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Tariq removed his sword from the attacker’s body. He held the blade 

before him as he flicked the blood onto the polished marble floor. 

More mess for one of the castle servants to clean up. 

He sheathed his weapon, then recovered the sack containing today’s 

special delivery from the floor, and continued the long, lonely walk to his 

chambers. Not a day went by when somebody didn’t try to murder him. Often 

those attempts were far less straight-forward than an assassin’s blade in the 

night. From the subtlety of poison to the crudity of arson he had faced it all, and 

yet he was still here. 

He was a survivor; he needed to be.  

After the violent coup that earned him the kingdom, Tariq found - to his 

eternal dismay - that he couldn’t trust anyone. Not his family, not his friends, 

not even the mercenaries he paid crippling sums of gold to in order to protect 

him from such dangers. Those were the worst of the lot, they would take his 

money, get close to him, and then inevitably they would decide to make their 

move.  

Several such foolish individuals had been reduced to bloody smears on 

the floor of his throne room. But after the fourth so-called royal guard decided 

to take a stab at killing him, he had the entire regiment executed, and vowed 

never again to trust his safety to anyone but himself. It was a lonely existence. 

Certainly not a relaxing one but at least he knew where he stood, and there was 

some small comfort in that. 
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Being the most hated and feared man in the kingdom did create some 

complications in his life. Tariq snorted as he recalled the lust for power which 

had driven him to wrest control of the kingdom from the former king, Kenneth 

the Just. He was certain that once he had seized the throne all his problems 

would cease. The reality was that they had intensified a thousandfold. 

Thus, with a heart filled with lament Tariq completed the long walk to his 

private chambers. The sound of his worn leather boots echoed through the 

lonely corridors of the gloomy castle. As he passed each shadowed alcove and 

darkened doorway his pace quickened, knowing that danger could be lurking 

anywhere. Not for the first time he wondered where it all went wrong. By the 

time he reached the sanctuary of his private chambers he was all but jumping at 

shadows. He was shaking so much that he fumbled with the keys, and had to 

take a few deep breaths to calm his frayed nerves. It wasn’t until he was inside 

the windowless room, with the door securely locked and barred once more, that 

he allowed himself a moment to relax. 

This was the one place where he felt safe. Here he knew he was truly 

alone. The dangers of the outside world could be temporarily set aside. Here 

Tariq was free of the burdens of command. Free to find solace in the one thing 

that still gave him joy.  

He emptied the sack onto his bed, and reached immediately for the item 

he had been waiting for. He held the securely wrapped package aloft, savouring 

the way it felt in his hands before he began to work the twine loose. His clumsy 
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fingers struggled to loosen then myriad knots, so he drew his dagger and 

carefully sliced the strings free. 

The anticipation was priceless. He who held absolute control of life and 

death over everyone in the land was never as happy as he was right now. Tariq 

placed the precious object down on his bed, still wrapped in it is protective 

cloth. He allowed himself the chance to savour the moment just that little bit 

longer. This felt better than his victory over Kenneth. This was more rewarding 

than his desecration of the basilica. This was more seductive than the nights he 

spent with the succubi. Right here, and right now, his world was perfect, he was 

at peace. He felt joy. 

Tariq reached forward. Carefully he removed the cloth wrapping, at last 

allowing him to gaze upon the object of his desire. With a childish grin he 

clapped three times, sprang to his feet, and ran to his wardrobe. There was only 

one way that this could be any better. 

# # # 

The assassin silently lowered himself to the floor, allowing his fatigued 

muscles to recover. He had been hiding in a darkened corner of the usurper’s 

private quarters since the evil overlord had entered the room. He was sure that 

his feeble attempt at concealment would be uncovered in an instant but the 

bastard king was so engrossed by his package that he completely failed to notice 

the danger that lurked nearby. Much to the assassin’s relief. It wasn’t easy 
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getting this far, and he thanked the gods for the distraction the package offered 

to allow him this chance. 

The assassin moved silently to the wardrobe, and peered inside. 

The room was larger than he expected. It was filled with all manner of 

expensive outfits, ranging from the regal to the obscene but there was no sign of 

his target. The assassin took a tentative step forward, ready to react the instant 

he saw his target, but the wardrobe was empty.  

Where could he have gone? 

A faint scraping sound reached his ears. The assassin faced the rear wall, 

searching for the source of the noise. Concealed behind a number of thick furs 

and long cloaks was a door, the usurper king must be in there. The assassin 

toyed with the idea of bursting through the hidden door and launching into 

attack but he knew that he would immediately give up any advantage he had. 

No, he would wait until his target returned to this room. He would strike his 

unsuspecting victim from the shadows, as he had been trained. 

Silently the assassin stepped back into the bedroom, and approached the 

bed. He was curious to see what foul object could give the Tariq the Terrible 

such obvious joy.  

Some terrible artefact from the nether world, brimming with arcane 

power no doubt. 

As he drew alongside the bed the assassin sucked in his breath. The shock 

of what he perceived was evident as the colour drained from his face.  
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It cannot be!  

His mind struggled to make sense of what lay before him. Such was 

confusion created by the unlikely item that the assassin almost failed to notice 

the return of his target. He quickly spun on his heel to face the hated despot, a 

small custom made double crossbow in his hand. He brought the weapon up 

without conscious thought, but once again he was frozen to inaction. 

Tariq the Terrible, usurper King and overlord of the realm, ruthless killer 

of all who oppose him was there, dressed in a fur covered costume that perfectly 

matched the recently unwrapped teddy bear that lay on the bed. 

# # # 

This is embarrassing, Tariq thought as he faced his would-be killer. 

He spied his sword on the floor beside the bed, and knew that he had to 

reach it before the assassin regained his wits. He lunged forward just as the man 

squeezed the trigger. Tariq felt the thud as the two bolts hit home, one in the 

stomach, and the second high in the shoulder.  

Tariq staggered forward, falling to his hands and knees. He wrapped his 

left hand around the hilt of his sword, but before he was able to regain his feet 

he collapsed unmoving to the floor. 

# # # 

The assassin wasted no time. He dropped the crossbow, drew a long 

bladed knife, and moved in to finish off his strangely dressed target. The bolts 

had been coated with a fast acting poison but he needed to be certain of the kill. 
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With a confident gleam in his eye the assassin reached down to roll his victim 

over in order to thrust the blade into Tariq’s black heart. It was difficult to get a 

good grip on the short fur of the king’s costume but he eventually managed to 

manoeuvre him onto his back, careful to avoid the bolts that still stood where 

they struck. The assassin thought briefly of the mountain of gold awaiting him 

on completion of this contract, when he noticed Tariq’s eyes were open, and the 

madman’s lips had curled into a cruel smile. 

# # # 

Tariq brought his sword up, and thrust it into the assassin’s side. The 

magically sharpened blade cut through his opponent’s leather armour like 

butter, and continued upwards to find the man’s lungs. Tariq watched as the 

man’s eyes rolled back into his head. His life ended with a single bloody cough. 

Two in one night, that must be some kind of record. 

Tariq revelled in the bloodlust for several heartbeats then tossed the 

man’s corpse aside. He stood up as gracefully as the padded costume would 

allow, which is to say he rose awkwardly. Carefully he removed the crossbow 

bolts, thankful for the thick layer of padding that prevented the bolts from 

piercing his skin then noted the blood stains on his chest. 

With an angry sigh he strode to the assassin’s body. “You bastard,” Tariq 

said as he kicked the corpse. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get blood 

out of synthetic fur?” 
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So with his Teddy-bear’s picnic ruined Tariq the Terrible went to bed, 

where he cried himself to a nightmare filled sleep.    

  

 

 

 


