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Prologue
The door creaked open and the Clockmaker looked up. A tall thin man dressed in black stood in the doorway, a hood hiding his face. The cold February chill blew into the room. The old hunched Clockmaker hated interruptions when he was working. It was early and he was not expecting any visitors.
"Can I help you?" he asked.
The tall thin man was silent. He looked around the workshop at the large number of clocks piled up waiting for repair.
"I am very busy," the Clockmaker said. "What do you want?"
The visitor said nothing as he pushed the door shut and took a step towards the Clockmaker’s workbench. One solitary candle, hanging by a string over the bench, lit the tiny room and wax dripped on to the battered surface. The meagre light was enough for the Clockmaker to repair the timepieces and their maze of tiny cogs and springs.
The tall thin man's long leather coat almost touched the ground and added to his sinister appearance. Still silent, the mysterious figure reached into his pocket and placed a small, shiny object on to the table; a silver alarm clock.
The Clockmaker stared at it. "I made that for the King. It is the only one of its kind. Where did you get it?"
"Never mind," the tall thin man said in a frosty voice. "Can you make some more?"
The Clockmaker looked at the stranger for a moment and then his demeanour changed. He remembered the clock had been difficult and time consuming to make, so he could charge a high price. After all, there was coal to buy and he needed more candles.
"How many do you want?”
"Forty eight."
"Goodness, that shall take awhile!"
"How soon can I have them?"
The Clockmaker considered the request. The clocks had many parts and, without an apprentice, he made everything himself. When the calculation was done, he told the customer they would be ready in two years.
"I want them in half that time," said the tall thin man as he started to count out gold coins on to the workbench.
"Um ... maybe ... if I work longer hours and sleep in the shop at night, I might manage it in fifteen months."
"You will do it in twelve," the man in black told him.
The Clockmaker stared at the pile of coins now stacked up in front of him. It was more money than he would ever have dared to ask for and he nodded quickly to clinch the deal.
"All right, twelve months."
The door opened and the tall thin man went to leave, but he paused for a moment, allowing more cold air to blow past him.
"Clockmaker," he said in a voice as chilled as the weather. "Understand this, you have taken my money and if you fail me, it won’t just be the clocks that stop ticking in this workshop."
The Clockmaker shuddered and looked up from the pile of golden coins he found himself clasping, but the tall thin man had gone.
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It was always raining in the land of Gud. It never stopped, and umbrellas were essential. One boy who didn’t have an umbrella was Splidge. He was dripping wet and soaked to the skin, and surprised the City hadn’t flooded long ago.
Seeking shelter, the boy ducked under an arch of the venerable Market Hall. The ancient timber-framed building sat on tall stone pillars in the City centre and made a perfect respite from the constant drizzle. As puddles formed around his shoes, Splidge shook the water from his bedraggled jacket and dried his sandy-coloured hair with a handkerchief.
“Blimey,” he said, when he saw how wet he was.
“That’s nothing,” chuckled a voice and Splidge spun round to see a filthy man dressed in rags emerging from the dark recesses of the undercroft. The beggar, who dragged his withered leg behind him, gawped at the boy for a moment. “You wait until you are really wet,” he grumbled, and then he hobbled out into the curtain of rain and limped away.
Splidge watched the water cascading down the slate rooftops of the buildings opposite and flood into wrought iron gutters before it spewed out of hideous gargoyle spouts. These powerful jets of rainwater, he noticed, were a menace to pedestrians on the cobbled streets below.
As if on cue, an elderly gentleman emerged from a tobacconist shop underneath one such jet and got drenched in an instant. He cursed loudly at his misfortune and shook his fist when he spied Splidge giggling at him.
“Boy! Why didn’t you warn me?” The man crossed the road and bashed Splidge on the head with his folded umbrella then stalked off muttering to himself.
As Splidge rubbed his sore head, he saw a girl rushing towards him. She had raven-coloured hair and wore a figure-hugging black leather outfit. She looked older than Splidge by a couple of years and he wondered if all the girls in Gud City were like this stunning beauty. When she sheltered under the archway next to him, his heart missed a beat.
“Morning,” Splidge said, staring at the tall, slender teenager, admiring her striking brown eyes and purple lips.
She didn’t reply, instead, she gave a dismissive nod.
“It’s a bit wet today,” Splidge continued, stating the obvious, but the girl had no interest in conversation. She scowled at her umbrella; something was preventing the canopy from unfolding.
“Need some help?” Splidge asked.
“No, thanks,” she said through gritted teeth, pushing hard against the umbrella's toggle.
“I see you have a Hanway Supreme. They’re supposed to be the best, but they can be problematic if the collar gets caught.”
The raven-haired girl gave the boy a snooty look. “Talk a lot, don’t you?” she said, before she moved away to another arch.
Splidge followed, amused by her annoyance. “I think the outer spring is twisted. It happens sometimes. It’s the sign of bad craftsmanship. I can fix it, if you like?”
“Oh?” The girl looked the boy up and down. He was younger than the usual rabble that tried to impress her.
Splidge smiled. “It’s all right, my dad used to be a brollyman so I know what to do.”
The young woman thought the boy looked trustworthy, so she handed him the broken rain protector and Splidge got to work. His stubby, nimble fingers quickly located the defective spring under the folds of the material. With a flourish, he pushed the central toggle up and, as if by magic, the brolly opened with its familiar whoosh!
Splidge winked. “Easy,” he said, and he returned the prize.
The leather-clad girl took the umbrella and flashed the boy the barest hint of a smile. “Thanks,” she said, and then, without waiting for a response, she stepped back out into the monsoon and hurried down the street.
“You’re welcome,” the boy grinned, catching a whiff of her exotic perfume, but alas the sensory pleasure lingered all too briefly.
Wow, she was lovely, Splidge thought, wishing she hadn’t rushed off.
A commotion made him look back to the cascade of water tumbling from the ugly monsters on the roof opposite, and he spotted a short, plump woman squealing with displeasure as she too received a drenching. Splidge stifled a laugh when the hapless crone scowled back at him.
“You should have warned me, you stupid imp!” She spat in his direction and, swearing under her breath, stomped off.
Splidge had to laugh. What a tantalising and comic introduction to the City. He had only been there five minutes and witnessed two old people taking unintended showers, and, incredibly, he’d fallen for a leather-clad girl with raven coloured hair, who he desperately wanted to meet again. Unfortunately, he couldn’t hang about. His mother had sent him to look at the job advertisements, which were pinned to the noticeboard in the Market Square. With much reluctance, the young lad stepped back out into the drizzle and set off to find them.
Splidge had left home in darkness earlier that morning. He was exhausted after trudging for three hours along rutted mire-filled tracks which led to the big City. When he arrived, he saw how much traffic poured through the great East Gate and he had to dodge the splashes from travelling hawkers’ ponies and clay thrown up by the long lines of packhorses that plodded through. The merchants, who were eager to sell their wares in all parts of Gud, walked alongside their horses, protected from the rain by large hoods tightly pulled over their heads. They urged the equine beasts onwards with strange noises and unfathomable phrases. Splidge was astonished at how busy the City was so early in the morning.
Some days it rained more than others and that morning it bucketed down. Splidge cursed himself for not bringing his umbrella. Like the raven-haired beauty, no one went anywhere without a brolly. Having one didn’t necessarily keep you dry, for the rain often defied the laws of gravity and could sweep horizontally under the protective canopy and shower you in the face. You just got used to rain in Gud.
A young woman rushed along a path carrying a sheath of papers under her arm, wrapped in pigskin. Splidge waved to her.
“Excuse me, my name is Splidge and I’m looking for the Market Square. Can you tell me where it is, please?”
The lady paused, keeping her umbrella down. Her young face was framed by a pink lace bonnet. “Well, young man, it’s nice to meet you. My name is Jane. The Market Square is easy to find. Follow the road and you shall come to the town hall, a large ugly building with tall windows. A passage will lead you round the back and there you’ll find the Market Square. Good luck.”
Splidge thanked her and she hurried off. A handsome fellow wearing a top hat and long great coat stepped out from a shop with a bay window. He called urgently to the lady. “Miss Austen! Miss Austen! Wait a moment, you’ve left your purchases behind. Surely, you’ll need the quills and ink when you write your next book.”
Splidge found the passage next to the sombre-looking town hall and made his way long it to the Market Square. Although it was still dark, he could make out many of the properties surrounding it. There were shops, warehouses and offices built of brick or timber. Some of them supported fine slate roofs while thatched straw crowned others.
Many tradesmen had already been open for hours, such as Mr Caxton, who printed the morning’s newspapers and was selling copies to passersby. Other business owners had just arrived and were removing the shutters from their shops. A few apprentices swept muck and dirt into the wide gutter running down the middle of the street, while men in aprons and sturdy boots set out their stalls, hoping for a profitable day.
Splidge noticed that each premises had a sign-written board hung above it. He read a few of them as he passed: Wren and Hooke - Architects; Mr Newton - Weights and Measures and a pudding of a man wedging his shop door open was, according to his hoarding, Mr Darwin - Taxidermist and Supplier of Exotic Stuffed Animals.
Sitting on a table outside Mr Darwin’s shop was an array of embalmed rabbits, owls and squirrels, demonstrating his profession. Most peculiar of all was an ugly bird with a chicken’s body and pigeon’s head. It had a very pronounced beak, shaped like a crescent moon. It was a rare example of a Dodo. The dead creatures stared woefully from their wooden plinths and intrigued Splidge, so he prodded one.
“What are you looking at, boy?” bellowed the overweight proprietor, banging his fist on the door frame.
“Oh, nothing, Sir!”
“Well, be off with you then, or I’ll take you inside and replace your innards with horsehair and beeswax!”
In the centre of the Market Square, Splidge spotted the city noticeboard. He crossed over to it, shooing away half-a-dozen unattended hogs rooting in a smelly dunghill, stacked close by. A few discarded chicken carcasses lay strewn across the cobbles and a pile of apple cores fermented in a puddle. What had happened to city pride?
Splidge scanned the enormous billboard. It had hundreds of notices, posters, advertisements and announcements pinned to it, all printed on sheets of vellum. There were plenty that mentioned lost pets or stolen animals, but most of them publicised services on offer. The number of official documents, such as municipal rules and regulations, alarmed him.
A man in dark attire approached the board and hammered his own notice on with the others.
“Hello, sonny,” his deep resonant voice rasped. “Mr Ketch at your service. Beheading is my business. Know anyone who requires his ‘ed removing?”
Splidge swallowed. “Er ... no, Sir ... sorry, I don’t.”
Mr Ketch wiped his greasy hair away from his chubby face and glowered at the lad, eyeing up his neck with relish. “Pity, trade has been a bit quiet of late,” he said, and he stalked away, taking with him an enormous axe.
Splidge looked at the fellow’s notice with trepidation, but all it read was:
Tree feller, same day service - reasonable rates
Splidge quickly looked for the job advertisements, which he found near the bottom of the board. There was one in particular that caught his eye. The wax seal and red ribbon intrigued him and he squinted at the words. The rain running in rivulets down his face was almost forgotten.
He tore the ink-smeared paper from the rusty nail which held it. It was an official document from the Palace. The large, bold letters printed in black and gold looked impressive, but unfortunately, the words were smudged and only a few were still legible.
All of sudden, it was wrenched out of his hands.
“Wot ‘ave you got there?” demanded a tall, lanky boy.
“Nothing ...” replied Splidge.
The boy wore dirty torn rags. His scrawny body was emaciated and his haggard face had deep-set lines making him look old before his time. He glanced at the advertisement, and then flung it on the ground in a temper.
“I fort it were food,” he grumbled. “’Ave you got anyfing to eat? I’m starving!”
Splidge felt sorry for the hungry boy and he rummaged in his pocket and produced an apple. “You can have this, if you like?”
The boy snatched the fruit. “Thank you,” he said, before rushing away as if his life depended on it. He tore down the street and disappeared into an alleyway. Splidge was astonished. He had heard that the City was riddled with dangerous people and had been warned to be very careful, but that boy obviously needed food and Splidge felt glad he had been able to help him.
Splidge picked up the fallen advertisement and studied it again. There was something about the young man’s determined manner as he stood in the driving rain deciphering the page of text in his hand. He appeared more grown up than he really was. He had only celebrated his twelfth birthday the day before and it meant he had come of age. Splidge was now officially a man.
“From today, you must wear this jacket,” his mother had told him before he left that morning.
“Is it my father’s?” Splidge asked, thrusting his arms into the ancient work coat his mother held out for him.
“No, it’s your grandfather’s. If your father had been here, he would have given you one of his.”
Splidge sighed. “He’s been gone for ages.”
It was very early in the morning and still dark, so Splidge held up a candle to look at his blind mother’s kind face. Even though she couldn’t see him, he knew she loved him very much.
“Yes, he’s been away six long years,” she said with a soft, gentle voice, as she recalled the man she had married. “Look, I have a cap for you too. Now that you are a grown up, you must go to the City and search for work.”
Splidge’s mother was right. The laws of Gud required everyone to get a job when they reached the age of twelve. From that point on childhood finished and boys and girls joined the workforce. Fortunately, young people had the best chance of finding work. By the time they reached their mid life, say at twenty, employment proved a lot harder. By thirty, they were unfit for work and those beyond forty found that the Guddian God was waiting to snatch them away.
“I don’t want you to leave us,” Splidge’s mother said, filling a little bag with a few slices of bread and an apple. “But it is your duty and your father will be proud of you, if he ever returns.”
“I will be fine,” Splidge replied, thinking of the great adventure ahead of him. He had lived in that old house all his life and now he couldn’t wait to earn a living and help pay for things the way his father used to.
Splidge’s mother buttoned up her son in readiness for the wet weather. “If you are lucky, you might be taken on as an apprentice to a blacksmith, or become an assistant porter, a trainee mason or even a carpenter.”
Splidge wished he could be an umbrella maker like his father, but he knew it wasn’t a proper job. People that couldn’t get real work made brollies and sold them on the street. No one made a lot of money doing that, but at least it saved them from starving.
The City was thriving. Herdsmen drove oxen down the streets and deliverymen unloaded barrels of ale at the inns and taverns from heavily laden wagons. That morning, the proprietor of the Crown Hotel gave animated instructions to the driver of the Guddian Fly, a stagecoach with six fine horses all chomping at the bit, eager to leave. An assortment of wealthy travellers and sales representatives were crammed into the carriage. Dressed in all their finery, they flashed broad smiles revealing their pleasure at leaving the dirt-ridden City. They were in striking contrast to the lad standing by the noticeboard in his shabby, second-hand, sopping wet attire. Nevertheless, Splidge’s old-fashioned, moth-eaten and ill-fitting clothes made him feel grown-up and important. It was just a shame that due to its great age and loss of protective wax coating, his jacket acted like a huge sponge and soaked up the rainwater.
“Hello, Splidge!” a voice called.
Splidge looked up and spotted a scruffy boy of similar age to him clinging precariously to the top of a lamppost on the other side of the square. He crossed over to him and stared up at the lad with mild amusement.
“What are you doing up there, Snotty?”
“I’m snuffing it,” the lamp-boy said matter-of-factly, and he thrust a small conical brass instrument over the flame and put it out. He slid down the lamppost to join his friend.
“I’ve got a new job, I’m a Lighter ‘n Snuffer now,” he proclaimed proudly. “The lamps of Gud City are my responsibility, you know.”
“Blimey,” Splidge said, impressed. “That’s a good job.”
Splidge was small, but Snotty was smaller. No one had measured him, yet he could only muster four feet, even in his boots and battered top hat. A mixture of lamp oil, candle wax, soot and ash covered his ragged jacket and trousers. His cheery face exhibited a ruddy complexion and his nose constantly dribbled, not helped by his habit of thrusting his little finger into his encrusted nostrils and mining for bogeys.
“Yeah, it’s a good job, but with all that shimmying up and down these poles, it’s wearing stinkin’ great ‘oles in me trousers.” Snotty slapped the lamppost. “Still, it’s better than being a sluicer.”
“A what?”
“Not a lot of people know this, but under our feet are miles of subterranean tunnels.”
“Really, what are they for?”
“They’re the drains, to wash all the muck out to the river.”
Splidge nodded. It sounded plausible. “So what about them?”
“They get blocked, don’t they?”
“Do they?”
Snotty laughed, hoiking out a crumbly, green lump from his nose with his blackened fingernail. “Yeah, blocked all the bleedin’ time, so you need a sluicer.”
Splidge tried to imagine what that must be like. To be sent down the sewers with all the filth, slime and rubbish that is funnelled through the vents in the pavement. Earlier that morning he had spotted Mr Chops, the butcher, tipping a bucket of cow offal into the ‘kennel’, a thin channel in the middle of the lane in front of his shop. The stinking intestines had slipped down the road until they plopped through a drainage hole. After that, he now knew, they ended up in the tunnels below his feet and mixed with all the other putrid sludge. Yuck!
Snotty saw the look on Splidge’s face. “Yeah, it’s not nice. You have a paddle, which scoops up the slops and you shovel it along. You have to clear the blockages with your bare hands sometimes. Imagine it, up to your waist in turds and floating carcasses.”
“I don’t want to imagine it!”
“Well, that was my first job when I came to the City,” Snotty chuckled, wiping a streak of soot across his face.
Splidge followed the grubby midget to the next lamppost. Here, the sooty lad displayed the dexterity of a chimpanzee by climbing up its fluted shaft. With practised ease, Snotty slammed the snuffing tool over the gas-fuelled wick, and then glided effortlessly down to the muddy ground once more, casting a broad smile across his cheeky face. He enjoyed showing off.
“Bravo!” applauded Splidge.
They had been friends for as long as they could remember. When not helping their parents, not collecting firewood, not hauling well-water by the bucket load, not digging for turnips, not grinding corn and not sitting around the kitchen table assembling umbrellas to sell to the merchants ... they ran amok!
Snotty had reached manhood a couple of months before his curly-haired friend and soon latched on to the reality of earning his keep. The heady days of youth were now distant memories. Childhood evaporated fast.
“So, what about you, Splidge, ‘ave you started looking for a job?”
“Yeah, my mother wants me to try and get something at the Palace.”
Snotty rolled his eyes. “Wot, work for the King, that lazy lump?”
“What do you mean? My father said the King was a good man.”
“Then he must be the only one that finks so. Since I’ve been lighting the lamps, all I hear is folk moaning about ‘im.”
“Why?”
Snotty gestured towards the square. “Well, look at the place, it’s a pigsty. King Guddamac has let it go to rack and ruin, ain’t he?”
Splidge agreed. The squalid streets and dilapidated buildings would require huge investment to make the City grand again.
“Besides,” the filthy lamp-boy mused, flicking bogeys into space “the Palace is run by a bunch of old farts!”
He broke off as two girls came running towards them across the wet cobbles, splashing through the puddles, without a care in the world.
“Look out!” warned Snotty, with a big smile. “It’s the terror twins.”
Splidge laughed. “I thought they were triplets?”
“Didn’t you hear? Peaky died, she got the pox.”
“Oh, how awful.”
Malnutrition and poverty caused terrible suffering in Gud, especially for the young, however when it came, death was still a shock.
The girls thundered to a halt and grinned at the boys. They were dressed in grubby cotton pinafores over a coarse blouse, and they each clasped an umbrella. They had to be earning a good wage because they wore quality boots made from leather.
“What ya doing?” the tallest girl asked.
Snotty tried to wipe the soot from his face and only made it worse. “Workin’. And you, Freckles?”
“We’ve got a job with Mr Chops, at the butchers,” the smallest girl said.
“It’s true,” the tallest added. “We don’t get to hack the meat up yet, but there’s loads of blood!”
“Yeah, mostly we pluck chickens and mince up pig’s brains, but it’s honest work.”
“Blimey,” Splidge expressed surprise “I never thought I would see the day when you, Lucy Long-trousers, had a job!” He laughed. “I thought you were going to marry a rich man and live in a posh house.”
“Huh! That was just a schoolgirl’s dream. No rich man is ever gonna marry me, unless you can make a fortune quickly, Splidge!” she said, giving the boy a cheeky smile, and then more seriously, she said “I ‘ave to work, coz I’d starve without a job, wouldn’t I? Have you got summink yet?”
Splidge started to tell them about the advertisement he had found on the noticeboard, but Freckles, the smallest girl, interrupted him.
“Ere, have you ‘eard? Porky’s up the brewery.”
“No, he never is?” Snotty frowned.
“Yeah, only working for ... you know who!”
“Who?” Splidge asked.
“The Baron!” Lucy Long-trousers answered.
“Who?” Splidge asked again.
“The Baron, that’s who. Anyway, Porky ... he’s a ‘licker’.”
Snotty scoffed. “He does what? He drinks the liquor? Now that’s a job I’d like to do!”
Freckles poked the sooty-faced lad in the ribs. “Stupid, he’s a label licker!” She could see that both boys didn’t understand and rolled her eyes at their ignorance. “You daft nitwits!” Freckles grinned at them. “Porky’s sticking the labels on beer bottles at the brewery. He licks ‘em and sticks ‘em.”
“But that’s dangerous, the gum will kill him!” Snotty knitted his eyebrows together.
“What’s the matter with the gum?” Splidge knew nothing about what went on in the big, smelly brewery.
“It’s the stuff they stick the labels to the bottle with. It’s made from a chemical the Baron uses because it’s cheap, and rumour has it, it’s poisonous,” Snotty said.
“Is it?”
“Yeah, very. Do you remember Larry Lame?
“Er?”
“You know, the lad with a limp and withered arm.”
“Oh, yeah, how could I forget him? Older boy, wasn’t he? He left school before us.”
“Yeah, well, he worked for the Baron, like Porky. He licked them labels and he turned green. He was dead within a month!”
“Blimey!”
A short period of silence followed as they respectfully remembered one of their friends. Snotty made the sign of the cross and they looked sad for a moment. The grim reality of life affected them all, but they were soon laughing and joking again.
After more gossiping, the girls had to return to work before Mr Chops came searching for them with his hatchet. He worked his apprentices hard and didn’t tolerate any slackness, so the girls hurried back, skipping through the puddles.
“Well, I can’t hang about either,” Snotty said. “There’s another ‘undred of these lamps to put out. Thing is, when I get’s them all out, it’s blinkin’ time to light ’em all up again. Still, no rest for the wicked, eh?” The sooty-faced boy dashed off to another lamppost and shimmied up to do his duty.
Splidge watched him for a moment, envious that Snotty and the girls had jobs, then he remembered the piece of paper. The Royal Advertisement had gone mushy in Splidge’s hands. Although he couldn’t read all the words, he knew he must apply for the job. Regardless of what people said about the King, Splidge’s father had, at one time, made umbrellas for the Royal Household. These days, however, the Palace employed very few people. It was rumoured that King Guddamac had no money. Food and lodgings at the Palace were said to be sparse and as Supreme Leader, the Royal Gud, King Guddamac, had become a big, fat, lardy lump, miserable as sin and hard to please.
Working for the Palace did have the advantage of prefixing your work title with the prestigious sounding label Royal. That excited Splidge and he looked again at the slowly disintegrating advertisement in his hand.
His Majesty, the Royal Gud, is seeking a (smudge) ... to come and work for him at the Palace. The new employee will be well rewarded and expected to (smear) in the national (big blotch). Experience was ... (mush)
The rest of it had washed away. It didn’t matter, Splidge got the gist and he grinned. He didn’t care what the actual job involved. He’d be happy sweeping the chimneys, cleaning out the pigs or even stoking the furnace all day with hefty lumps of coal. Splidge knew that the prospect of getting hired made his mother proud. The family needed a breadwinner because with her disability, she couldn’t do everything on her own as well as looking after Weanie, Splidge’s sister. Splidge made up his mind. He would apply for the job. He marched confidently out of the square with the remains of the soggy paper held tightly in his hand, determined to do his best.
Unbeknown to Splidge, his every move had been secretly observed. A pair of grey eyes, deep set in a piggy face, stared out from behind two large rubbish bins. The metal containers overflowed with hay, straw, husks and rotting vegetables on the far side of the Market Square. The watcher had lurked there for most of the morning, his fat, dishevelled body propped up against the wall and protected from the driving rain by the canopy of Defoe’s Coffee Emporium. He looked like a man who had spent the night stuffing mouthfuls of fatty food into his face. Not only that, the bulky, lazy slob appeared to have guzzled far more ale than was truly good for him.
And this was exactly what he wanted everyone to think. The overweight, balding, chubby-faced wreck of a man had been coming to the square every day for a week now. He had not always resumed residence behind the bins. He varied his observation points and blended into the background, yet without exception, he concentrated his manic stare on the market noticeboard. If anyone showed the slightest interest in the Royal Advertisement then his employer wanted to know about it. That day, after eyeballing the twelve-year-old boy, the man with the hog-like features had some significant news to tell his boss.
Six o’clock in the morning brought a rumbling and clatter of chains from the Palace gatehouse and the drawbridge came hurtling down. Below, somewhere in the bowels of the sandstone edifice, laboured a man named Perch, the Royal Gatekeeper. Scrawny, decrepit, but incredibly tough, he wound the winch handles that raised and lowered the entrance platform across the deep, stagnant moat. The royal household could visit the City and the Guddian citizens were able to venture across to the Palace. Perch greeted the early flow of traffic that had business to conduct in the ancient stone building.
“Morning, Perch,” said Mrs Mullins, the fruit and vegetable seller, as she pushed her barrow over the drawbridge. “Another day greets us with all its joys.”
“Aye, that it does,” the royal servant replied. He poked a couple of turnips and scanned the promising fruit, seeking something tasty for his breakfast.
“I have some nice plums for the Royal Gud this morning, if he is interested,” announced the haggard woman.
“Oh, he will be interested. You know him, he eats anything!” Mrs. Mullins pushed off and headed for the royal kitchen.
Twin circular sandstone towers, separated by a central arch, greeted visitors. Like the rest of the Palace, the main entrance, once described as a stunning example of Gothic Perpendicular, had crumbled. It stood covered in moss, bereft of plaster and veined with deep cracks and looked like it might disintegrate any moment into a huge pile of rubble.
Time, the weather, and mostly neglect, had robbed the brilliance from the Palace leaving it frayed and shabby. If much of the lustre on the outside had gone, the same could be said for those who worked inside; they too were well past their sell by date.
Splidge looked up at the imposing building. Nervously, he crossed the drawbridge and approached the wizened gatekeeper.
“What do you want?” Perch asked.
“I would like to see the King, please.”
The servant shook his head. “You’re too early. The King won't see anyone yet. Go away, little boy and, if you must, come back in an hour.”
“Oh.”
“And you can’t wait here, if that’s what you’re thinking. Look, there’s a tavern opposite. Go and annoy them.” Perch growled at the boy and then vanished into the control room to start winding the handles again. The drawbridge started to rise up, so Splidge quickly ran back to the edge and jumped off. He landed on the muddy bank opposite and slipped down, narrowly avoiding the moat.
As he climbed back up, Splidge spotted the ale house and thought it would be good to get out of the rain for a while and dry his wet clothes. Perhaps a warming drink might calm his nerves before meeting the Great Man.
King Charles Guddamac the Second had inherited ultimate power, but only just. The councillors had left him because they had not been paid in years, the official advisers had resigned or died from old age and the royal protectors, the once highly esteemed Guddian Army, had been sent away to war. The Kingdom had run out of money and, without gudders in the bank, the City had fallen apart. Yet, despite all this, the Royal Gud was the Supreme Ruler of this dishevelled land.
As a young prince, Charles Guddamac had been keen and eager to help improve conditions, but when his elder brother, Ralph, had gone away to fight in The Wars, it drained all the finances. Normally, winning a war resulted in riches and spoils, but no one knew whether they had won or not; King Ralph and his army had never returned and so Charles took to the throne.
The first problem he wanted to tackle was sanitation. The metropolis needed cleaning, the streets required paving and water conduits screamed out for repairs. Plague, disease and death lurked around every corner and the continual rain and lack of sunshine made everyone miserable.
Mr Wren had begged for an audience with the new King. The architect was full of optimism and had a grand vision. “I have plans to make this City great again,” Mr Wren said, as he rolled out a large blueprint for the Royal Gud to examine. Indeed, the plans proved the City could be magnificent, ambitious and thoroughly beautiful. His new, wide, clean streets radiating from the Palace complex with avenues of lime, willow and ash, would all look breathtaking. On paper, the artist’s illustrations were extremely detailed and inspirational, but without the necessary cash, it remained a distant pipe dream. The Kingdom was bankrupt.
King Guddamac could not peer through the large oblong-shaped window of the throne room on account of his size. Since coming to power he had discovered a passion for food and he ate. In fact, he couldn’t stop his incessant eating. It had become so habitual that his mouth did not feel right unless it had food in it. His body weight had tripled¬ ... no, quadrupled ... and he had blown up like a barrage balloon. The King was by far the fattest man in Gud. So vast was his bulk that he rarely left his specially-adapted throne and it was only with the help of a series of mirrors, magnifying optics and a cleverly designed mechanical cantilever system, that the Royal Gud could manipulate his view and enjoy the comings and goings of the outside world.
And what he did see depressed him.
“Something must be done,” he bemoaned to the elderly gent who held the royal brush and stood patiently by the steaming tin bath in a dark recess of the throne room. “I have observed a carcass of a cow, half-a-dozen pigs in varying states of decay and an inordinate amount of feathers deposited in the moat this morning. I take it the pheasant pluckers have been up to their old tricks again? We must have it dredged, Groggins.”
“No one will go near the moat, your Royal Guddaness,” the elderly brush-holder remarked.
“For Guddness sake, why not, man?”
“Well, the stench for one thing ...”
The King nodded. It was the reason why the throne room had been moved to the third floor of the Palace, although when the wind blew from the wrong direction, the noisome smells wafted in nonetheless.
The servant continued “The fear of drowning, for another ...”
“Rubbish!”
“The mud on the bank is binding and thick and it would suck you under. It is like quicksand, your Royal Guddaness. A boy of nine rolled into the moat only a week ago and was covered in the putrid slime in no time. They couldn’t pull him out and he sunk beyond help. His mother was distraught.”
“And no doubt blames me,” the King sighed.
“She does.”
“Groggins, what can we do? How do we rectify this ridiculous situation?”
“You need to earn some money, your Royal Guddaness.”
“What I need is a miracle!” The King scowled and looked to the heavens.
The wrinkled servant picked up a towel the size of a house and crossed to the Supreme Leader, who struggled out of his chair and lifted his bulk on to his weak podgy legs and started to undress. The ‘royal bath’ was due.
The simple act of walking caused the King pain and his face crumpled. However, the reward proved blissful when his pink blubbery naked form finally immersed in the warm bathwater. Groggins, his manservant, lathered up the King’s pockmarked husk of skin and, using the long-handled brush, he briskly exfoliated the mountainous flab. As he did so, there was a hideous explosion of soap bubbles as King Guddamac let rip a series of flatulent escapes. The poor cleaner was engulfed in a stifling cloud of rotten eggs. He gagged and fought back the desire to spew up his breakfast over his shameless employer.
A bell rang in the distance and the King pricked up his ears. “It’s Tubby! Go to the window and call him up, Groggins.”
“But you are in the bath, your Royal Guddaness!”
“Who cares? I am the King and I can do as I please, besides, he is bringing something special for me to try.” The King splashed like an overgrown baby, sending water and bubbles everywhere.
The newcomer dutifully made his way to the side entrance of the Palace, as Groggins had requested. After climbing three flights of stairs, Tubby entered the royal chamber and cowered in front of the undulating soap-covered mound of royal jelly.
“Oh, your Royal Guddaness, you are in the bath! Should I call back when it is more convenient?”
“Oh, piffle!” said the King, splashing water over his gigantic stomach. He picked out a long length of fluff from his belly button and turned eagerly to the visitor. “Have you brought it?”
Tubby nodded. “Yes, your Royal Guddaness, I have a firkin in my bag.” The smartly dressed visitor removed a rucksack from his back and pulled out a small wooden barrel the size of a rugby ball. “And I have a sampling glass too,” he said, rummaging some more.
“I don’t need that. Just give me the cask.”
The King sounded impatient, so Tubby quickly removed the bung at the top of the barrel and handed the container over. The King’s fat fingers clasped the firkin with all the pretence of a wine connoisseur and he thrust his bulbous nose against the hole and sniffed the hoppy aroma inside. “Mmm ... ale, real ale!”
The aromatic fusion of floral hops and the earthy scent of malted barley sent the King into raptures. Without further ado, he tipped the dark ale into his gaping mouth, swilled it around his capacious cheeks, then swallowed the lot. He emptied the firkin and belched with satisfaction, smacking his slug-like tongue around the rim as if hunting for more.
“‘Twas good, Tubby!” He slapped an approving, soapy hand, on the arm of the man in front of him.
Tubby Drake was the landlord of the Hog and Bucket, the tavern which stood close to the Palace gates on the city-side of the moat. Tubby had petitioned King Guddamac to allow him to make a festive beer for the forthcoming Royal Tournament and it thrilled him that the Great Man liked the sample he had brought along. But there was a problem; another person had the sole rights to brew all the ale in Gud. To get round that, Tubby proposed that he would prepare a special one-off beer for the big event. It would make a change from the usual slop he was compelled to serve to his customers.
“I am pleased your Royal Guddaness enjoyed it. May I take that as confirmation of an order?”
“It’s a novel idea, Tubby. We could certainly do with something more flavoursome than the normal bilge the Baron brews!” The King glanced around for his butler, but Groggins had disappeared. “Pass me my towel, would you, Tubby?”
The publican passed the massive sheet to the Royal Gud, who wrapped the huge towel around himself and then struggled to get out of the bath.
“Give me a hand, would you, Tubby!”
Tubby obeyed, taking a firm hold of the King’s hand and, with as much strength as he could muster, heaved the King from the skip-sized tank. Just as he got the King out, Tubby’s shoes lost their grip and he went skating across the wet marble floor and smashed into the oak-panelled wall, giving him a blooded nose.
King Guddamac waddled behind a gold-coloured screen to get dressed. “Perhaps we might try your tasty brew at my Welcome Feast in a couple of weeks. Could you have it ready by then?”
Tubby Drake’s face lit up and he forgot about his nose. “Yes, of course, Your Royal Guddaness, I shall make sure it is ready.”
“Very well then, get to it, but Tubby, a word of caution ...” King Guddamac poked his fat face out from behind the screen. “Keep it under your hat. If the Baron finds out that I‘ve granted you permission to brew beer, there will be hell to pay. He doesn’t like anyone else doing it and life is short enough without suffering his gripes!”
The publican bowed, thrilled his idea had been accepted and he left as eagerly as he had arrived.
King Guddamac was soon dressed and lowered his flabby bottom back on to the royal throne. He peeked into his special cantilevered mirror arrangement and observed the weather. Dark menacing clouds approached and he shivered at the prospect. The King tugged his oversized fur-lined waterproof royal coat tightly around him. Extra protection inside the Palace was essential because the roof had a tendency to leak. As if to demonstrate that very point, a droplet of water landed with a splash on his head and trickled down his neck.
Legends told of long lost Kingdoms with impressive regal buildings and magnificent circular towers. Sadly, Palace Gud could not make such grand or sumptuous claims. Shoddy stonework, missing roof slates and leaking walls summed up the royal home. To combat the damp, King Guddamac had installed a ‘central heating system’. It consisted of a maze of antiquated lead pipes snaking around the interior, warming up flaky iron ‘radiators’. Hot water used to be pumped through this gruesome monstrosity and, for a short time, it actually raised the internal temperature of the ramshackle edifice. Irritatingly, it had packed up a year to the day after its installation and proved far beyond the royal finances to repair it.
Money, money, money; the King needed it desperately. An event occurring every six years brought in such money. The Royal Tournament, a bizarre and frankly, quite peculiar competition, took place on City Hill. Somehow it had become the national sport of Gud. This year, the newly constructed Arena building would host the games and over ten thousand people were expected to attend. With the cash raised from ticket sales alone, Mr Wren’s dream of a perfect city could really happen.
The Royal Tournament lasted three days. The festivities required an enormous amount of organisation and created brisk trade and high employment. Artisans and shopkeepers enjoyed a boost, and general spirits rose, with the usual daily drudgery turning to a joyous celebration.
But the King had a serious problem; he remembered a meeting with the official Tournament judges the week before. A bunch of dusty legal gentlemen, wearing heavy cloaks and thick powdered wigs, had surrounded the royal throne. Each man clasped a stack of books and several scrolls.
“The games cannot take place unless the King has an official player,” one of them had said. “The King must be represented in the Tournament by a royal contender.”
King Guddamac shook his head and beat the arm of his chair with annoyance. “I no longer have one. I keep telling you, the fellow died!”
“But the rules are very clear. They were drawn up over three hundred years ago.”
“I know that!” The King’s voice boomed around the room and he rose from his chair in frustration. “I had the very man, he was excellent and would have won the Tournament, but he contracted the plague and snuffed it.”
The lawyers gasped at the mention of the word ‘plague’, but shrugged all the same.
“Look,” continued the King “the unfortunate blighter developed black pustules in his armpits and had green puss oozing from his face. I smelt it, it was vile. The poor chap lived for three weeks until one day his belly exploded and his intestines decorated the front room of his house!”
One of the legal men lost control of his bladder at that point and a pool of water appeared on the floor. “I am sorry he died, but you will need to find a new player.”
In exasperation, the King pounded his fist on one of the fluted columns that held up the roof and a flurry of plaster sprinkled down from above. “No one will do it. I have been advertising for weeks. Since the death of that wretched fellow, everyone thinks he got infected here. The man’s wife told me, to my face, that rather than work here at the Palace, she’d prefer to go and live in a leper colony or bathe everyday in the stinking moat!”
“Then you will have to cancel the Tournament,” the oldest legal man stated firmly. “The ancient book decrees that, without a recognised royal player, there can be no competition this year.”
“Quite so!” the others agreed, nodding vigorously.
The King glared at the ‘wise men’ with their powdered wigs and thick musty books.
“Then we must wait a further six years for the next games and by then we shall be totally bankrupt. I will be forced to abdicate, and you all know who will resume control of the Kingdom then!”
The huddle of legal men stood open-mouthed, not daring to speak.
The King smirked back at them “That’s right, my half-brother, the Baron!”
The lawyers recoiled at the mention of that name and began to shake, and fine white clouds of chalk puffed from their comic headpieces.
“But ... but ...” one of them whimpered “there is still time, your Royal Guddaness. Please keep looking for a royal player. You must find someone, or we shall all perish at the hands of the Baron!”
The King told them he would do his best.
The encounter had taken place seven days ago and still the post had not been filled ...
The End of the Free Sample.
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The Purple Death
Coming soon: Book 2. Splidge and friends set out on a journey into the unmapped areas of Gud to find the missing Royal Army. They travel across the never ending grass valley, the Guddian Mountains and through an arid desert to discover what happened to the Royal Gud’s elder brother, King Ralph, and the esteemed army.
Monsters, crazy inventions and a field of yellow poppies all play their part in this exciting adventure. Splidge, Snotty, Doreen and the Crag must find out why the water in Gud city has become poisonous and how to stop the spread of the Purple Death.
The Third Adventure of Splidge the Cragflinger
The Isle of Gid
Coming soon: Book 3. King Guddamac is kidnapped by pirates. The lovely Doreen is to be married to a notorious buccaneer and a mysterious black monk is haunting the Giddy Isles.
A high seas adventure. Splidge and friends pit their wits against a gang of criminals who disrupt the shipping lanes and cause havoc to the lives of people living on the Isle of Gid. Somewhere, in among the madness, Splidge’s father, is there to be found ... maybe.
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