeeees,’ said the baby. ‘And would we like to be just as gross and horrible as them?’ he asked.

‘Yes!’ they all shouted out. ‘We want to fight the monsters!! We want to fight the monsters!’

‘And there will be plenty of monsters out there! Plenty of them!’

Robert was looking over the battlements out into the esplanade. The mob has stalled for a bit when the drawbridge went up, but their blood was up again and there was shouting, and one or two were coming forward to put their long ladders up against the wall. The baby climbed up on top of the battlements and he stood there facing out into the esplanade though it didn’t look at all safe.

‘Listen to me!’ he suddenly shouted out in a voice far louder than any Rachel or Robert had heard him use before. It was as loud as a foghorn. ‘I have been sent by God to give you reassurance!’ Rachel looked out at the crowd and could see they were completely amazed. Robert looked fairly impressed as well.  ‘He has had a few other things on his mind recently and has gone off, but will return to make sure the light is back to normal! Until then we have to deal with the monsters! Do not think the little knights are not your friends? They are your friends! And do not think God has deserted you? God has not deserted you. He has sent the wee knights to fight the monsters!’ What a cheer went up from the wee knights when they heard that. ‘But while the knights are fighting the monsters, you must stay away from the city walls. You must go home and stay inside. Some monsters might still be within the city walls as we speak. Now, do you know what will happen if you disobey God’s will?’ The baby left that hanging in the air for a minute. ‘Do you know?’ he repeated in a slightly quieter voice then waited again. ‘You don’t want to know. No, you don’t!’ he shouted. ‘Now, when the drawbridge has been lowered, the knights will ride down to do battle outside the town walls!! Everyone else go home and stay home until everything is back to normal.’

 But the crowd just looked up and still hung around then. ‘Alright!’ shouted the baby. ‘I’ll count to ten and then start making a noise so horrible you’ll all wish you were deaf! One, two ..’ and as the baby counted his voice got louder and louder. By the time he’d reached seven, it was very loud and everyone outside the castle gates was running back across the esplanade as fast as they could.

When the drawbridge had finally been lowered, the wee knights rode out of the castle, two by two, and begin to cross the esplanade. Then the baby was at the gate with the siblings and the tramp. Robert saw the detached head lying there in the dirt just behind and at the side of the drawbridge.

‘Aw, look,’ he said, picking it up and giving it a wipe, ‘it’s the head.’

‘Don’t be disgusting, Robert! Put it down!’ said Rachel.

‘But we can’t just leave it,’ he protested.

‘I could eat it,’ said the tramp.

‘What?’ Both the siblings just stared at him in horror.

‘No, I’d like to keep it,’ said Robert, rubbing the dirt away from where it had stuck to the hair.

‘It’ll rot and stink!’ said Rachel. ‘Get rid of it!’

‘I could keep it for you,’ said the tramp.

‘You won’t eat it?’ said Robert suspiciously.

‘No, I’ll boil it. You can have the skull as a keepsake.’

‘Oh great!’ said Robert, putting the head in the tramp’s hands.

‘Can we leave the castle in your safekeeping?’ the baby said to the tramp.

‘Of course,’ said the tramp.

‘You promise not to fall asleep this time.’

‘I’ll stay awake,’ the tramp replied, smiling at the baby in a forced, grim way.

‘Okay,’ said the baby cheerfully. ‘Get the drawbridge up and make sure the light is on full when the knights reach the town gates. Come on,’ he said, turning to the siblings. ‘Let’s go and meet the King.’

------------------------------------------------

                      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The first knights had reached the start of the road down to the town gates by the time the baby and the siblings stepped off the drawbridge, so they thought they should hurry. Jogging with Robert beside the baby and Rachel in front, the way across the esplanade seemed miraculously clear of people in the wake of the baby’s ear splitting announcements.

Losing sight of the tail end of the horsemen as they trotted down the twisting street, Robert was anxious not to miss anything and he started running just as fast as he could. Then they were having a race. Rachel ran passed him and the baby ran passed Rachel, but Robert took the lead once more.  He was yelling out about the great time he was having when the baby started cartwheeling past both siblings though they were running flat out.

When they reached the town walls, they went up to the battlements; the baby with his wee legs dangling over the side of the walls, Robert and Rachel both had their heads through the gap on either side. The three of them were looking out over the parkland as the  light quickly began to change from a foggy twilight to a bright mid-morning.

 Between the giant chestnut trees dotted here and there, parkland was rich in life, but of a very prehistoric kind. Giant animals with great big heads and huge teeth and claws gorged on dead and dying herbivores while smaller raptors dashed in and out like modern day jackals at a lion’s feast. But even the smaller raptors were big. Everything was on a bigger scale except for the knights who were spilling out of the town gates.

From over the horizon, three Tyrannosaurus Rex made their appearance and most of the other prehistoric animals suddenly seemed to want to be other places.  As they scattered hither and thither, the three giant beasts made their way rather slowly towards  the town walls where  knights on horseback we forming a line.  The beasts roared, the knights charged and the battle was about to commence. 

Squeaking, bellowing, humming and hissing the knights charged, but with the roaring from the T Rexes and the sight of them, some of the horses baulked, reared, throw their riders and made a pell-mell retreat back towards the town. The rest charged on and the knights on foot followed, managing to reach the fray just as most of the rest of their fellows were being mangled, chewed, tossed, whipped by tails, crushed, and destroyed in all kinds of ways by these monstrous carnivores. The arrows and lances mostly bounced off and the ones who were kicking the beasts legs did not seem to be employing a very sensible means of attack.

‘Your knights aren’t much use against those big monsters, are they?’ said Rachel to the baby, looking a bit doubtful about the result.

‘If they wanted to kill them, they wouldn’t be dressed in armour,’ said the baby. ‘But what a time they’re having! Come on, the bugs! Come on, the bugs!’ he shouted.

The T Rexes either didn’t like the taste of the armour or the white stuff which sometimes squirted out of it when the wee knights were stood on, but either way they did not find the wee knights much to their liking, and always spat them out. Then, usually outside the armour, the wee bugs would reconstitute themselves, and as soon as they were white humanoids again, begin the fight with great enthusiasm once more.

‘Come on, the dinosaurs!’ shouted Robert.

‘They won’t get beaten, that’s for sure,’ said the baby. ‘The fight’s fixed. I told the bugs not to hurt them. Didn’t you see what happened to the thing that landed on the castle?’

‘The bugs killed it and ate it,’ said Rachel. 

‘Yes, but things are different now. We have to be more mature. Ha, ha! Yes, we do! These dinosaurs are too precious to kill.’

The wee knights might have enjoyed joisting with the monsters, but the monsters weren’t interested in fighting, or getting hurt. As soon as they realised the wee knights were inedible and a terrible nuisance, they started to move off.

Then the light started fading and it began to fade fast. The baby got off the battlements and started to look towards the town, jumping up and down, waving his arms and shouting: Light! Light! Light! But it kept getting dark. Outside the city walls the siblings could see pairs and pairs of pink red globules as the wee bugs shed their white outer coating. Then they were flying overhead and heading back to the castle.

‘There’s not enough power left to regulate the lighting. What a shambles!’ said the baby, laughing. 

‘Will we be allowed to go home now?’ asked Rachel.

‘Yes,’ said the baby. ‘As soon as I join with the King.’

‘And will we ever get an explanation for all this?’  she said.

‘Probably not one you’d completely understand. What do you think all this is about?’ 

 ‘The West Indies story was the best!’ said Robert. 

‘But you weren’t there when the second beggarman told us that,’ said Rachel.

‘I know what was said,’ said the baby. ‘We bugs are not as separate as you.’

‘We don’t have bugs like you in Northolt,’ said Robert. ‘Where did you come from?’

‘We evolved from paracites in hot blooded creatures. Once we were like butterflies,’ said the baby, ‘evolving and transforming into so many different kinds of things that we’ve almost evolved beyond out bodies. In the furthest emanations we are more like spirit than flesh.’

‘What’s all this about then?’ asked Rachel, waving her hand to cover just about everything. 

‘Our seeds still need to be fed carbon based food, and the best stuff in flesh,’ said the baby.

‘Do you chew up  the people from the town and puke them over the seeds?’ asked Robert.

‘Yes!’ said the baby. ‘As you saw! But only the dead ones. We need the live ones to keep producing dead ones.’

‘But what about the dinosaurs?’ said Robert.

‘We collected them on our first trip back, but when we went back a little later, they were all gone. The folk we sent out came back with this town and all the people in it.’

‘What!’ Rachel exclaimed. ‘They abducted a whole town and countryside! Have we been abducted by aliens?’

 ‘Coooool,’ said Robert.

‘Yes,’ said the baby, ‘sort of. But the aliens who abducted you, and the dinosaurs for that matter, come from the Earth.’

‘What?’ said Robert. ‘I’ve definitely never seen anything like you bugs in Northolt,

 ‘No,’ said the baby. ‘We’re from the future.’

‘Brilliant!’ said Robert. ‘We’ve been abducted by aliens from the future, sis!’

‘But why?’ asked Rachel.

‘The King wanted me out of the castle without alarming the humans. It shows how precious we think they are that he went back in time for you.’ said the baby. 

 ‘So when the caretakers went to sleep and  the barriers started breaking down, you sent for us?’ said Robert. 

‘Yes!’ said the baby. ‘Of course, the whole thing’s been a shambles!’ said the baby. ‘The caretakers had only to stay awake really. Then they could  tell the King if anything cropped up they couldn’t handle, and he’d fix it.’

‘How?’ said Rachel. ‘How does he fix things?’

‘He thinks about them,’ said the baby. ‘He’s a brilliant shape changer. He can become anything, but he can also affect physical things. If he knew the barriers were crumbling, he’d just think about them and they’d be sorted. But he’s getting passed it. That’s why this whole affair has been such a wonderful shambles!’ the baby laughed them and clapped his hands in glee. ‘A complete and utter shambles! It’s wonderful!’

 ‘What do we do now?’ said Rachel.

‘Just wait,’ said the baby. ‘I can feel him in the air. The King will be here soon.’

‘Will we be able to go back to Northolt?’ said Rachel.

‘Yes, you’ll be back in Northolt before you know it probably,’ said the baby.

‘I don’t want to go back to Northolt!’ said Robert. ‘I had asthma in Northolt and I got bullied at school.’

‘When you went,’ said Rachel.

‘That’s right! It was horrible in Northolt!’ said Robert.

‘Well, we can do something about the asthma easily enough,’ said the baby. ‘Otherwise both of you will be normal, just like before.’

‘I liked being able to fight men,’ said Rachel, a little wistfully.

‘Okay,’ said the baby. ‘You’ll still be able to fight and run, etcetera, but not quite as well.’

‘That doesn’t sound too bad,’ said Robert. ‘Then Northolt might be okay,’ he conceded. ‘Especially if my dinner is ready. I’m  starving!’

‘Will we remember being here?’ said Rachel.

‘No,’ said the baby. ‘It’s for your own good. People will think you’re mad. Then the baby stopped and closed his eyes for a moment and a sweet smile came to his face. ‘He’s here,’ he said.

‘Who is? I can’t see anybody,’ said Robert.

Then Santa Claus materialised in the gloom across the moat, more or less where the siblings had stood when they first arrived at the town walls.

‘Who goes there?’ shouted the baby.

‘It’s Santa Claus!’ he shouted back.

 ‘I’ve heard of you, but I thought you’d be bigger!’ the baby shouted.

Then the figure grew in the gloom till the giant head was straight across from the three of them.

‘Yo ho ho,’ he said. ‘Merry Christmas one and all! And how is my little son?’ the giant head asked. ‘Have you been good?’

‘No, I have not!’ said the baby. ‘I’ve gotten the wee bugs to kill and eat  a big monster since you imprisoned me here, father. But now that you are worn out and completely knackered, I have had to put behind me my delinquent past and am now willing to contribute to the welfare of the bug nation to the best of my abilities, father,’ said the baby, standing rigid and saluting.

‘So have you forsaken the degenerate  life of running around with lunatics, wrecking battle cruisers, and partying night and day?’ asked Santa Claus.

‘It is out of my system forever, Papa!’ said the baby. ‘I have put selfishness behind me and am now dedicated to being part of the ONE!’ and the baby climbed up onto the battlements, ‘BIG BUG!’ he shouted out. Then he jumped at the head and between where the head was and the baby was, the baby disappeared. There was a flash of brilliant rainbow colours, a BANG, then a great flash of white light which made the siblings close their eyes. When they opened them, instead of the giant Santa Claus, there was a huge baby the size of the town walls looking at them and laughing. It now looked like noon on a beautiful summer’s day.

‘Oh, there’s going to be some changes round here!’ the big baby shouted out. ‘Fountains of everlasting ice cream! Free beer for the workers! Yes,  parties! Parties! And more parties!’

‘That sounds good. Can we not stay?’ said Robert.

‘Fraid not!’ said the big baby head. Then he clapped his podgy hands together and that sound was the last thing the siblings heard.

Then Robert was sitting alone in his living room in Northolt. There was a football game on the television. Scotland was playing England. Robert was supporting both teams since his dad was Scottish and in the jail. His sister Rachel came through from the kitchen.

‘What are you watching?’

‘The footie,’ said Robert. ‘But look at this! Where did this come from?’

He was holding  up a human skull which had been sitting in his lap. But Rachel wasn’t really interested in the skull and moved over to the television.

‘Do not! Do not! Do not turn the telly over!’ he bawled. But she turned it over anyway, and he zapped it back using the remote. She tried to grab it off him. Then there was a lot of shouting and struggling and somebody sank their teeth into someone else’s hand. Then the doorbell rang and they stopped and looked at each other.

‘Is there something funny going on?’ said Robert.

-------------------------------------------------------------

