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* THE BAND OF TRAVELLING ADVENTURERS *

EPISODE 2

“THE QUEST FOR THE LIBERATION AND RESTORATION OF HYPER VALUE VALUE AND ITS RE-INTEGRATION INTO THE LAND OF DISCOUNTS”

After the debacle, but ultimate success of their quest for the Great Yeast, The Band of Travelling Adventurers retired to their favourite Inn, the Red Lion.

“Four of your foaming Old Speckled Hens please, good Yeoman,” said Simple.

“There you go sir,” said Marcus handing over the rabid chickens, “four Hens.”

“Thank you,” said Simple, cutting off Marcus’ nearest available limb with his axe, Morris, Dark Flame of the Abyss, for being cocky.

“Since you’ve got no beer, I’ll have 3 tankards of mead, and a glass of wine please,” said Sam.

The Band then removed to their favourite table, removing some locals who happened to be sitting there with various devices, including, but not limited to a sledgehammer, a felling axe, a pair of bolt cutters and some gardening tools.

“So, do you want those chickens, Simple?” asked Parker.

“What the hell do I want chickens for?” exclaimed Simple, “you can have them if you want.  But what do you want them for?”

“Well,” replied Parker, mysteriously, “never underestimate the usefulness and versatility of a chicken.”

“Fair ‘nuff,” said Simple, and then, toasting the health of the Great East, they drained their glasses in the beginning of what was to be a relaxing and intoxicating evening.

Several hours, 1½ barrels of mead and very nearly half a bottle of wine later, and the Band were ready to leave and maybe head to the Toad and Corvette, their preferred place of drunken carousing, when Verrill said, 

“Euurgh!.. Bleaurgh! Graaurgh!”

“Oh god, I knew he shouldn’t have done that 4th yard of extra strong mead,” said Marcus, “now I’m going to have to clear up the bloody mess.”

“No,” said Sam casually splitting Marcus’ head asunder with his mighty sledgehammer, Kezhek-na-Duthûr, scion of Mjollnir, for his cheek and just generally for being a gimp, “it’s more serious than that, look at his bolt cutters, it means trouble when they start glowing and shooting sparks like that.  C’mon Verrill, what’s up?”

“Ouweerrrr! It’s Ar-Tathnjallir… he’s in … in… aurgh! NO!!! HYPER VALUE VALUE!!! In the very heart of the Land of Discounts!!!” said Verrill, and then passed out, the effort of such deep percipience, and the avoiding of the glance of Baxthor’s snares being too great for him.

Fortunately Marcus had by now come around, and was able to minister to Verrill’s sickness.  Within moments he was shakily climbing to his feet, but that was only the least of The Band of Travelling Adventurers’ problems solved.

*
*
*

And so our merry Band of Travelling Adventurers departs the Red Lion, after settling their rather hefty tab with an equally hefty collection of weapons, pissed off since not only had their quiet relaxing night been ruined, but also Ar-Tathnjallir, the lieutenant of Bowron, had struck into the very soul of the city of Southampton.  The large amount of mead consumed accounts for the rather unusual prioritisation of these two facts.

Firstly, it was time to sober up (Especially for Parker, who was howling on what was really more like a quarter of a bottle of wine) which meant a swim in the icy Fount of New College, and then a few cups of coffee or tea at the Stockade of Alma Lane. 

And so the band were ready for action.

It was decided that the distance involved in travelling from the Stockade of Alma Lane to Hyper Value Value warranted the use of bicycles, and so the Band of Travelling Adventurers departed to their homes to collect their velocipedes, except of course for Parker who simply called for the aid of DEATH…, Alfie the Tractor.

Within the hour, the Band rendezvoused back at the Stockade of Alma Lane, and were ready to depart.  With a mighty roar, DEATH…, Alfie the Tractor leapt away, following the rest of the Band who were already in the distance.

“Oi, wait for us you buggers!” yelled parker, as they passed out of sight.

“Sorry Parker, sorry Alfie,” said the band, stopping and waiting for a while.

The trip continued uneventfully, until the Band reached another of their favoured watering holes, the Giddy Bridge, where J. D. Wetherspoon keeps house.  After a brief debate, the Band elected that there were pressing matters, such as the plight of Hyper Value Value and four stinking hangovers, than stopping for a swift half, but the matter of the giddy bridge itself was more difficult to resolve.  Last time that the Band had passed this way, the bridge was in a good state of repair, but now it was looking decidedly rickety.  Whilst it could easily be traversed by a bicycle, such a mighty tractor as DEATH…, Alfie the Tractor would be taking a great risk in placing his weight upon it.

“Well,” intoned Parker, “the river is too deep for him too ford, the bridge won’t hold his weight, and there isn’t another place to cross for miles.  I’m stumped.”

“What about you Verrill, could you support the bridge with the power of your bolt cutters?” asked Simple.

“No,” replied Verrill, “the power of the tractors is a mystery to me and all the mages of my order.  I have no capacity to affect him.  Perhaps he could jump it.”

DEATH…, Alfie the Tractor replied to this suggestion by revving his engine and speeding into the distance, his front wheels reared into the air and two trails of flame left on the ground behind him.  Soon he was out of sight.

“I think you might have spooked him there,” said Parker.

“Erm… Hmmm.” Replied Verrill.

*
*
*

Now we find The Band of Travelling Adventurers deep in thought, sat adjacent to the giddy bridge, with 3 bicycles between 4, and unable to continue with their quest.  Parker and Sam were debating the best course of action.  Simple was sat apart, pensively fingering the blade of his axe.  Verrill was deep in meditation, using the lull in activity to probe the depths of Ar-Tathnjallir’s attack on Hyper Value Value.

“So you couldn’t give me a cross bar?” enquired Parker.

“No.” said Sam, “On the terrain we’ll be traversing I’d never keep balance.  I think that what we need is another bicycle; it’s as simple as that.  I guess we’ll have to-” but Sam got no further because at this time 3 sounds interrupted him.

“Groughf!!” said a passing cyclist as Simple struck him in the stomach with the full, awesome force of his axe.

“Erm…” said Verrill.

“Crash!” Strictly, no one actually said this, as it is the sound of the cyclist falling off his bike.  However, neither Sam nor Parker actually saw what happened.

“What was that?!” demanded Sam, whirling round to face the source of the noise.

“What was what?” asked Simple.

“That noise.” replied Sam.

“What noise?” said Simple.

“Erm…!” said Verrill.

“That noise just then!” said Sam, starting to get annoyed.

“It was Verrill saying ‘erm’, the goon!” said Simple.

“No!  The other bloody noise!” said Sam, getting to the point of irritation where he would have killed the person annoying him if he hadn’t known that he would have been killed first.

“What, ‘Groughf!!’?” asked Simple, finally catching on.

“Yes!!!” said Sam.

“ERM!!!!!” said Verrill.

“Yep,” said Simple.

“Huh?!”

“That was the noise alright.”

“Well,” said Sam, infuriated, “what was it then??!!”

“It was-”  but now it was Simple’s turn to be interrupted:

“GRAAARRGHH!!!!!!!!” said Verrill, as he was enveloped in a conflagration of green and orange flames.

“What was THAT?!” chorused Sam and Parker.

“Oh yes, as I was saying, it was me hitting that man with my axe so that we could steal his bike for Parker,” replied Simple, helpfully.

“Twiglets,” said Vince from Rex the Runt.

“Ahem,” said Verrill in a self-satisfied manner.

“Where did he come from?” enquired Parker.

“Well,” said Verrill, “it appears that Ar-Tathnjallir has started to experiment with the power of Hyper Value Value, but in his haste to vanquish us he rushed his spell and I was able to redirect it to a more benign result.  I just let it look after itself, and it appears to have momentarily opened a dimensional tear into a completely different genre.  Interesting, eh?”

“Crick and Watson,” said Vince, deliberately, and with perfect enunciation.

“Yes indeed.  But should we not now send him back?” said Parker.

“Aw c’mon, can’t we keep him?” pleaded Simple.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Sam, “but more to the point, CAN you send him back?”

“Yes indeed, Mr. Roberts,” said Verrill, who then proceeded to chant under his breath and move his pair of bolt cutters, Narcarach, in a circle through the air, until a swirling energy vortex appeared, through which Vince passed, helped on his way by Sam’s sledgehammer.

“La! La la la! La la la! La la la! La Laaaaaa!” sang Vince, by way of a parting shot.

“I still say we should’ve kept him,” moaned Simple.

“Whatever, but there are more pressing matters at hand, like getting another bike,” said Sam.

“Well, that chap I hit in the stomach appears to have twisted his ankle in the fall, so maybe he’d let us borrow his bike,” said Simple.

“I thought you hit him to steal his bike anyway?”

“Not really, it was a kind of low level Berserkergang attack, just did it on impulse”

“Very well then,” said Parker, and then, turning to the man in question, he asked, “would you mind if I borrowed your bicycle sir?”

*
*
*

“Well,” said the man, who had regained his feet and was looking slightly dazed, “I can see that you are warriors and mages of the highest order.  I heard you name the vile Ar-Tathnjallir as your enemy.  I saw Vince the Mighty, Prince to Rex the Runt, do obeisance to you, and depart when he was commanded to do so.

“However,” he continued, “your comrade struck me without motive or warning, and now the paintwork of my bicycle is chipped.  Therefore you can sod off.” He then turned away from Parker, who immediately leapt upon him, gutting him and slashing off any available limbs with deadly accuracy using his fearsome twin gardening tools, Bilvorkan and Bevkhaz-Nadan

“No-one tells me to sod off,” said Parker, as he picked up the bicycle.

*
*
*

Not a hundred yards had passed since the band of travelling adventurers crossed the giddy bridge, when the next sign of trouble appeared.  Having crossed the bridge, the band were in the wild pathless land that lies between the Sea and the end of Ye Avenue.  As they cycled under a particularly dense patch of Ash trees, they heard a harsh yell – and to their horror they saw a horde of evil looking menges charging towards them, and with them there were two Po Sghtraddh Youatts, the mightiest soldiers of Bowron.  Once they were menges, but over time they gain experience and knowledge, and study the deepest of Bowron’s vile arts, and he rewards the with fell meats, such that they grow far beyond the measure of other menges.

The Band of Travelling Adventurers dismounted from their steeds, knowing that they could never match the awesome speed of the stghraddhs, and stood ready with their weapons.  The flood of menges broke upon them, but the Band put their backs toward a tree and slew them with all their might.  Simple’s axe became a smudge of deeper blackness in the gloom as the sun set, with only the blade showing crimson as he swung Morris with the might of both his arms.  Sam made a pile of menges at his feet with his sledgehammer.  Parker darted to and fro, dealing out death to any foe within reach of his gardening tools until strings of entrails hung from their prongs.  And Verrill stood firing bolts of flame and lighting from his bolt cutters.  But still the menges came, and ever the stghraddh’s remained at the rear, driving the menges to destruction, out of reach of close combat weapons.  Even the mightiest bolts from Verrills bolt cutters could not reach them, protected as they were by Ar-Tathnjallirs Hyper Value Value derived power, but as long as they controlled the battle the Band were doomed, for eventually the sheer weight of numbers would exhaust them.  If only they could destroy the stghraddh’s, the menges would be routed … but how?

“Hey, hold on a minute,” said Simple as he decapitated 3 menges with a single swipe from Morris, “where’s Sam gone?”

“I dunno,” replied Parker, slashing open the belly of a passing menge and spilling his innards, “he was just here a minute ago.”

“Erm...” said Verrill, firing a massive bolt of flame into a throng of menges and sending them flying through the air.

But Simple’s question was soon answered, as all of a sudden, they heard a great shout from the top of the tree:

“Akzhakh! Duvon! Nehic! Kezhek-na-Duthûr!” yelled Sam, as he raised his hammer above his head and leapt towards the ground.

Suddenly, the battle went quiet.  The stghraddhs stared in wonderment at this new danger, and, with their attention elsewhere, the menges stopped where they were; the rest of the Band looked on in confusion as Sam fell through the air, except for Verrill who looked on with a knowing smile.

Sam hit the ground with the head of his hammer, and where it struck, a huge gout of red fire leapt from the ground.  Then slowly, cracks appeared in the ground, and, all of a sudden, one of them shot towards the stghraddhs, and they fell into the huge abyss that appeared beneath their feet, along with the greater part of the menges.  And with that, the Band leapt into action and destroyed those menges who had not already fled far away.

“If that’s the worst that Ar-Tathnjallir can throw at us, then we should be fine,” said Parker.

“Yes,” said Sam, “but if we don’t get to Hyper Value Value soon, he will surely master it’s power, and then we shall never be able to resist him.”

“In that case,” said Simple, “we’d better get a move on.”

*
*
*

Having traversed the huge pit created by Sam’s hammer blow, the Band were making good speed towards the Land of Discounts, Parkers purloined bicycle proving easily the match of the others’.  Sam had finally had enough of Simple’s attempts at navigation, and had appointed Verrill to guide the Band.  He was cleverly using his bolt cutters as a dowsing rod to find the easiest path; however, all was not well with Master Verrill.

Suddenly he shouted, “BAXTHOR!” and proceeded to fire blast upon blast of magical energy into the gloom surrounding them, until his Afro was surrounded by a halo of seething electricity and he had set all of the surrounding plant life on fire.  But even Verrill, mightiest Afro’d Mystic of his age, could not keep up the massive flow of power he was generating, and after mere minutes he collapsed upon the floor in a deep trance, mumbling weakly the word, “erm,” before passing out.

“Poor old Verrill, he sees Baxthor everywhere,” said Parker.

“Hey, look over there!” shouted Simple, pointing to a more distant bush.  As the Band looked over, they saw a shadowy figure silhouetted against the flames, and a cackle of cold, dry laughter floated towards them.

“Baxthor,” muttered Sam.

“Verrill was right,” said Parker.  Even as they watched, the shadow turned and melted into the gloom, showing clearly the outline of a diamond patterned cardigan and baseball cap.  But the Band were left encumbered with their fallen comrade, and worse still the fallen comrade was Verrill – how could they hope to enter the land of discounts, let alone assail Ar-Tathnjallir in the corrupted Hyper Value Value, without their Afro’d Mystic?

*
*
*

“Ar-Tathnjallir must have some control over the power of Hyper Value Value, if Baxthor was so well masked that he was unlocatable to Verrill’s percipience,” said Simple.

“That may be so,” said Sam, “but if it is then all we can do is try to stop him increasing his power, even if that means destroying Hyper Value Value itself.  But we can’t do that without the power of Verrills bolt cutters - we can hardly find the place, damn it!”

“He needs to get back to the Red Lion,” said Parker, “Marcus is the only one who can help him now.”

“Erm!” said Verrill, who had immediately woken up at the prospect of going to see Marcus.

“Good work, Parker,” said Simple, joyously hitting Parker over the head with Morris for having a good idea & being a smart arse.

“Right then, we might as well make camp here for the night,” said Sam, sitting on the ground.

“Okay then,” said Verrill, “I’ll prepare some food.”

“Please not bloody Lancashire sodding hotpot again,” said Simple, gripping the shaft of Morris.

“Nope, it’s my speciality, beans on toast!” said Verrill triumphantly.

After the band had dined and taken a few swallows from Sam’s flask of homebrewed myddyglyn, they settled down for the night, having built a small fire from the burning trees around them.

*
*
*

The next morning, Parker, Verrill and Sam awoke with the dawn, and a terrifying sound greeted them – a sound like that of some huge injured beast shouting its last as its life ebbed away, a sound like some dread creature that spends it’s life in the causing of pain.  The three heroes quailed from this horrific noise, cowering on the floor in terror.  It could only be one thing to so horrify warriors such as these: the sound of S. T. Lindsay snoring.

“Well I’m not bloody waking him up,” said Parker, “you know what he’s like in the morning, and he’s kept his axe within reach so he’ll take my head off before he knows who I am.”

“Yeah, but we can’t wait for him to wake up, it’ll be hours before he’s conscious.  Verrill, you wake him up,” ordered Sam, who had just returned from a foray to acquire some fresh vegetation to put in the straps around his hat.

“Stuff that,” said Verrill.

“Fine then,” said Sam, “I’ll do it.”  Reaching out with a 6-foot stick he pulled from a tree, Sam gently prodded Simple in the side.  The instant the stick touched him, Simple erupted into a flurry of activity, swinging at the stick until all that remained was a load of splinters, and then stared at them for a while, looking rather pleased with the result.

“Right,” he said, “I need some food or I’ll die.  What’s for breakfast?”

“Cold beans on stale bread.  The fire went out.” Said Verrill.

“Excellent,” said simple, tucking into his meal.

*
*
*

By the mid morning, the Band were nearing the entrance to the Land of Discounts.

“Were close, I can tell,” said Verrill.

“How can you tell?” asked Parker incredulously.

“There’s a sign here that says ‘Land of Discounts – ½ a mile.’”

Energised by this good news, the Band prepared to press on with redoubled speed, but then the howl of a powerful but tormented and poorly tuned diesel engine stopped them in their tracks.  Soon they saw the horrific sight that they had been dreading.  A yellow shape came into view.  Of tractor form, maybe, but if so, it was a hideously distorted tractor.  Its mudguards had jagged, twisted edges; its bonnet was covered in barbed spikes; a jet of acrid green flame shot forth from its malformed exhaust, and it stank; and worst of all, its roll cage was gone, the jagged edges of its rent mounting still visible.  It was Herbie the Murder Tractor, and worse still, upon his back rode Zh’Kahlmann the terrible, servant of Bowron.  The entire Band quailed at the sight, but Parker, as driver of DEATH…, Alfie the Tractor, brother of Herbie the Murder Tractor, gave the worst reaction.  On catching sight of Herbie the Murder Tractor and Zh’Kahlmann, Parker lunged at them, gardening tools at the ready, and it took all of the strength of Sam and Verrill to restrain him.

And this, of course left only Simple to protect them from Herbie the Murder Tractor and Zh’Kahlmann.  Naturally, Herbie the Murder Tractor posed little threat, as Zh’Kahlmann could not bring him close enough to engage the band without being in reach of Simple’s axe; but he could keep at a distance, and, with Verrill restraining Parker, the Band had no response to his mighty incantations.

Already, Zh’Kahlmann was chanting, and tracing out strange symbols in the air, whilst using the speed and agility of Herbie the Murder Tractor to avoid the thrusts of Simples axe.  Then, all of a sudden, he gave a great shout and thrust his clenched fist into the air before him, and a mighty Owhbli-Ksh Oquaifhe bore down on the Band.  Simple, a look of gritty determination on his face, raised Morris before him and planted his feet firmly on the ground.

The powerful blast of energy struck the blade of his axe, casting it ringing into the air, as Simple staggered backwards, barely keeping his balance.  But he readied his axe once more, and challenged Zh’Kahlmann to try once more, if he considered himself the match of Simon T. Lindsay, Berserker Extraordinaire.

“Come and have a go if you you’re hard enough, you big Yankee nonce-face!”

But as Zh’Kahlmann prepared to attack, muttering the first words of the incantation to create a Soarhhn Ickboume, Sam took decisive action and clobbered Parker with his sledgehammer.  This enabled Verrill to send a bolt of crackling energy towards Zh’Kahlmann, dissipating the power of his spell.  Zh’Kahlmann’s moustache twitched with horror, as he could see that the tables were now turned, but just as Sam and Simple moved to trap Herbie the Murder Tractor, Zh’Kahlmann played his trump card, and called forth a horde of goblins to surround the band.  By the time they were all slain, Zh’Kahlmann and his steed were far away.

*
*
*

It was some comfort for the Band that they had encountered Zh’Kahlmann in their quest to save Hyper Value Value from Ar-Tathnjallir, as they knew that these two would only co-operate in the direst of need.  This meant that Ar-Tathnjallir was as yet unable to accurately and usefully control the power of Hyper Value Value, and so great was his desperation that he called on his greatest rival to save him.

“We should press on while we still have this advantage,” said Simple.

*
*
*

As the Band of Travelling Adventurers rounded the last bend before the Land of Discounts, a crossbow bolt whizzed through the air, passing close to Sam’s head and embedding itself in a nearby tree.

“Halt!  Who goes there, friend or foe?” said a quavering elderly voice.

“Oh bloody hell, not this deaf old git again,” said Simon.

“Oi I heard that,” said the man as he fired another bolt, “friend or foe?!”

“Friend,” said Sam.

“Oh good,” said the old man as the Band left their hiding place, “now you must answer a question before you may enter the Land of Discounts.”

The man felt around for a pair of spectacles, and putting them on said, “Oi, I know you,” as he pointed at Sam.

“I don’t recall,” said Sam, although regular fans will have remembered the old man from a previous episode.

“Yes, you’re the guy I was shooting at just now, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes, of course.  Now, we are in great haste, so we desire to answer the question,” said Sam, solemnly.

“Very well,” said the old man, screwing up his eyes and furrowing his brows as if remembering something from his childhood, “the question is:  If an I section cantilever beam with negligible wall thickness and cong…stant cross section is subject to a uniform load P along its entire length and a pure torque Q at a point ¼ of it’s length from the free end, and given that the loads in question do not exceed the ultimate load of the beam, what is the displacement and angle of twist of the beam?”

“Erm…” said Verrill, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“Ahh,” said Sam looking thoughtfully at a leaf on the floor.

“Ooh,” said Parker, pretending to have the answer on the tip of his tongue.

“Huh,” said Simpleton, answering the question with 4 pounds of his c. 1.8kg felling axe.

“Hey I knew that,” said Parker, lying.

“Bollocks did you know it,” replied Simple.

And with that, the Band entered the Land of Discounts.

*
*
*

To Sam, Simple and Parker, nothing in the Land of discounts seemed particularly amiss, but the horror of what was happening was plainly visible on Verrill’s face, and in his general demeanour.  His skin was blanched, his Afro looked wild and unkempt and he jumped at every sound, his fingers clutching the grips of Narcarach.

“We’re close,” he muttered under his breath.

As the Band passed out of the forest that surrounds the Inner Sanctum of the Land of Discounts, Verrill gave a great shout and pointed into the distance.  The rest of the Band looked up, and they saw the sight that they were hoping for:  Hyper Value Value.  Thus enheartened, they mounted their bicycles and engaged a gear that was well suited to the terrain in question, being short, even grass on firm ground.  But even as they commenced toward Hyper Value Value, they saw another sight, and this time it was not good.  As they looked in the direction of Hyper Value Value, they could see that between them and their goal was a vast horde of goblins, menges, stghraddhs and even a few dragons.  Ordinarily, this would have been an amusing and diverting challenge for the Band, but today they were in a great hurry, and worse still, at the rear of the host stood none other than Ar-Tathnjallir, lieutenant of Bowron.

*
*
*

“At last,” said Simple, gleefully, as he drew his axe, “a chance to face my nemesis!”

“Good luck to you, Mr. Simon,” said Parker as he readied his gardening tools.

“Good look to us all!” said Sam, effortlessly raising his mighty sledgehammer.

“Erm,” said Verrill, grimly, as he examined the jaws of Narcarach.

“One thing’s for sure,” said Sam, “Ar-Tathnjallir’s nowhere near unlocking the power of Hyper Value Value, or he’d be in there still.  If we can stop him now, we’ll’ve stopped him for good.”

“C’mon, fighting, axe, goblins, dragons, axe, Ar-Tathnjallir!  Axe!  Axe!” said Simple expectantly, the fire of the Berserkergang already visible in his eyes in spite of the fact that the charging hordes of evil were still a good five minutes away.

“I can see no better place than where we are now to make our stand,” said Sam.

“Yes,” said Parker, “ this small hillock over here will make the best spot.”

“Agreed,” said Verrill, and even as they readied themselves, the tide of evil beasts broke upon the mound on which they stood.  Immediately, the Band set to work slaying this way and that.  Verrill directed enormous blasts of energy at the group of stghraddhs in the midst of the host, dissipating their power.  Sam crashed his hammer this way and that with dazzling speed, spilling the brains of his enemies at his feet.  Parker had leapt upon the back of one of the dragons’ necks, and was hacking its throat out.

But most terrific was the dread strength of Simple.  As he strode forward through the thronging press of menges, the blade of Morris became a black blur edged with silver, such was the speed of his thrusts.  But he didn’t notice the huge trail of dead goblins, stghraddhs and menges behind him; even as he slashed through the leg of a mighty dragon, he barely turned his head.  All his energies were directed towards Ar-Tathnjallir; and he was getting close.

Suddenly, Ar-Tathnjallir seemed to notice him – until now, he had been content to stand and watch the battle, but when he saw Simple pressing the last of his rearguard, a look of doubt crossed his face, and he turned and re-entered Hyper Value Value.

As he did so, the Band gave a great shout (except Simple who was still in the Berserkergang), perceiving their foe to be fleeing.  Of the rest of his army, none remained standing:  Parker had made easy meat of the rest of the dragons, seven in all, except for the one that Simple had injured, which Sam had finished off, along with the rest of the menges and goblins.  Verrill had turned the stghraddhs into several dozen piles of red-hot ash, which were still smouldering.  All around, the ground was littered with corpses and stained with their black, green and, occasionally, red blood.

“Come out of there, Ar-Tathnjallir,” boomed Simple, the Berserkergang having left him as the hordes were destroyed and his Nemesis out of sight.

As nothing happened, Sam said, “It looks like we’re going to have to go and get him out.  He’s probably cowering in some hole in there.”

But even as Sam raised his sledgehammer to burst open the door to Hyper Value Value, it opened, and out stepped the horrifying figure of Ar-Tathnjallir.  His face held a wild and evil look, but he was clearly in command of himself.  The wounds where his turntable and bicycle wheel were attached festered with decay and maggots.  His attire, a white coat never changed since his days as a research scientist, was spattered with the blood and entrails of a thousand slain foes.  Many biros in many colours adorned his top pocket.  And the unmistakeably evil light of Bowron was in his eyes.

And upon each of his shoulders was a duck, and there were two more on his complete arm.  And these ducks were no ordinary ducks.  Well, I suppose you’d probably presumed that was going to be the case, but just for completeness, their beaks were filled with a hundred long, sharp teeth, their feathers were barbed and dripping with vitriol, and they blew forth acrid, noisome fumes from their nostrils.


*
*
*

“So, Band of Travelling Adventurers, you sought to oppose me?” said Ar-Tathnjallir, in a cold, cruel, rasping voice, like the scraping twixt blackboard and fingernail, “And you thought that I was defeated, because my armies were vanquished? Hwaa hwa ha ha ha ha ha ha haa!  Mwaah ha ha ha ha ha ha!  Even now, you play into my hands.  All four of you pathetic Band of Travelling Adventurers stands before me, and my Ducks of Dread number four, and they are with me also.  Do you believe that you can win?  I think not.  Ha ha ha ha ha!”

“Don’t lecture us, we’ve already won, Ar-Tathnjallir, you maggot infested precessional fool.  How can you hope to retain the power of Hyper Value Value alone?  You might as well surrender now,” said Sam, but the doubt in his voice was clear.  Could they win?

As the Band backed away, readying their weapons, except Parker who was fiddling with his bag, Ar-Tathnjallir raised up his arms and shouted to his ducks, “Fly my pretties, FLY!!” and the deformed waterfowl swept into the air.  At the same time, Ar-Tathnjallir set his bicycle wheel spinning, a look of manic glee on his face.  The Band, looking concerned, prepared to meet this new attack, although Parker was still fiddling with his bag.

But soon Ar-Tathnjallir’s expression changed to one of alarm, as Parker produced the four chickens he had acquired at the Red Lion from the depths of his rucksack.  Immediately, they flew at the ducks, and a terrible battle ensued.  However, the fierceness of the fight was matched only by it’s briefness; and all of the birds fell dead to the ground.

“Good thinking, Parker,” said Sam, but Parker was too busy with the intricacies of closing his bag to respond.  Simple, meanwhile, charged at Ar-Tathnjallir, a great bellow erupting from his throat, and Morris raised above his head.  But Ar-Tathnjallir knew he was beaten, and, inclining his bicycle wheel, he raised himself from the ground in a dervish-like whirlwind.  Soon, he was out of sight, heading in the direction of Mi-T’schell.

The Band of Travelling Adventurers now entered Hyper Value Value, and the sight that confronted them was one that they could never have been prepared for.  All around were engines and materials of Bowronish origin:  Axes, wheels, catapults, potions, poisons.  The smell of Ar-Tathnjallir was everywhere.  Curiously, the only one of them who seemed happy was Verrill; he seemed almost exuberant.

“It’s not nearly as bad as I’d thought,” he said joyfully, “Ar-Tathnjallir just made a bit of a mess.  He didn’t really figure any of it out.  Given time, Hyper Value Value will heal.”

“Excellent,” said Simple, “that almost compensates me for having let Ar-Tathnjallir escape.”

“Good news indeed, Mr. Verrill,” said Sam, “I think our work here is done.”

*
*
*

Later that day, the Band arrived back at the Red Lion, looking dishevelled but otherwise unharmed.

“Good trip?” enquired Marcus as he parried the playful attacks of the Band’s weapons with Spike, his bit of wood with a nail in it.

“Very good, we’ll tell you all about it when we’ve got a tankard of mead to quaff,” said Simple, as Parker finally got annoyed and unseamed Marcus from the nave to the chaps.

“…and so, when I saw the chickens, it just made me think.  I mean, Verrill had told us about Ar-Tathnjallir’s plans to create super-fast killer ducks, and chickens seemed a good way to counter them.  So I stowed them away, and while we were on the trip I trained them to be highly efficient suicide duck assassins,” said Parker, finishing the explanation for the fifth time for Marcus’ benefit.

“Parker love it, when plan come together,” said Simple, in a terrible, drunken, pseudo-Chinese accent.

“Yes indeedy,” said Sam.

“But isn’t it a bit unfair on the chickens?” asked Marcus.

“What,” said Verrill, “are you accusing us of FOWL PLAY?!”

Laughing as they smashed, clove, gutted and clubbed Verrill for his cretinous punning, the Band settled down to drink, relax and reminisce over old times - until, of course, the next time…

THE END
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