




TREMBLE WRONG-DOERS ! 
Teddy is ready for a Golden Heroes game on 
Saturday 25th May at Dragonmeet. With all the 
Trade Stands and figures to  look at we'd besur- 
prised if he has time for a game! 

If you can't make it to  Dragonmeet don't despair, 
just look at the selection below of the vast 
amount of game, figures and accessories avail- 
able anytimefrom Games Workshop Mail Order. 

(Teddy appears b y  courtesy o f  Black Sun - 

Overseas Airmail-f33 

STAR TREK SHIP R TREK RPG 
. . . . .  COMBATGAME Trek RPG £9.95 

Trek Supplements 

Merchant Princes . . £ 6.95 
Advanced Dun 

. . . .  Rules Update £ 6.95 
Star Trek Scenarios 
Demand of Honour . . £ 6.95 
Denial of Destiny . . .  £ 6.95 

. . . .  Margin of Profit £ 6.95 
The Orion Ruse . . . .  f 6.95 

Shelobs Lair . . . . . .  £5.95 The Vanished f6.95 . . . . . .  
Witness for the Defence £ 6.95 
Termination 1456. . .  £6.95 
The Outcasts . . . . . .  £ 6.95 

Guide and Map . . .  £8.95 Star Trek Play Aids 
Rangers of the North . £9.95 Enterprise Ship Plans f 16.95 
Angmar . . . . . . . . .  £9.95 

GAMES WORKSHOP Klingon Deck Plans . £ 15.95 
. . . . . . . . . .  Umbar £9.95 Tricorder £ 7.95 . . . . . . . .  

MAIL ORDER Ardor . . . . . . . . . . .  £9.95 Star Trek Mini Games 
Northern Mirkwood . f9.95 In Search of Spock . . £ 6.95 
Southern Mirkwood . f9.95 Struggle for the Throne £ 6.95 
Isengard . . . . . . . . .  £9.95 * NEW * NEW * NEW * Monster Colliseum . £16.95 Slar Trek Duels l . . .  £6.95 
Moria I . . . . . . . . . .  £9.95 TSR Thrilling Locations . .  £9.50 Star Trek Duels ll . . .  £6.95 

X8 Drums on Fire Man with the 
GAMES WORKSHOP Mountain . . . . . . .  £4.95 GoldenGun . . . . .  

88 Journey to 
f 7.80 GAMES WORKSHOP 

GAMES Goldfinger II . . . . . .  £7.80 FANTASY ROLE PLAYING 
. . . . . . .  . . . . .  Golden Heroes £9.95 the Rock £4.95 GAMESWORKSHOP ACCESSORIES 

Starter Traveller . . . .  f7.95 DL4 Dragons of Legacy of Eagles. . . . . .  f ? Dungeon Planner ll . . £4.95 
. . . . . .  . . . .  Call of Cthulhu £9.95 Desolation f4.95 PENGUIN Dungeon Floor Plans 1 £2.99 

Judge Dredd . . . . . .  £7.95 CM3 Sabre River . . .  £4.95 Freeway Fighter . . . .  f 1.75 Dungeon Floor Plans ll . £2.99 
Battlecars . . . . . . . .  f 4.95 Temple of Terror . . .  £ 1.75 Dungeon ~l~~~ 
Battle Bikes . . . . . . .  £4.95 AVALON HILL OTHERS Plans Ill . . . . . . .  £2.99 

. . . . .  . . . . . . .  Doctor Who £7.95 Spice Harvest £ 10.95 Wraith with Dungeon Floor 
Star Trek RPG . . . . .  £9.95 The Duel . . . . . . . .  £ 14.95 Sickle (Nova) . . . .  f 1.95 Plans lv . . . . . . .  £2.99 

. . . .  . . . . . . . . . .  MERP £9.95 Stellar Conquest £24.95 The Dune Adventure £ 13.95 

Send your orders to: Games Workshop Mail Order, Telephone orders using credit cards, or enquiries, phone 
27/29 Sunbeam Road, London NWlO 6JP 01-965 3713 Mon-Fri 9.30am-5.00pm. 
Please make all cheques/POs payable to Orders under f6.00 add 60p post and packing. 
Games Workshop Ltd. NO CASH PLEASE! Europe: add 33% carriagelother overseas: add 55% carriage 

3 Please mention White Dwarfwhen replying to advertisements. 



Harwich, Essex, 

Tel: 0255 55'3312 

ADVENTURE HOLIDAYS 
Peering through the coarse bracken we view the only bridge across the river. Alas, how do 

we deal with that encampment of fearsome creatures squatting & snarling their curses to 
unknown ears! A fight breaks out, giving our wam'ors an opportunity to charge forward! 
Too late, the creatures rally themselves for the ensuing awesome fight, but being over- 
whelmed they flee in confusion-the bridge is ours! Time for something to eat. 
This may have been an episode.in any tabletop role-playing game in the safety of your own 
home. Imagine the personal glory of defeating those fearsome creatures during your real 
time role-playing experience under the personal guidance of our professional team here 

at TIMESCAPE. 
AN ACTION PACKED WEEK OF ROLE-PLAYING ACTIVITIES WHERE YOU.AS YOUR 
CHARACTER WILL VISIT DIFFERENT ERAS IN AN ATTEMPT TO DEFEAT THE 

TWISTED DWARF. 
This unique holiday experience will comprise such activities as:- 

Medieval Adventure-Bar Room Brawls 
Gothic Horror Adventure-Pyramids of Power 

Futuristic Adventure-Outing to an Historic Location 
Monstering-Extra Adventures 

Hunter-Theatrical Fighting Techniques 
Banquet-and much, much more ........... 

For a FREE copy of our brochure, please send a large SAE to 
TIMESCAPE DEPT C, PO BOX 9, HARWICH, ESSEX, C012 3HD. 

Please mention White Dwarfwhen replying to advertisements. 4 
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In Open Box, science fiction and 
fantasy games and accessories 
are reviewed by independent 
authorities. 

QPEN 
BOX 
PARANOIA 
West End Games 

Most RPG's advise the the referee to be 
an impartial arbiter, weighing the odds 
to ensure that player characters have a 
reasonable chance of survival and 
assume that the players wil l  probably I succeed most of the time. Paranoia is a 
little different. 

Paranoia takes the basic back-stabbing 
concepts of Killer and Illuminati, and 
converts them into a role-playing game 
set against a post-holocaust society 
ruled by an omnipotent (and hopelessly 
insane) computer. The background is 
loathsomely unpredictable, and 'allies' 
can be far deadlier than enemies. 
Playerscan befound guilty of treason by 
thought, by deed, by omission, by 
acquisition of illegal skills, by accident of 
birth, or by the malice and actions of 
other players. Every character hasa secret 
mutant ability, belongs to  a secret soci- 
ety, and lives in dread of The Computer. 

Game mechanics are simple, but ask 
more of the referee than many RPG's. All 
player characters are troubleshooters 
for The Computer, and must destroy its 
enemies. However, almost any sort of 
action can be construed as treason to  
The Computer. Good actions (killing 
traitors, recovering the property of The 
Computer, and exposing spies) earn 
Commendation points. Bad actions (ask- 
ing too many questions, arguing with 
superiors, losing equipment, and virtu- 
ally anything The Computer dislikes) 
earn Treason points. Characters with at 
least ten more Treason points than Com- 
mendation points are liquidated and 
replaced by clones. The referee must 
keep track of these points throughout 
the campaign, but must never reveal 
them to the players. This makes it dif- 
ficult to run open games, or campaigns 
with more than one referee. NPC's, I especially superior officers, tend to 
liauidate characters for arbitraw or 
imagined offenses, as well as for 
treason. The only rewards for success 
are Commendation points, which earn 
improved security levels and give 
access to better equipment and skills. 

Actions are resolved by percentile 
-dice rolls against skills, though throws 
against characteristics may be used 
instead. Combats are resolved by the 
referee, who is supposed to  make fights 
as confusing and lethal as possible. The 
combat system ignores most normal 
wargaming concepts, concentrating on 
flamboyance and the speed with which 

OPEN BOX 

the players respond to  the situation the 
referee describes. There are mechanisms 
for skill improvement, advancement in 
secret societies, and sundry other 
aspects of life in the wonderful world of 
The Computer. However, this informa- 
tion is all supposed to be a closely 
guarded secret of the referee. Even the 
exact cause of the holocaust is a secret, 
though the Computer claims that Com- 
munists were to blame. However, The 
Computer is insane.. . 

The game box contains three books 
(one for players, two for the referee, a 
total of 140 pages including a sample 
adventure) plus two percentile dice and 
an errata sheet. All are well presented, 
and tables needed by the referee and 
players are duplicated where necessary. 
Box and internal art are very funny, 
though some illustrations are repeated 
several times with different captions. 

I like Paranoia, but I'm not surethat I'd 
want to run it as a prolonged campaign. 
It's the sort of concept which works well 
as light relief from a 'serious' RPG cam- 
paign,and will definitely appeal to'hack 
and slay' merchants. Dedicated rule 
lawyers and wargamers will hate it. 
Overall, a lot of fun for a minimum of 
three or four players. 
Presentation: 8 Rules: 7 
Playability: 8 Complexity: 5 
Enjoyment: 9 Overall: 7 

Marcus L Rowland 

ASLAN, ALIEN MODULE 1 f 7.95 
K'KREE, ALIEN MODULE 2 f7.95 
VARGR, ALIEN MODULE 3 f7.95 
Game Designers' Workshop 

These modules are part of a new colour- 
subjects of these items have been raised 
before-mainly in the TAS Journal- but 
never in so much detail. Veteran Traveller 
consumers need not fear that all they are 
getting isold material in new packaging. 
Each module may be used with any of 
the versions of the Traveller rules. 

I have a particular interest in Aslan, 
since they inhabit much of my own cam- 
paign area. For the most part I was not 
disappointed with Aslan ('Adventure 
and Intriguewith a Proud Warrior Race'). 
Naturally I could have done with even 
more social and historical background 
than is provided, butwhat you get inside 
the folder-type cover is a 40-page booklet 
jam-packed with detail. It covers Aslan 
character generation (not just standard 
Traveller but also Mercenary and High 
Guard expanded procedures), physical 
details, history, society and so on, and full 
procedures for generating Aslan names 
and worlds. There are extremely useful 
sectionson playing and refereeing Aslan, 
plus some ships and equipment (mostly 
weapons) types. There are lots of tables 
and the cover includes a map of Aslan 
space plus excellent anatomical draw- 
ings. Lastly (and least in my opinion) there 
is an adventurewhich seems meandering 
and overly ambitious given thattheaim is 
to introduce players to the Aslan. 

K'Kree ('Encounters with the Enigmatic 
Centaurs') is in the same format to the 
same level of detail, though adapted to 
different requirements. K'Kree are more 
'alien'than Aslan; that is, the Aslan are 
closer in behaviour and outlook to 

(though by no means the same as) 
humans. A K'Kree player would ideally be 
a vegetarian living in an outdoor com- 
mune, since meat-eaters and confined 
spaces are bad news to a K'Kree and the 
player has to cope with role-playing a 
whole family and retinue who act in con- 
cert along fairly predictable and role- 
specialised lines. Playing K'Kree well 
would demand a lot from the player, and 
I would recommend some experience 
(perhaps with Vargr or Aslan) is needed 
before attempting to play one. Three 
adventures are provided and together 
they form a much better introduction 
(than with Aslan). However, they take 
place in different parts of the GDW uni- 
verse so continuity is a problem unless 
they are treated purely as a learning 
experience. 

I've saved the best until last since, in my  
opinion, Vargr(the most recent release) is 
the best all round play aid since the 
Traveller Adventure. Following the pat- 
tern set in Aslan and K'Kree, the physiol- 
ogy, sociology, politics, languages and 
career generation procedures constitute 
most of thevolume. lnsidethe front cover 
are the now usual anatomical studies, 
which brings me to a slight criticism that 
the studies, text, and cover illustrations 
seem to disagree on details. 

Although the format is similar to the 
first two modules the likeness ends here. 
The introductory adventure material is 
much superior to the earlier products not 
only in content, which includes an excur- 
sion into language translation and 
interpretation and data on the Gvurrdon 
sector immediately to coreward of the 
Spinward Marches, but also in its suitabil- 
ity as an introduction to the Vargr. In all, 
highly recommended especially to a 
player group nearing the end of the plot 
in the Traveller Adventure or other 
Spinward Marches campaigns. 

Aslan K'Kree Vargr 
Presentation: 7 7 8 
Enjoyment: 9 7 9 
Complexity: 8 8 8 
Rules: 7 7 8 
Overall: 9 7 9 

Bob McWilliams 

THE ROMULANS f 10.95 
THE ORION RUSE f 6.95 
MARGIN OF PROFIT f 6.95 
FASA 

Both Margin of Profit and The Orion 
Ruse are designed to be used in conjunc- 
tion with the supplement Trader Captains 
and Merchant Princess. In Margin of Profit 
the merchant aspect of the game 
remains in the background. The charac- 
ters enter into a deal at the beginning 
and the plot unfolds from that point. It 
could well be used asan introduction to a 
merchant campaign,sincealthough it is 
based around a merchant deal, no real 
merchant orientated decisions have to be 
taken by the players. Full details of a 
9 man crew are provided and these can 
either be used for the scenario or replaced 
with a player's own character; i f  nothing 
elsethey are a guideto what FASAthink 
a merchant crew should look like. 

The Orion Ruse is different in that 
negotiating a trade agreement forms a 
fundamental part of the plot. Another 



basic part isthat the players are split into correcttrail, and can't coverevery possi- them. The starship recognltlan file con- 
2 teams, one of Star Fleet personnel and ble false trail the players might follow. sists of drawings of ships, includin 
the other of merchants. Both teams Hint, if you look carefully at the shuttles, and a description of them.8his 
essentially havedifferent objectives, but background and the designer's notes description, for example, would be 
they need the help of the other team to before you start, this will usually get you about a ship's origin and use, but not 
achieve it. Thus as the scenario unfolds out of trouble. Don't hesitate too long speed or armament. There is also a 
not only are the players interacting with while you think up something, other- players' manual giving details of the 
NPC's but they are also cajoling, wise the players will guess they are on Romulan Empire that Star Fleet Intelli- 
threatening and dealing with each other. the wrong track because there are no gence has been deemed to have found 
Ifound the idea very interesting and will details in the book about it. out. This details the Romulan personal- 
definitely use it as the basis for a cam- The FASA supplement The Romulans ity and equipment, and surprisingly, 
paign, with Star Fleet and merchant is the follow-up to the Ktingon supple- most but not all tbe details about the 
characters working together. ment. Personally FASA have my sym- Romulan ships that would be needed to 

The booklets themselves are pre- pathy; it must be really tricky to write a run them. This fragmentation of the 
sented in the same sequence as previ- supplement when in the next movie the rules, with some details withheld from 
ous Star Trek scenarios, with the 2nd director might contradict the whole players and some from the GM, follows - : edition giving the main details of what thing. Take the Kiingons for instance, thesame formatasthe basic rule books. 
takes place. Perhaps the easiest way of there are now three different types and For instance in the original books, eom- 
describing this is if you imagine the they have been given the most advanced bat ranges and damage are in book 1, 
scenario as a television episode with Romulan ship available complete with the descriptions are in book 2, and the 
titled chapters describing each scene. As cloaking device. The Romulans, don't modifiers are in book 3. Incidentally if 
play proceeds you simply skip to the forget, wereso fanatical about military you haven't found them yet, the wide 
appropriate scene. secrets that no Romulan had ever been angle stun combat modifiers aren't in 

At the beginning of the booklet is an seen, never mindcaptured, until Captain the combat section, they are under 
overview of the plot, and at the back are Kirk achieved it. Then FASA has to write Equipment Use, sub-section Sidearms. 
the NPC stats, background information a supplement which allows for this The flicking between rule books isn't dif- 
on worlds etc, followed by the maps and totally illogical occurrence, and they ficult to master, just irritating. 
the designers notes to the GM. have done a pretty good job as well. All in all if you want to run Romulan 

All in all it is pretty comprehensive, It includes all the details needed to charactersor a Romulan campaign, then 
but nevertheless you will need to ad lib generate Romulan player characters or this is for you. My only reservation is 
at various times. The scenarios are personality NPC's, follawing the same that forthe money I would expect a little 
puzzles which are investigated, rather format as in the basic Star Trek rules, more in the way of details on subjects 
than a seriesof fights and traps in keyed There is background history and a map such as ships, worlds, etc. 
rooms. So if the players go wrong in of the Star Empire, details of Romulan Romutans Orion Margin 
their investigations and, say, decide to life, government and religion, andastar- Ruse of Profit 
raid the home of the foreman who last ship recognition file. The map includes Prwentation: 9 9 9 
serviced the engines of some ship or the location of a fewworlds, and a world Value: 6 8 8 
other, it is extremely unlikely the log for these are printed. However with Clarity: 7 8 8 
scenario will have any details to cover the exception of one planet, all of the Overall: 8 9 8 
this. After all, it covers the details of the others do not have any local races on R Jarnor 



Critical Mass is a regular fantasy 
and science fiction book review 
column, written by Dave 
Langford. This month he 
contracts. . . 

Spring 
tever 
Spring publications are spawning franti- 
cally, gaudy jackets peeping shyly 
through the ranksoil of W H Smith's. My 
heap of review books has put on terrify- 
ing spurts of growth, and as it topplesto 
crush me, every title seems in my fear- 
crazed eyes to be by Frank Herbert. . . 

NEL reissued Dune with the film, fol- 
lowed by uniform editions of Dune 
Messiah [222pp £2.251, Children ofDune 
[380pp £2.501, God-Emperor o f  Dune 
1454pp f 2.951 and Heretics o f  Dune 
[508pp £2.951. Not to be outdone, Gol- 
lancz offer Chapter House Dune [379pp 
£8.951. I've just read the lot - Guinness 
Book o f  Records, please note. Dune 
stands up well despite suety wodges of 
metaphysics: its mix of simple adven- 
ture with complex religion and ecology 
still appeals. Messiah (unusually for SF) 
effectively tackles the sleazy aftermath 
of victory; but Children seemed chaotic 
and silly, with Leto's superman transfor- 
mation pulled rabbit-fashion from the 
author's hat. God-Emperorswung to the 
opposite extreme: very controlled, 
thoughtful, boring, a long book whose 
sparse action is entirely dictated by 
omniscient God Emperor Leto (who's 
spent a fun 3500 years turning into a 
sandworm). 

Heret~cs shows Herbert back on form, 
with power blocs manoeuvring and 
stabbing one another enthusiastically in 
the back: ruthless but worthy Reverend 
Mothers, despicable Tleilaxu with 
obscene 'tanks' for growing gholas 
(clones to you), megalomaniac Honoured 
Matres (a new, vicious lot) conditioning 
mere men to sexual addiction, lxians 
perfecting high-tech 'no-rooms' and 
'no-ships' invisible to the prophetic 
power now owned by every third 
character.. . TheoId excitement returns, 
with cryptic, subtle conversations as 
deadly as duels, and some well-timed 
new revelations. A deus ex machina 
saves the plot as with Children, but less 
egregiously. 

Chapter House is a direct sequel - no 
millennia1 gulfs as between Children, 
God-Emperor and Heretics. Dune itself 
has been wasted; likewise the worms 
(all but one), and Tleilaxu (all but one- 
his irrelevant presence is a minor 
blemish, a major pointer to Book 7). It's 
a straight fight between Reverend 
Mothers (driven underground) and the 
now omni-dominant Honoured Matres. 
The hyper-acute characters are impres- 
sive, the resolution thoughtful and 
humane. Though initially I gave up after 
Children, Heretics and Chapter House 
have partially Restored My Faith. 

CRITICAL MASS 

Another series I missed is David 
Eddings' 'Belgariad' - didn't get any 
review copies, did I? Until now: 
Enchanters' End Game [Corgi 372pp 
£ 1.951. Spies tell me that despite corny 
passages and an excessively naive hero, 
this is a fitting close to an OKseries. Not 
so OK is Dragons ofAutumn Twilight by 
Margaret Weis, Tracy Hickman and a 
cast of thousands [TSR 447pp £2.251, 
inspired by an AD&D campaign full of 
chunks ripped bleeding from Tolkien. 
The blurb says it all: 'The first fantasy 
novel from the people who know fantasy 
best - TSR, Inc'. Considering the 
relationship of games to books, this is a 
bit likelThefirst country landscape from 
the people who know open-cast mining 
best'. Deadly predictable questing, with 
stock D&Dcharacters in familiar 
encounters: nearly as bad as Valley o f  
the Four Winds.. . (Some of the poetry 
isof McGonagall standard: 'Through his 
doomed veins the horizon burst', etc). 
Couldn't finish this one. 

Three more fantasies offer their ten- 
der throats to the reviewer's knife. 
Tolkien's Book o f  Lost Tales 7 [Unwin 
297pp £2.951 is paperbacked at last: 
addicts a"nd scholars will greet it with 
delight, and probably bought the 
hardback anyway. I personally am less 
keen on these rough drafts than on the 
final, polished Silmarillion; casual read- 
ers who found even that a bit rarefied 
will wonder what the fuss is about. 

The Bishop's Heir is Katherine Kurtz's 
latest Deryni book [Century 345pp 
£2.951, beginning a third trilogy of 
alternate-Welsh magic, romance and 
politics. The magic is low-key - 
pyrotechnics, first aid and occasional 
long-distance phone calls, barely relevant 
to the conventtonal mediaeval intrigue 
and rebellion. (What poetic forcethere is 
centres not on magic but on mundane 
ecclesiastical ritual.) Overall: a straight 
historical novel in plastic fantasy dis- 
guise. Brutally inconclusive ending, two 
sequels to follow. . . Interesting but 
patchy. 

Ladyhawke by Joan Vinge is a film 
novelization in two editions: Piccolo 
[ I  69pp £ 1.501 and Pan (photo-cover; 
probably higher price). A simple story, 
told with a light touch: irrepressible 
young thief and dronken monk assist 
doomed lovers (he turned to a wolf by 
night, she to a hawk by day) against evil 
bishop. (Kurtz has whole synods of evil 
bishops, and TSRfeatured an evil High 
Theocrat: should the Archbishop of 

Canterbury worry about this?) Have fun 
spotting the obligatory film cliches- as 
when someone's running, hotly pur- 
sued, down an empty road; stumbles 
and falls; finds himself staring at mere 
inches' range at the boots (here hooves) 
of a previously unnoticed stranger.. . 
But Vinge's clear, witty writing makes up 
for much. 

Interzone: the 1st Anthology [Dent 
206pp £3.951 is what it says: a first sam- 
pler of fiction from the most exciting and 
ambitious SF magazine in Britain, orthe 
world. Interzone can also make hugely 
exciting and ambitious mistakes, but 
they too arevital. About the most power- 
ful of these 13 stories (12 reprint, 1 new) 
was the most hated in a readership poll. 
If you haven't seen IZ, buy this-actwith- 
out thinking -and use the subscription 
form provided within. 

Piers Anthony strikes again: Refugee 
[Granada 333pp f 1.951 opens the penta- 
logy 'Bio of a Space Tyrant'. Bio, 
Anthony explains, stands for biography, 
biology, biopsy, 'all the ways to study a 
subject1-watch for small tissue samples 
sellotaped into future volumes. I 
wouldn't put it past him: a sincere and 
talented author, he will overdo things. 
The hero is Hope Hubris (see what I 
mean?), doomed to rise through four 
agonizing sequels to be Tyrant of Jupi- 
ter: Refugee covers his early trials, con- 
sisting of an interplanetary hop during 
which everything nice is hacked from his 
life by space pirates. Space pirates have 
it easy since airlocks don't lock: the 
pirate merely hauls alongside and 
boards hisvictim for several chapters of 
rape, loot and pillage. So popular is 
space-piracy that our hero's craft is 
raped, looted and pillaged no fewer than 
eight times in 333 pages. Crowded 
place, space. . . There are exciting bits, 
but Anthony desperately needs editing: 
his verbosity stretches scenes which 
should be quickand brutal into reams of 
increasingly gratuitous violence, which 
ultimately put me to sleep. 

Philosophy and SF[392pp £ I 1.95, from 
Prometheus Books, 10 Crescent View, 
Loughton, Essex lGlO 4PZl offers 
14 stories, one play (Capek's classic 
R UR), two extracts, 30-odd slightly tur- 
gid pages of introductory philosophy, 
and Study Questions: 'What does Borges' 
story suggest about the nature of truth 
. . . Do you agree?' Too expensive for 
most; interesting if you contemplate a 
philosophy course. Can editor and self- 
confessed philosopher Michael Philips 
really not spell hermeneutics? He gets it 
wrong ten times in two pages. 

Bob Shaw's The Peace Machine [Gol- 
lancz 160pp £7.951 revises Ground Zero 
Man (1976), the heart-stopping action- 
adventure of a man who invents a way 
to explode every nuclear weapon in the 
world, and who struggles with the 
responsibility. Its grim conclusion 
shows precisely and prophetically 
(1976, remember) the flaw in today's 
plans for 'star wars' energy-beam 
defences. One bit of science does creak: 
the 'classical nuclear device with two 
fissionable masses' was superseded 
decades ago. A minor point. Read this 
one, and tremble. Just as I tremble at the 
size of the review-copy stack, and grapple 
with the awesome responsibility of leav- 
ing some till next month. . . 
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A Grimm Tale by Dave Langford 
Once upon a time, in a far-off land,there lived 
a princess who developed an unfortunate 
social problem. * 
The kingdom of Altrund extended over more 
square leagues of fertile land than the Court 
Mathematician could compute. So its King 
would boast, delaying as long as possible the 
admission that his Court Mathematician (a 
retarded youth of fourteen) had yetto fathom 
the intricacies of the numbers after VIII. 

The Mathematician, who also bore the 
titles of Palace Swineherd and Master of the 
Buckhound,wastheonly child ofthe peasant 
classes- both membersof which seemed dis- 
couraged by their first experiment in being 
ancestors. King Fardel periodically worried 
that his peasant classes might at any moment 
die out altogether; and likewise the king- 
dom's upper middle class, consisting of a 
decrepit imbiber called Grommet (Grand 
Vizier, Chancellor of the Palace Exchequer, 
Wizard Pro-Tem, Steward of the Royal Cel- 
lars, Scullion, Seeker of the King's Treasury, 
etcetera). Even the King's own dynasty 
showed every sign of decay. Twenty years 
ago he had looked forward to the sedate 
begetting of three sons, two of whom would 
do tremendously well in the world while the 
youngest would somehow contrive to outdo 
them both and be extraordinarily virtuous in 
addition. Alas, Queen Kate was a woman of 
sadly independent mind and womb, and had 
called a halt to the dynasty after the incon- 
venience of producing the Princess Fiona. 
Fardel could only resign himself to the pas- 
sive role of devising tests, ready to assess the 
worthiness of the princess who (in threes) 
must inevitably arrive to seek the hand of his 
daughter. The King's first thought had been 
to avoid the formalities of quests and dragons 
by, quite simply, asking each suitor how old 
he was: the virtues of the youngest prince in 
any representative trio were well known. 
Later it occurred to Fardel that this was too 
well known, and that all but the youngest 
would undoubtedly lie about their age. 

His next experiment had been to station a 
hideous dwarf on the one road into thevalley 
of Altrund. Only the most morally sound prin- 
cess would have a kind word forthis creature, 
and thus virtue would be revealed. It failed, 
however, to be revealed in the dwarf, who 
tookto supplementing his weekly pittance by 
severely beating and robbing passers by - 
including, the King was sure, at least one 
incognito prince.Thedwarf had had to be dis- 
charged, just as Fiona came to marriageable 
agewith enough princess-like beautyto make 
the King study his plump Queen with wonder 
and suspicion. After considering and reject- 
Ing aversion of theancient shell gamewhich 
involved caskets of gold, of silver and of lead, 
King Fardel sighed and arranged for the con- 
struction of a traditional golden road. 

Fiona was walking along it now, brooding 
as usual on her horrid obligation to marry a 
prince of peculiar virtue. The theory of the 
golden road was that crasser and more 
wordly princes would give too much thought 
to the road's market value, and would dis- 
creetely ride along the grassy verge tothe left 
or right; only a prince preoccupied with 

Fiona's beauty would unconsciously ride 
down the middle of the road, to victory. How 
anyone who had not yet reached King Far- 
del's dilapidated palace could have known so 
much about Fiona's beauty was not 
explained by the theory. The princess had 
never had the heart to point this out, nor to 
add that, personally, she would incline 
towards a prince who could be trusted to 
wipe his boots atthe door ratherthan walk in 
preoccupied with beauty. Meanwhile the sur- 
face of the golden road had suffered the 
depredations of brigands, jackdaws, itinerant 
taxcollectors and (Fiona was sure, though the 
King refused to believe it) at least one incog- 
nito prince. Tiny gleams of gold could still be 
seen amid the trampled earth and grass, 
though only in brilliant sunshine liketoday's; 
fewer such gleams were visible in the King's 
treasury,and Fardel was rumouredto be hav- 
ing second thoughts about crassness and 
worldliness. Fiona walked down the middle 
of the formerly golden road and dreamed 
again of her own ambition, which did not 
~nvolve princes. She rather wanted to be a 
witch. 'A plague of frogs', she crooned hap- 
pily. 'A plague of boils. A plagtle,of toads. 
That would show them. Princes! 

There was almost no magic in Altrund, 
apartfrom the heavily mortgaged magic mir- 
ror which wasthe palace's lastvaluable asset 
. . . but a wisp or two of enchantment had 
been left behind, like forgotten tools, by the 
obliging Graduate Sorcerer who had 
polished up the golden road; and perhaps 
one of these wisps twined itself into Fiona's 
girlish daydreams of epidemic frogs, boils 
and toads. Certainly, without her noticing it, 
her aimless walk swerved off the road, 
through a clump oftrees,through astrand of 
nettles (which despite her long skirt she did 
emphatically notice) and finally, to a 
m?lodorous pond she had not seen before. 

Be careful!' said a croaking voice from 
almost underfoot. Princess Fiona recoiled 
slightly, and stared down at a singularly 
obnoxious and wart-encrusted toad on the 
damp grass at the pond's rim. It stared back 
?t her for some moments, breathing heavily. 
Stamping on toads,' it complained at la,st, 'is 
nqt in accordance with Royal protocol. 

Afig for Royal protocol,'said Fiona airily, 
though uncertain of precisely what a fig 
might be. 

'Well, get on with it,' said the toad. 
'Pardon?' 
'Oh dear me, I can see your education has 

been neglected. Did they never tell you about 
certain, erk, traditions of enchantment?' 

Something was indeed beginning to dawn 
?n the princess, who drew still further away. 
Ah,'she said. 'The Acting Royal Governess is 
a dear old fellow called Grommet, but I don't 
think he knows very much except about vi?- 
tages. Suppose I go and ask him, though.. . 
Sbe took another cautious step backwards. 

Stop!'said the toad. 'And let me tell you a 
tale.' Alarmingly, the princess found herself 
rooted to the ground. 

The toad said, complacently, 'I have 
strange power of speech; eve? though I can 
onjy usually stop one of three. 

I rather think this is lese-majesty,'said 

Fiona, still struggling to lift her feet. 
The toad fixed herwith its glittering, golden 

eyes.'Once upon atime Ifell foul ofawicked 
wizard, who laid upon me the curse which 
you see, and then caused me to be magically 
flung tpthe most God-forsaken land in all the 
wy ld .  

Where was that?' asked Fiona, curious. 
The toad gave a croaking cough. 'Let me 

put this tactfully. Where did you find me?' 
'Oh,'said the princess. 
'But the incantation did include a custom- 

ary reversion clause. Erk. A mafter of, as one 
mjght say, osculatory contract. 

No,' said Fiona. 
'A momentary and fleeting matter. None of 

your exotic requirements like being taken into 
a princess' bed all night. Merely the kiss of a 
good person whose moral worth stands in a 
cepain relation to one's own.' 

No.' 
'Think of it like this. Obviously you are a 

princess of high breeding.. . 
"At least you can tell,' said Fiona, flattered. 
'The tiara is rather a giveaway.' 
'It's pewter. We're a very poor kingdom; 

my father has only fivescor~ subjects even 
wpen you count the sheep. 

All the better,' said the toad. 'In poverty 
there istremendous moral worth. And as I was 
saying - since you are a princess I'II wager 
five to one that your father has planned all 
sorts of grotesque and ridiculous ways of test- 
ing the princes whocome seeking your hand.' 

She sighed, and nodded. 
Precisely! But are youworthy? Should you 

too not be tested according to the ancient cus- 
toms of the world? Have you given a crust of 
bread to a dwarf recently?' 

Princess Fiona opened her mouth and 
closed it again. 'Look. If I take the curse off 
you, can we simply leave it at that? I'm going 
to the College of Sorcery myself - if my 
parentswill ever let me-and I'II learn to make 
my own living. Getting involved with princes 
ca? wait, thank you very much.' 

I shall make no furtherclaims on you,'said 
the toad in the sincerest of croaks. And then, 
asshestill hesitated: 'You could alwaysshut 
your eyes.' 

Looking the toad severely in the eye, the 
princess knelt, bent forward and bestowed an 
exceedingly chaste kiss somewhere in the 
general region of its head. For an instant a 
cloud seemed to pass overthe Sun, and there 
was that unmistakable tingle which comes 
with enchantment or champagne. 

She leant back,stiII kneeling. Sureenough, 
where an ugly, warty toad had squatted, there 
was now a sleek and handsome frog. 

'I see,'the princess said after a long moment. 
'Ahh, it's good to be back to normal,'said 

thefrog. 'Thankyou, your majesty. Ifeel asfit 
as a .. . prince.' At this point it appeared to 
notice something. 'Oh. Conseryation law. 
-Well, I must, be going. Awwk. 

The last agonized croakwas because Fiona 
had notic,ed the same something, and had 
seized the frog in a firm grip. Her previously 
paleand lily-white handswere nowcovered in 
w?rts that crowded together like cobblestones. 

You knew this was going to happen!'she 
shrieked. 



THE DISTRESSING DAMSEL 

'Well, it was a possibility,' said the frog. 
Fiona squeezed it vengefully, and with dis- 

taste repeated the kiss. Nothing happened. 
Now that is interesting,' said the frog. 'I 

suppose we are no longer equal in moral 
worthiness, as is necessaryfor such cursesto 
be transferred.' 

Distracted, the princess dropped the slimy 
creature. 'Equal? You're nottelling mea prin- 
ceSs is morally the same as a toad?' 

Ah. You are very virtuous, for a princess; 
and I was very virtuous, for a toad. As a frog 
I'm far more despicable, since I'm gloating 
terribly over having shifted my curse to a 
poor innocent creature like yourself. Excuse 
me,' it added, dodging the princess'foot as it 
camedown.'l must go and seea man abouta 
frog.' With a splash, it was gone. 

Princess Fiona stared into the murky water; 
the ripples died and her own reflection took 
shape. It seemed an appropriate time to shut 
her eyes, but she forced them to stay open: 
her fingers could feel the swarming warts on 
herface,and she might aswell learn just how 
unprincesslike her complexion had become. 
In the water, though, it looked the same as 
ever.Apparently magical warts had no reflec- 
tions; possibly they did not even cast 
shadows, though thiswould beslightly more 
difficult to test. 

Thesun was lower in the sky. The princess' 
vague thoughts of throwing herself with a 
despairing cry into the pool,or of becoming a 
hermit never again to beseen by mortal man, 
were dispelled by the more practical consid- 
erations of duckweed and dinner. * 
She walked more and more slowly, though, 
as the palace came intoview-a quarter-mile 
frontage of crumbling marble and alabaster. 
It seemed uncountable ages old, though in 
fact the former King of Altrund had caused it 
to be erected in a single night by means of a 
substandard wishing ring. Alas, the accumu- 
lated cost of servants and repairs was some- 
what further beyond the dreams of avarice 
than the wealth King Siwens had requested 
with his second wish; while the wasted third 
wish,said to have involved the former Queen 
and a sausage, was among the family's best 
kept secrets. 

Taking a shortcutthrough thedisused por- 
tions of the palace, Fiona passed in succes- 
sion through the Great Hall, the Great Ballroom 
with its litter of shrivelled pumpkins, the 
Great Dungeon and the cobwebbed Great 
Cupboard before nearing the inhabited 
rooms. There she paused, hearing voices 
beyond the half-open door of the Great 
SiFing-Room. 

. . .exceedingly sorry aboutthis wine,' her 
fatherthe King was saying. 'We have far finer 
vintages, butthe Steward of the Royal Cellars 
keeps,ah, misplacing them. But, to business! 
Naturally you come seeking the hand of my 
daughter, the beauteous flower of a most 
wealthy and kingly line. I must apologisethat 
so much of the palace is being redecorated 
just now,' he added inventively. 

There was an uneasy triple murmur. 
Well, my good princes, what dowrywould 

you bring to be worthy of such a bride?' 
The first prince's voice was loud: 'I am a 

crafty conqueror whose blood-dripping 
sword will hack a ruinous path of carnage 
through battlefields steeped in gore. And my 
consort will be no mere Queen but the 
Empress of an all-destroying Emperor!' 

Creditable,' said the King. 
The voice of the second prince inclined 

towards oiliness.' Emperors may hold the 
world by the throat, but a merchant prince can 
put a noose of purse-strings aboutthethroats 
of Emperors. Already I possess an immense 
fortune, and ultimately my Queen will share 
wealth beyond the dreams of avarice.' 

'Very creditable,'said the K~ng. On the tip 
of his tongue, Fiona thought, was the urgent 
question: 'How far beyond the dreams of 
avarice?' 

The third voice was thin and reedy and set 
her teeth on edge. 'When tyrants, money- 

lenders and even the stones above their hal- 
lowed graves have fallen all to dust, my name 
shall linger on. To my Queen I bring no more 
than unquenchable love and immort'ality in 
verse and song. I am a poet,' he explained. 

Outside, Fiona made a hideous face and 
was sobered by the thought of how more 
than hideous it must be. Inside, there was an 
ervbarrassed little pause. 

Morewine, perhaps?'said the King at last. 
'Thanks,' said the three princes together: 'I 

don't mind if I do.' 
After a tentative query about the suitors' 

ages (which shed a sad light on the tendency 
of palace records to become lost, burnt or 
consumed by rats), the King suggested that 
some simple test of worthiness for the Prin- 
ceSs Fiona's hand would be appropriate. 

None ofthose meaningless, old-fashioned 
tests,' he said with great fervour. 'No. Weare 
practical men, you and I. Let us straightaway 
agree that he who at the end of three days 
returns with the most colossally valuable 
do,wryshall win the hand ofthe Princess Fiona.' 

Colossal?' the merchant prince said in a 
pained voice. 

Feeling it was nearly time to put a stop to 
this, Fiona peered around the half-open door. 
Without showing herself, she could see all 
four men reflected in the magic mirror on the 
far wall - a tall slab of pure, enchanted silver 
which magically attracted dust and smears. 

The King sat on a portable throne with his 
backto the mirror: facing him across the table 
were the three princes,and Fiona squinted to 
study them. The first was short and looked 
bad-tempered; for some reason he kept one 
hand tucked into his tunic. The second was 
sufficiently stout that he had to sit some way 
back from the table. The third, the poet, was 
tall and might have been almost handsome; 
but at the time of his christening, someone 
had neglected to invite whichever fairy is 
responsible for bestowing chins. 

Happiness,'the King was sayiqg, 'is all 
very well, but it can't buy money. 

The merchant prince glanced at his com- 
panions, asthough estimating the strength of 
the bidding. 'A moderate amount,' he began 
-and his moist eyes met Fiona's in the mirror. 
'Oh. Perhaps even a reasonably substantial 
amount,' he went on, and licked his lips. 

Before Fiona could move, the wary gaze of 
the soldier also found her. He, too, licked his 
lips. He, too, studied his rivals; absent- 
mindedly he dropped a hand to his sword. 
Meanwhile the poet also had seen Fiona's 
reflected glory, and was mumbling what 
appeared to be an impromptu villanelle. 

With a certain inner glee, Princess Fiona 
strode into the room and let her suitors see 
her, warts and all. Bethrothal to any of these 
three, sheconsidered, would undoubtedly be 
a f,ate worse than.. .well, warts. 

Father,' she said sweetly, 'I seem to have 
this curse.' 

King Fardel turned, gaped, closed his eyes 
an,d moaned softly. 

Only making a preliminary tactical survey, 
of,course -'said the first prince. 

Cannot be expected to enter into a bind,ing 
commitment at this stage of negotiation, 
sajd the second. 

Tomorrow to fresh woods and pastures 
new,' muttered the poet. * 
The princess helped herself to a glass of the 
wine-which was indeed only a locally pro- 
duced Falernian-type - and told a discreetly 
edited version of her adventure. 'And so,'she 
concluded, 'only the kiss of a man of proper 
moral worth ca: lift this dreadful enchant- 
ment from me! 

'Meaningless, old-fashioned tests,'said the 
King through his teeth. 'Very well. Whosoever 
shall with a kiss lift the curse from my fair 
daughter, him shall shewed,and we'll havea 
quiet chat about marriage settlements 
afterwards.' 

Inwardly Fiona was praying a twofold 
prayer: firstly, that one of these unlikely 
princes would somehow prove equal to her 

in moral worth, and secondly, that the King 
would not countenance her betrothal to a 
prince invisible beneath layers of warts. 

After heartening himself with sev~ral long 
looks at the princess' unspoilt reflection, the 
first suitor stepped forward. He hesitated, 
though, on the very brink. 'You could always 
shut your eyes,' she said. He snorted, and 
Fiona bent down to recieve a kiss of military 
efficiency. Nothing happened. The prince 
made a strategicwithdrawal to the previously 
prepared position of his chair. 

When the second prince had screwed his 
determination to the sticking-place, Fiona 
found that she had to lean forward over his 
firkin of a stomach beforetheir Iipswere close 
enough for an economical and businesslike 
ki2s. Again, nothing happened. 

I am, after all, the youngest,'the third 
prince murmured; and Fiona turned up her 
face for a final kiss which was not so much 
poetic as chinless. The only result was that 
the poet-prince turned green and lurched 
backwards, gabbling about aesthetic values. 
Fiona found this disheartening. 

With a resigned expression, the King rose 
?nd clapped his hands to draw attention. 
Whosoever shall in three days return with a 
healing spell, charm, cantrip, physic, unguent, 
balm, lotion, philtre, talisman, relic, totem, 
fetish, icon, periapt, incantation, rune, 
amulet, panacea -' At this point his breath 
failed him and he collapsed into uncontrolla- 
ble coughing. But the suitors had gathered 
the general drift; they bowed to the King and 
(with averted gaze) to Fiona, and departed as 
one prince. 

'Oh . . . rats,' said Princess Fiona. 
'. . . theurgy,thaumaturgy, sorcery, wizardry, 

necromancy, invocation, conjuration. . . ' 
continued the afflicted King, rallying slightly. 
His voice died away as he noticed an absence 
of princes. There followed a stern lecture on 
the perfidy of faithless daughters who aban- 
doned themselvesto theembraces of strange 
frogs on the very day when three superla- 
tively eligible suitors presented themselves, 
or at anyrate two, or perhaps just one, but all 
thesame.. . Still muttering, he lefttoconsult 
the Court Physician, yet another post ineptly 
filled by the man Grommet. 

Fiona pulled up a footstool and sat staring 
into the magic mirror. 'Mirror, mirror,' she 
said briskly. There was a soft chime, and the 
silyer clouded over. 

Good afternoon,' said the mirror. 'What 
seems to be the trouble?' Fiona regarded the 
mirror suspiciously. 'You may have noticed 
this wart,' she said, touching one chosen at 
raydom. 

That is not a problem. That is a solution.' 
'That's not exactly an answer,' said Fiona. 
'You did not exactly ask a question,'the 

mirror said smugly. 'But consider. You have 
always wished to be a witch. Now you look 
the part, if not more so. You have always 
wished half-heartedly to run away and enrol 
at the College of Sorcery. Now, with one of 
three eminently unlovable princes likely to 
cure your complexion and claim your hand in 
two days, twenty-three hours and thirty- 
seven minutes, you have an excellent reason 
for running away. What more could you ask?' 

I was thinking more in terms of being a 
beautiful sorceress full of sinister glamour! 
Notawarty crone. Now isthere a way I can lift 
thft curse myself in the next day or two?' 

Indeed.. .there.. . is,'said the mirrorwith 
what sounded like reluctance. 

'What is it?' 
'Unfortunately. . . I cannot tell you, for 

reasons you would find absolutely inargu- 
able if only I could tell you them.' The fog in 
the mirror began to clear again. 'Your three 
minutes are nearly up.' 

If you can't tell me that cure, suggest 
anpther,' Fiona said furiously. 

You might try throwing a party for all the 
peasantry,' said the silvery voice, 
diminuendo. 'There is this party game called 
Postman's Knock.. . 

Then the voice and the fog were gone, and 
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the omniscient magic mirror (which, as it hap- 
pened, could be consulted only once in any 
three days) was again no more than a mirror. 

Resisting her urgetogivethesilveravicious 
kick, Princess Fiona leftthe room forthe Great 
Boudoir. There she found Queen Kate placidly 
sewing hair shirts forthe peasantry, whogen- 
erally used these royal gifts to  repairthe roof 
ofJheir hovel. 

Oh dear,' said the Queen when Fiona had 
told hertale. 'You'resuch a trial to  me, some- 
times I think you must have been changed for 
a goblin when you werea baby,that'sall I can 
say, well you brought it on you,rself, going out 
without your warm shawl . . . 

Fiona was used to being called a changeling 
in  the course of any and every scolding, 
though in fact the local goblins were notori- 
ously choosy. Several times, and with good 
reason, the peasantry had abandoned their 
ill-favoured son Dribble (Court Mathemati- 
cian) outside known goblin caves, and each 
time he had been politely returned. 

Well,'said her mother,coming to  the point 
as she occasionally did: 'I can see I still have 
to  clear up  your messes after you, just like 
when you were a baby, let me sey, I know I put 
it somewhere, yes, here it is.  . . She pulled 
an unsavoury-looking object from a cluttered 
drawer. 'There you are, you just put this in  
your hair like agood girl,something my step- 
mother gave me, a poisoned comb.  . .' 

Fiona hastily retreated a pace or two. 
' . . . Just you put it in  your hair and there 

you are, you stay asleep like the dead and for 
ten years or a hundred or whatever, until 
Prince Right comes along and takesthe comb 
out of your hair and kisses you and all the rest 
of it, nothing like outliving your troubles, 
that'swhat m y  mother always used to say.. . ' 

But Fiona wasalready on herwayto askthe 
advice of Grommet. She found h im in the 
Great Pantry conscientiously testing the qual- 
ity of the King's best wine. When he had 
recorled from her appearance and llstened to  
her story, he recalled his position as Chief 
Palace Torturer and made a slurred sugges- 
tion. 'Down in, urn, down in  one of the Great 
Torture Chambers, urn, can't remember 
exactlywhich one, there'sa, mmm,very nice 
Iron mask. Very nice indeed. Good, um, work- 
menship. You might like to  wear i t . .  . ?' 

Thank you,' said Fiona coldly. * 
The next day, heart hardened by the bedtime 
discovery that her affliction was by no means 
confined to hands and face, she set about a 
systematic programme of being kissed by the 
entire reluctant population of Altrund - even 
theall tooaptly named lad Dribble. Every one 
of them, it seemed, was either despicably 
lacking in  moral worth or unfairly endowed 
with it. In the afternoon, after a lack of success 
with several sheep, she waylaid a wandering 
friar. The friar denounced her both before and 
afterwards as a sinful temptation sent by the 
devil; Fiona considered this to be undue 
flattery. 

On the second day she gathered, com- 
pounded, infused and drank no less than sixty- 
fourtraditional herbal remedies,whose taste 
varied across a wide spectrum from unpleas- 
ant to  unheard-of. An omen presented itself 
when the word NARCISSUS was found writ- 
ten in frogspawn acrossthe palace forecourt, 
but no decoction of this plant had the slightest 
visible effect. The day's only success was 
scored by a mysterious and forgotten elixir 
found in the palace medicine cabinet: the 
dose remaining in  the phial sufficed to 
remove one medium-sized wart from the 
back of the princess' left hand. This was 
hailed as a great stride forward by almost 
everyone, except Fiona. 

On the morning of the third day, a more 
than usually appalling dwarf arrived atthe 
palace. He boasted a squint, a bulbous nose, 
a club foot, a humped back, a cauliflower ear 
and all the other impedimentia so fashiona- 
ble among dwarves. Moreover, his complex- 
ion bore a startling resemblance to Fiona's. 

'I'II riddle ye a riddle, m y  maiden fair,' he 

said to  the princess, leaping and capering 
with repulsive agility. 'I'll riddle your warts 
away with riddling words, that I will, and ye 
must riddle m y  name. If ye riddle it not aright, 
then ye must be mine forever. Will ye riddle 
me this riddle, fair princess?' 

At this difficult juncture the King came into 
the Great Reception Room to inspect th: vis- 
Itqr. 'Why,Rumpelstiltskin, old chap . . . 

Bah,'sa~d the dwarf, and left in  considera- 
ble dudgeon. 

Theafternoon woreon; thesun sankin the 
sky; and the Court Mathematician, stationed 
In the topmost tower of the palace, presently 
came running down to  announce the sighting 
of four princes in  the distance. When sent 
aloft to count again, he corrected this estimate 
to two. Sure enough,three princescame riding 
up to  the Great Door and took their turns to  
blowthe Great Horn which had hung there 
since the rusting of the Great Knocker. 

Fiona's spirits sank lower as once again the 
King and princessat aboutthetable. Would it 
be worse to  endure a husband steeped in  
gore, like the first prince; or one glistening 
with greasiness, like the second; or one who 
like the third was simply wet? 

Unwrapping his burden, the soldier prince 
slammed an iron bowl down on the table. 
Something slimy and dark-red bubbled 
within, and a fearful, mephitic stench 
expanded to  fill the room. 'I bring as my  gift \ the hot blood from a dragon's heart, slain by 
my  own staunch sword thisvery morn! Let 
the princess sup deep ere it cools, and all her 
ill: shall be healed.' 

Let the bowl be covered lest it cool too 
soon,'the King suggested, with all the dignity 
possible to a man firmly clutching his nose. 

The second prince unveiled an exquisite 
golden chalice studded with costly gems. 
Little blue flames flickered over it; there was 
a yet more choking and paralysing reek. 'Let 
notthefair princess's lips besullied with hor- 
rid gore,' said this prince. 'Here is fiery 
brimstone and quicksilver torn at colossal 
expense from the heart of the Smoking 
Mountain! Let itscleansing fire nqw burn this 
affliction from the maiden's skin. 

Excellent,'the King said manfully through 
paroxysms of coughing. 'Now it merely 
remains -' 

'Excuse me,' said the third prince, produc- 
ing a thick roll of parchment. 

Oh yes,' said the King. 'Sorry.' 
'Let not these crude and crass remedies 

defile the sweet princess either within or 
without. I bring the Master Cantrip of Purifica- 
tion, prepared by myself from the most 
authentic sources. Let the princess but listen 
to its nineteen thousand stanzas -of  a 
wondrous poetry withaI,fit to charm thevery 
soul from the body - and doubtless the bane 
which lies upon her shall melt away a,nd be 
gone like the snow of, ah, last winter. 

For some reason Fiona found this project 
the most depressing of the three. 

Atthetable therewas a hot altercation as to  
whether the dragon-blood or brimstone 
should be tested first; even the poet agreed 
half-heartedly that his nineteen thousand 
stanzas should be allowed to come as a 
climax ratherthan besquandered too early in  
the proceedings. Fiona herself was stationed 
bythe mirror so that herwartlessand undeni- 
ably attractive reflection could maintain the 
princes'enthusiasm at a decent level.Admir- 
ing her profile out of the corner of one eye, 
she was struck by a sudden thought. 

Thanks more to  the resources of the Great 
Library than those ofthe Acting Royal Gover- 
ness, the Princess Fiona had had an excellent 
cl?ssical education. 

Very well,'the King was saying. 'Let blind 
Chance makethechoice between you; letthe 
Fates guide my unseeing finger.' He stood, 
clapped the fingers of his left hand over both 
eyes, and waved the other hand in mystic 
arabesques. It came to  rest pointing uner- 
ringly and confidently at the second, or mer- 
chant, prince. 'So be it!' said the King. 'Now, 
as to  the method of application -' 

The stench of brimstone was alarmingly 
strong. But the princess had discovered that 
when one is about to be forcibly cured of 
warts in  mere minutes, it concentrates the 
mind wonderfully. She reached the end of her 
train of thought, nodded, murmured 
'Narcissus,' under her breath -and leant for- 
ward totouch lips with her own morally iden- 
tical image in  the mirror. 

For an instant shadowsflitted in  the room, 
and Fionafelt an unmistakabletingle. Rapidly 
the mirror filled with fog; she had never 
be!ore seen warty fog. 

Oh fie,' said a silvery but exasperated 
voice. 'You guessed.' 

When the fog cleared Fiona saw that her 
image was thoroughly encrusted with warts; 
so, interestingly, werethe images of the King, 
the princes, the walls and thefurniture. Rub- 
bing her once again lily-white hands with 
sa!isfaction, she moved towards the table. 

Father,' she said ,sweetly, 'I have some 
good news for you. 

King Fardel turned, gawped, closed his 
eyes and moaned faintly. The princes 
appeared momentarily speechless. 

Alackaday,' she cried, 'the royal word of 
m y  fatherthe king must prevent m y  marrying 
any of you good and noble princes. Only the 
curer of m y  affliction may seek m y  hand. Oh 
woe!' Fiona was beginning to enjoy herself. 
'I do not rememberthose particular words,' 

- A d  the merchant. 
'You left before he'd finished ,'she 

reminded him. 
All's well that ends welI,'said the King tedi- 

ously, 'andno doubt some simple quest on 
thpsound cash basis I originally suggested-' 

Oh woe!'said Fiona, injecting as much 
agony into her tones as she could. 'The royal 
wordof m y  fatherthe king may not belightly 
set aside. It is my  doom to  travel now to  the 
College of Sorcery, there to  learn which 
mighty enchanter has lifted m y  curse from 
af f r -  and thus earnt my  hand in marriage.' 

Now wait a minute,' the first prince said. 
'But perhaps wiser counsels may be found 

over good food and good wine,'said the prin- 
cessin softertones. 'I shall summon the Mas- 
ter of the Revels, the Palace Butler, the Ste- 
ward of the Royal Cellars, the Court Jester, 
the Chef to  the King's Court, the Royal -' 

'All right,'said the King, brightening some- 
what. 'He's in the Great Pantry, I believe. 
Wiser counsels, yes, over food and drink and 
merriment. . . 'Again he studied the second 
prjnce and seemed to be inwardly calculating. 

And I could still read you my lovely can- 
trip,'the third prince was saying wistfully as 
Fiona slipped out of the room. 

Shesent Grommet to the men with quan- 
tities of wine; she retreated to her room, 
changed clothes and picked up a bundle of 
necessities she had had packed for some little 
while; she made her stealthy way to the nor- 
mally disused Great Stables. There was no 
difficulty at all in choosing between the three 
steeds there. The huge fiery stallion which 
constantly rolled its eyes and foamed at the 
mouth looked more inclined to devour prin- 
cesses than carry them; the asthmatic and 
broken-baced donkey reminded her too 
much of its owner. She saddled the stout 
gelding with the richly bejewelled harness, 
and set off. There was an inn not far outside 
thevalley,the Prancing Prince; Fiona thought 
she could reach it before dark. 
Nyar the pond she reined in and dismounted. 

Thanks for the hint,' she called. 'About 
Narcissus.' 

A croak answered her. 'Don't menfion it; a 
mere afterthought. Noblesse oblige. 

'I have a proposition for you,' said Fiona. 
'I'm off to the College of Sorcery to  enrol as a 
student witch, and I'II be needing a familiar. 
Talking cats are ten a penny, but a talking 
frog, now.  . . 

'Pint of fresh milk every day and it's a 
bargain. 

And so the Princess and the frog rode out 
of the tale together, and lived happily ever 
after. 




















































































