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GUNDARLAND: AN INTRODUCTION
The planet was named Gundar after the omniscient god who accidentally created the universe with an explosive sneeze caused by snorting a larger-than-average dose of His favorite recreational powder. The nodules of spittle flew through space and eventually solidified into suns, planets, comets and other celestial bodies.
Scientific authorities called this event the Big Achoo. Medical authorities argued that infectious diseases were the result of this unsanitary beginning. Religious authorities countered that such talk was blasphemous and that the medical authorities should accept infectious diseases as Gundar's holy will. Ordinary folk thought the authorities had too much free time on their hands and ought to get jobs.
Gundarland is the largest land mass on the planet. Populated by diverse races such as dwarfs, humans, elves, half-pints, yuks and a few lesser races, these disparate races live cheek-by-jowl in many cases and get along with no more than the usual interracial hostility.
At one time, the yuks roamed all over the island subjecting everyone to their boorish behavior and crude manners. The other races mostly put up with them, but it was a brave hostess who invited a yuk to a dinner party. They ate with their fingers because they always pilfered the cutlery as soon as they sat down at the table. Eventually, the yuks were driven into the southwest corner of the island, a land of marshes and mountain deemed worthless by land developers.
Religion has always played a big part in many people's lives. The biggest festival occurred in the spring when Snotism celebrated the birth of the universe. Know as the Sacred Snot-Fest, the ritual culminated in everyone simultaneously inhaling crushed pepper to generate a giant sneeze. Doctors loved the festival; many of them made more money in the month following the Snot-Fest than they did for the rest of the year. Oddly enough, the priests all wore masks during the ceremony.
By ancient tradition, many warriors took a double major when they studied the arts of war. The double major came in handy during the occasional outbreaks of peace. Thus, in the early days, knight-accountants, warrior-chefs and soldier-lawyers roamed the countryside seeking combat and/or clients.
The population has always been intrigued by magic. As a consequence, wizards were held in high regard, even the incompetent ones. Wizard schools offered double majors as well as the combat schools. At first, the secondary courses were perfunctory, but then the dukes began installing wizards in positions of power on the theory that if a wizard couldn't figure out a solution to a problem, they could always magic the problem out of existence. The practice of appointing wizards continued long after that theory proved to be catastrophically wrong. The wizard schools once again took notice and kept increasing the importance of the secondary courses until wizardry became the lesser of the two curricula. Soon, graduates could barely compose spells and frequently didn't have enough magical power to blow their noses.
Historically, the country was divided into a number of independent provinces ruled by dukes, warlords and an occasional madman. The principal occupation of these province leaders was making war on the neighbors. These constant wars provided employment for many dwarf warriors since the dukes prided themselves on the quantity and quality of their ax-dwarfs. Many dwarf families were proud of the generations of warriors who fought exclusively for Duke X or Warlord Y. These families ignored the fact that almost all the warriors died at an unnaturally young age.
ROMEO AND JULIET
Romeo Montague, a poor dwarf silver miner, walked into the market square in the town of Verbona where he bought a fortune cookie from a food vendor, a gnome who had migrated from the distant eastern provinces. Breaking it apart, he removed the slip of paper inside. It read: "Today, you will meet the love of your life."
Romeo snorted, balled up the paper and flipped it into the dirt road just as three elf riders entered the square from the opposite corner. The appearance of the Capulet brothers turned Romeo’s mouth dry; too dry to eat the hard cookie. He dropped it and looked for a place to conceal himself. He didn’t fear the brothers, but a confrontation would make him late for his ballet class. Before he could move away, Banquette, the middle brother, called out, "Look! A Montague!"
"A little dueling exercise will build our appetites." Puque, the youngest brother, flipped his blue cape over his shoulder, exposing the rapier on his hip. All the elves wore black riding boots, tan breeches, a blue doublet and a matching cape. House Capulet had pretensions of nobility and so had adopted blue as their color, as if a color could make folks forget about their crimes.
Led by Foberon, the oldest, they dismounted, drew their rapiers and advanced towards Romeo. The brothers possessed a bad reputation in town because of their notorious ways and constant roistering.
"Let’s do this quickly before the authorities arrive." Banquette walked with a limp from a riding accident.
"I p . . . propose we each stick him twice." Foberon chuckled. "Just to see the c . . . color of a dwarf’s blood."
They moved closer, waving their blades so the points whistled. Romeo backed up against a wall and drew his battle ax.
"An ax won’t save you, dwarf scum," Puque said. "Not against three of us."
"Aye," Romeo replied, "but it’s good enough to kill one of you before you get me."
The brothers hesitated a moment.
"He’s bluffing," Banquette said. "We can kill him before he harms us."
"Foberon!" Romeo grinned at the elf. "I choose you. You’re the eldest, so it’s only fitting that you die first."
Foberon’s rapier paused in mid-swing.
"I’m sure," Romeo continued, "Banquette and Puque won’t mind splitting your portion of the inheritance." He laughed at the expression of dismay on Foberon’s face.
"Hark." Foberon cocked his head to one side. "I th . . . think I hear the authorities. We must d . . . depart."
"We’ll finish this another time, Romeo," Banquette said as he put up his blade.
"Anxious to get your brother killed, are you?"
The elves mounted their horses and rode off.
Romeo watched them leave. The feud had been in existence as far back as he could remember and it would continue until one side was wiped out. Fifty years ago, his family had discovered an emerald mine. Within a short time, the Capulet's had stolen it through legal trickery. Since then, a dozen members of each clan had been murdered because of the feud.
# # #
A few blocks beyond the square, Romeo came to the old warehouse used by his dancing instructor. He knew he was good enough to dance professionally, and someday soon he would begin his career as a dancer. He needed to save a bit more money, and then, good-bye to the silver mines because he had no intention of spending his entire life underground like most dwarves. Down there, a false move could mean a broken neck.
He entered the hall where most of the dancing class -- gnomes, half-pints, dwarves and elves -- engaged in stretching exercises while the five musicians tuned their instruments. He went to the lower barre and began his warm-ups. Holding onto the barre with both hands, he exercised his legs and loosened his muscles while observing his movement in the mirror behind the barre. He had almost finished his warm-up when a female yuk swaggered into the hall. The wide-shouldered, green-skinned creature wore leggings and a tunic. A tall elf-maiden followed. In the mirrored wall behind the barre, he watched them approach the dancing master. His mouth agape and stunned by her remarkable beauty, he stared at the elf maiden. Tall and willowy like all elves, she had silver hair cropped short, green eyes and translucent skin. She wore sandals and every toe had a jeweled ring. Her long dress barely rippled as she walked across the floor.
Romeo felt a shiver run up his spine. Could the fortune cookie have been correct? He left the barre and approached the dancing master.
The yuk saw him and growled a warning. "Pig dwarf! Take yer eyes off me ward or I’ll rip ‘em out of yer head and stuff ‘em down yer throat." The baldheaded creature had tufts of coarse black hair scattered around her arms. Yuks had become popular as chaperones and body guards because no one wanted to fight one of the vicious creatures. Hiring them involved an element of risk because yuks often ignored orders they didn't like, and disciplining one of them could be suicidal.
Romeo opened and closed his mouth a few times, but kept looking at the maiden. Never had he seen a more beautiful female.
The dancing master noticed Romeo. "This is Juliet Capulet and her chaperone, Dreadmona. Juliet has joined our class. Mistress Juliet, Romeo Montague is the star of our class. I’m sure he won’t mind demonstrating a few moves for you."
Romeo gasped for air. The most gorgeous female in the world was a Capulet! With a yuk chaperone! He gawked at her.
"Ain’t no Montague gonna teach her nothin’," Dreadmona growled. "Her brothers won’t allow it."
"I’ve never met a Montague before." Juliet stared boldly at Romeo. "You don’t look like the demon that my brothers described."
Dreadmona grabbed Juliet’s shoulder and shook it. Juliet turned away, but Romeo saw her looking at him from the corner of her eyes.
He went back to the barre, his mind swirled with strange emotions and thoughts. He was hopelessly in love.
# # #
After class, Romeo carried his work satchel and rode down the elevator bucket into the bowels of the earth. At the bottom, he walked through a maze of tunnels lit by widely spaced torches until he came to the newest one, a short tunnel ablaze with lights. Inside, the miners greeted him with wisecracks. He was the senior rock-walloper on the second shift and popular with the crew. If the Capulets hadn't stolen the emerald mine, he'd be a mine owner today instead of a mine worker.
He couldn’t get the image of Juliet out of his mind. As a dancer, she was untrained but her graceful figure and elegant movements showed great promise once she had removed the toe rings. He had always dreamed of having a tall, slender lover instead of a short and squat female dwarf. He knew she was attracted to him -- he had caught her surreptitious glances whenever her chaperone’s attention strayed.
The crew chief, Ocello, interrupted his thoughts by slapping him on the shoulder. "C’mon," the dwarf said. "Get ready so these lazy bums can do some work."
Romeo opened his satchel and took out a small pillow and a long scarf. He balanced the pillow on top of his head and held it in place by wrapping the scarf over the pillow and under his chin. Ocello helped him secure the scarf with a pin. Next, he took out an oversized helmet. Made of iron, it featured a twelve inch spike on the top. The helmet fastened under his chin with a thick strap.
Romeo took his place with two other similarly attired dwarves, his apprentices. He rolled his shoulders to loosen up his muscles. He nodded to the chief and forced thoughts of Juliet from his mind so he could concentrate. One mistake now could seriously injure or even kill him.
"Clear the lane!" Ocello shouted. The rest of the crew backed up against the wall, leaving a path to the end of the tunnel. The chief raised his right arm.
Romeo took a deep breath. When Ocello’s arm fell, he lowered his head until the spike was horizontal to the ground, roared his battle cry, "corps de ballet," and charged.
He felt the spike hit the rock wall and penetrate. A shock thundered through his body when the top of his helmet slammed into the wall. His peripheral vision narrowed until it was the size of a small coin. The crew ran forward, untied his helmet strap and caught his limp body. They carried him to where he started his run, sat him down and went back for the apprentices. Ocello placed a sponge soaked in herbs under his nose. The pungent smell cleared his brain. As always after a run, his head hurt and his neck throbbed. He looked, still cross-eyed, at the helmets. His entire spike was buried in the rock and the spikes from his two apprentices were only half-buried.
The crew pried the helmets from the wall then attacked the holes with hammers and crow bars to enlarge the holes and weaken the rock face.
Romeo relaxed. He had fifteen minutes to rest before he would run at the rock again. He was supposed to coach his apprentices, but instead Juliet’s image floated unbidden into his mind. She was the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. But how could he tell her that? The gruesome Dreadmona stood ready to remove some body parts if he tried. And even if he could talk to her, he faced insurmountable problems. He was just a lowly miner while she came from a fabulously rich family; the mine the Capulets had stolen became the largest and most prosperous emerald mine in Gundarland. Besides the feud, the eternal issue of elf-dwarf hostility had to be considered. They would be scorned by both races. Could two such different beings ever find happiness?
He made a face as he realized that Juliet’s brothers would hunt him down if they found out he even talked to her. And this time, they wouldn’t stop fighting until he was dead. Despite the danger, he knew he had to court the fair Juliet.
# # #
For three weeks he endured the agony of being close to Juliet but unable to touch or talk to her. Every day they exchanged looks through eyes haunted by desperation. Every day Dreadmona glared at Romeo as if daring him to try to talk to Juliet. Every day Romeo could feel Juliet’s love, even across the dance hall. Every day Romeo went to the mines and tried to forget Juliet in a fog of headaches and muscle pains.
To Romeo's surprise and exhilaration, one day Juliet came to class with an elf crone instead of the yuk. The crone immediately fell to gossiping with the other chaperones and ignored Juliet. Romeo flew to her. For several moments the two did nothing except stare at each other. Her perfume made his blood boil. Romeo’s heart threatened to burst from his chest. Finally, he managed to blurt, "I love you."
He held his breath until she replied, "And I you. Dreadmona has her fluxes -- you can’t believe how surly she gets when that happens, as if I had something to do with it." She gave him a radiant smile. "We must make the most of today."
The musicians started the warm-up tunes and he seized her hands. Her touch sent a shock of elation coursing through his body. She seemed overcome with emotion as he led her in a dance for two known as the pas-de-deux. After a few twirls, she gasped, "I’ve never met anyone so . . . so . . . so short." She ran a hand through his beard. "Or so hairy."
Romeo clasped his hands on her slender hips and lifted her off the ground. He pirouetted twice then held her horizontal to the ground with one hand, the classic stulchak maneuver. "Or so strong," she moaned. "You’re so different from the elves. You’re everything I have fantasized about."
He placed her back on her feet. "What are we to do, my beloved?" he asked.
"I want to marry you, but perhaps you don’t prefer forward females.
"I dream of marrying you."
"Woe is me. My brothers have arranged my marriage to Count Paris." Juliet’s small bosom heaved. "He’s old and smelly."
"How dare they marry you off!"
"They want the family to become noble and after I marry Paris, I’ll be a countess."
"Can't one of your brothers marry a duchess or something?"
"They all hate females and have vowed to never marry."
"You must be rich from your inheritance. Can’t you run away?"
"Alas, my brothers stole it from me."
"We must meet again." Romeo stared into her eyes. "But how?"
"Every night," she smiled at him, "I walk in the garden behind our house. In the garden, I’m away from my brothers and Dreadmona."
"After work tonight, I’ll come to your garden."
# # #
On the way to work, Romeo rambled along the streets. His spirits rose and fell as he alternated between ecstasy and despair. Ecstasy because Juliet loved him and despair because he couldn’t have her and still become a professional dancer. His savings would support him for the time it took to establish himself in his new career, but it wasn’t sufficient to provide for both of them. Without her inheritance, Juliet was as poor as he was. To be with her, he would have to continue working in the mines to earn the money to support them both. His lifelong dreams of a dancing career clashed with his new dreams of a life with Juliet.
He continued to walk the streets, oblivious of the sounds of the people around him. Finally, he chose Juliet. Despite the end to his ballet aspirations and despite the need to stay in the mines, Juliet was worth it. He was willing to do what ever was required to spend his life with her.
# # #
Romeo thought his shift would never end. It was the longest night he had ever experienced. Finally, it ended and he cleaned up. Gulping large draughts of air because of his excitement and anticipation, he ran to the Capulet house in the wealthy part of town. He paused outside the garden to listen for signs of the brothers. After a few minutes of silence he scaled the wall and dropped down on the other side. He landed on a laurel shrub, making more noise than he would have liked. He moved away from the wall. The garden had so many trees, it resembled a forest, and the leaves whispered in a light breeze.
"Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?"
Juliet awaited him! "Hsst. I’m over here, caught on a thorn bush." He tugged his cloak and felt it rip, but he was free. He hastened to her.
Juliet wore a diaphanous nightgown and her lithe beauty stood revealed in the light of a three-quarter moon. Romeo skidded to a halt at the sight of her. He stood, drinking in her magnificence. She smiled and held out her arms. He skipped forward and they embraced. Giddy with love and lust, he undid the buttons in front of his face. He parted the cloth, inhaled her essence, coughed and spit out a gobbet of bellybutton lint.
"Oh my love," Romeo implored. "Say you’ll marry me."
"Yes, yes. I’ll be rid of the Capulet name forever."
His hands caressed her body.
"What’s in a name?" she continued. "That which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet."
"What are you talking about? Have you been snorting funny herbs?" Romeo paused in his explorations. "What’s this?"
"My chastity belt." Juliet sighed. "Dreadmona keeps the key on a chain around her neck. And she’s very snippy when I wake up her at night to go to the outhouse. As if it was my fault."
Disappointed, but still keen, he explored higher. "Oww!"
"That’s my chastity bra. It has lots of nasty sharp points that always ruin my clothes." Her hands did their own exploring. "You have one too?"
"No. That’s just my iron cup. I wear it in the mines for protection in case I trip. I forgot to take it off. And it’s awfully uncomfortable right now."
She looked down at him. "What are we to do, my darling? My wedding to Count Paris grows nigh."
"I have an idea." He snapped his fingers. "My cousin is a locksmith. Tomorrow night I’ll return with a set of master keys. Then we’ll become dwarf and wife." He embraced her and reluctantly took a step backward. He had to get rid of his cup and find a bucket of cold water. Fast.
"Parting is such sweet sorrow."
"Eh?"
# # #
Romeo suffered through the longest day of his life. He could hardly wait until it was time to return to the garden. When Juliet didn’t show up for the ballet class, he worried she might be sick. Eventually, he convinced himself that she had much to do in preparation for their meeting.
"Romeo!" the dance master yelled. "Pay attention!"
He colored under his beard. The dancing master had never before reproached him. He tried to clear thoughts of Juliet from his mind but didn’t succeed. Finally, he excused himself from the class and went to visit his cousin the locksmith.
Later at work, he fingered the ring of keys between wall smashes. He pictured himself unlocking Juliet’s treasures and many times his iron cup became painfully tight. Images of happiness with Juliet alternated with scenes of deadly combat with her brothers. The mood swings, from breathless anticipation to mind-numbing fear drained him emotionally just as the work drained him physically. After his last charge, he cleaned up, removed his cup and set out for the Capulet’s garden almost too exhausted to meet with his beloved.
# # #
The key ring jangled when he dropped over the wall. Romeo, giddy with anticipation, stood still and listened to see if anyone had heard the noise. After a moment or two, he advanced further, avoiding the thorn bushes. In the center of the garden, he paused and looked around. "Hsst?"
"L . . . Looking for someone?" The voice came from the shadows.
The hair rose on the back of Romeo’s neck when he heard two more voices chuckling. Juliet’s brothers dropped from tree limbs. They carried naked rapiers and came at him from three sides. Romeo’s hand reached for his ax. A knot constricted his throat. Since he anticipated an evening of love, he had left the weapon at home. All he had was the pair of metal snips in case the keys didn’t work.
"J . . . Juliet has been sent away," Foberon said.
"Too bad you won’t live long enough to miss her," Banquette added.
Puque, on his left, lunged and nicked his tunic.
Romeo jumped backwards and took out the metal snips. When Puque lunged a second time, Romeo caught the blade in the jaws of the snips and squeezed. The rapier snapped in two.
Puque gawked at his now two-inch-long rapier while Romeo lowered his head, roared, "corps de ballet," and charged. He slammed into the elf between Puque's knees and hips. His momentum pushed him forward with the brother on his back. He heard a bone crack when he ran into a wall. Puque groaned and fell to the ground.
Romeo turned to confront the other two. His attack had changed the alignment of the brothers and Foberon now stood behind Banquette who limped forward.
Using a stone bench as a launching point, Romeo leaped forward with one leg extended in the moves known as a ballonné with a grand buttement. In the midst of the leap, his fully extended right leg fully connected with Banquette’s chest and drove him back. The elf bounced off a tree and stumbled forward. Romeo landed on his feet. He grabbed Banquette and hoisted the elf over his head into the stulchak position. He pirouetted twice then hurled the screeching Banquette at Foberon who jumped out of the way, exposing his unguarded left side. Romeo, head lowered again, charged into the elf. He drove Foberon into a tree trunk. Foberon’s body went slack and slid down the tree trunk to a sitting position.
Romeo took a few deep breaths to compose himself. How was he to find Juliet? Her brothers would die rather than tell him where she was.
He clambered over the wall and walked back to his rooms. He shuddered. Where earlier, he had been filled with hot-blooded anticipation, now he suffered from cold fear for both Juliet and himself.
# # #
After a sleepless night, Romeo wandered the streets of Verbona in a brain-dead fog of desperation. His beloved was imprisoned and he couldn’t rescue her until he discovered her whereabouts. For all he knew, her brothers might have advanced the date of her wedding. She might already be a reluctant bride.
He felt a hand on his arm. It belonged to an elderly elf crone who looked familiar.
"Remember me?" the crone said. "I’m Juliet’s servant."
"Where is she?" Romeo’s heart surged with joy. The servant could lead him to his beloved.
"She feared her brothers would kill you last night." Tears formed in the crone’s eyes. "But when I saw the condition of those three, I knew you weren’t dead, and I came looking for you."
"Where is she?"
"She said she couldn’t live without you."
"Where is she?" He stamped his foot.
"She took poison last night, rather than marry Count Paris this morning."
"Dead?" Romeo slumped against a wall.
"Her brothers were most irate at her." The crone sighed. "She ruined all their wedding plans. They’ve already placed her in the family crypt. Without holding a proper funeral ceremony. They even removed her toe rings."
Romeo slid to the ground and held his head. All his dreams were dust.
"Listen to me," the crone said. "Dreadmona holds you responsible for Juliet’s death and she wants revenge. She plans to hang you upside down over a fire. And cook your brains."
If Dreadmona killed him, maybe he’d find Juliet. He wanted to be with her, no matter her condition or state. She made any situation bearable. If he killed himself in the mines, it would be a lot quicker than getting caught by the yuk. He made a face. There must be a better way. One that didn’t involve getting killed.
It took a while, but finally he came up with a plan. He returned home to grab the bag of coins he had saved. Romeo ran to the district populated by immigrants. He roamed the area while ignoring the vendors hawking strange foods and the hordes of children pestering him for coins. After an hour of searching the side streets and alleys, he found the shop he sought.
When he entered, an elderly dwarf eyed him suspiciously.
"Are you the wizard, MacBath?" Romeo asked the kilt-wearing dwarf. A strange plant bent long tendrils towards him. The vine sniffed his body and he could hear tiny teeth clicking behind the blood-red petals of a flower bud.
"Leave the customer alone!" The wizard whacked the plant with a wand and turned to Romeo. "You’re wanting something?"
"Aye. I need something precious. Something that you can provide."
"Precious somethings cost a lot of money." MacBath combed his flowing white beard with the fingers of his left hand.
"I’m prepared to pay."
"And what is it you want so badly?"
"I want you to animate my dead beloved."
"You’re wanting me to break the law? Reversing a death is illegal. The insurance companies hate it. So do the churches."
"I know it's illegal. That’s why you charge so much."
"This is true." MacBath nodded. "I charge a hundred silver pennies."
"Agreed."
"Laddie, are you sure you want this lady brought back?"
"I’m sure."
"Let me get some things and we’ll bring back your lover."
# # #
Outside the Capulet family tomb, Romeo steeled himself for the sight of a dead Juliet. The workers hadn’t sealed the tomb yet, so he and MacBath had no trouble entering the dark crypt. Dozens of dead Capulets lined the walls. Romeo wrinkled his nose at the stench of mold and decay. Juliet lay in the center on a stone catafalque wearing a white gown. Her hands were crossed on her bosom.
"Dere ya are!" Romeo almost jumped out of his boots at the sound of Dreadmona’s booming voice. "Juliet is dead, and it’s all yer fault." The yuk stood in the entrance and shook her fist at him. "Come outta dere."
Dreadmona’s command puzzled Romeo. Why didn’t she come in and grab him? He looked around the tomb, hoping to spot an exit. Coffins and stone statuettes filled every nook. If the yuk came in here, he would have to elude her long enough to bash her head with a few of the statues. He looked at Dreadmona. "I’m busy. You’ll have to come in."
"Yuks are afraid of tombs, laddie. It’s about the only thing that scares them." MacBath looked at Dreadmona. "But, you have a big problem when you leave. That is one very angry yuk."
"Dreadmona," Romeo said. "I came here to bring Juliet back to life."
"Yer a magician?"
"Not me. I hired this wizard to do it. Watch."
Confusion and indecision painted Dreadmona’s face.
MacBath moved to the catafalque and scattered a powder on Juliet. The dwarf chanted softly then sprinkled a second powder on her.
Her hand twitched.
Romeo smiled.
Seconds later, Juliet’s eyes popped open and she glared at MacBath. "Who let you in?"
Romeo moved to the edge of the catafalque. "It’s all right, darling."
"Oh Romeo! I guess the poison didn’t work." She slid her legs over the side.
"The poison worked. You died. I had this wizard reanimate you so we’ll be together again."
"How romantic you are," she cooed as she sat up. "Hey! Who took my toe rings?"
"Juliet!" Dreadmona bellowed. "Ya selfish brat! Ya killed yourself widout thinkin’ about no one else. Like me. Yer nasty brothers kicked me outta de house. Widout my back pay. Dey had a whole gang of friends to make sure me left."
"Can you move?" Romeo asked Juliet. "We’ll go get a judge and have him force your brothers to give back your inheritance."
"And my toe rings." Juliet pointed to her feet. "I want them back. Can this old dwarf marry us?’
Romeo looked at MacBath. "Aye. I’m licensed for that."
She grinned and waved a hand at MacBath. "Make it quick. We have things to do."
"I pronounce you husband and wife." MacBath made a mystical sign over their heads. "Kiss the bride. That’s as quick as it can be done."
Romeo felt a breathtaking sensation in his loins. At last! No more chastity belts. His arms enfolded Juliet as he kissed her.
Juliet broke away and looked at the tomb entrance. "Dreadmona, I’m sorry about your troubles. I’m married now so I don’t need a chaperone, but I’ll need a maid if I’m to be respectable. The position is yours if you want it."
"For how long? ‘Til ya throw me out like yer brothers?"
"Oh, no. For as long as you want it."
Romeo didn’t think this was such a great idea, but held his tongue. Yuks didn't like to take orders and frequently ignored them. By letting the yuk decide when to quit, Juliet had possibly offered Dreadmonia a lifetime job. The only way to get rid of her was to fire her and firing a yuk was fraught with peril. One needed a platoon of body guards to protect the employer.
"All right." Dreadmona folded her arms across her chest. She had a devious smile on her face.
"Hey!" A frown flicked across Juliet’s face. "Let's go someplace and do . . . you-know-what."
"I have some money left, let's rent a room." Romeo winked at her.
Juliet clapped her hands and giggled.
"Me gonna stay at da foot of de bed of me mistress." Dreadmona cackled.
Romeo stared open mouthed at Juliet.
"But . . . Dreadmona, what if I don't want you to sleep there?" Juliet gave the yuk a pleading look.
"Don't care. A maid gotta be a body guard too, ya know. Can't body guard ya 'less me wid ya."
Romeo felt an icy hand grip his guts. All his dreams and hopes were about to be crushed by Dreadmona. "You're doing this to Juliet because you can't get revenge on her brothers." Romeo pointed a finger at the yuk. "Aren't you?"
"Don't know what yer talkin' about." Dreadmona smiled. "Me gotta sleep at de foot of de bed to make sure me mistress gonna be safe." Dreadmona folded her arms. "Dat's all me know."
MacBath snickered and shook his head.
Juliet and Romeo stared at the troll, openmouthed.
Dreadmona grinned at the unhappy couple.
Romeo had an idea, one that would save the situation and taunt Juliet's brothers. "Juliet, do you have any aunts or uncles or cousins?"
"No. The Capulet name is doomed to die out with my brothers."
Romeo's stomach clenched with anxiety; so much depended on a fickle yuk. "Dreadmona, do you want to get even with Juliet's brothers? They're the ones who fired you and cheated you out of your wages."
"Yeah. Dem's on me list of things to do. Me get even someday."
"Well, the worse thing that can happen to them is for Juliet and me to have a child. Just imagine how mad they'll be. Everyone in town will hear them howling."
Dreadmona picked at a clump of hair on her arm. After a minute or so, she gave a gruesome grin. "Dat good. Me can't wait to see dere faces. Me gotta be de one to tell 'em, all right?"
"Fine, you can tell them." Romeo nodded his agreement. "But before we can have a baby, you'll have to stay outside our room."
"Uh-oh." She made hideous faces while she struggled with the problem.
After what seemed to be an eternity to Romeo, she sighed and said. "Dis a big problem, but me think gettin' even wid de brothers is bedda than getttin' even wid Juliet. Me sleep inna next room."
A wave of euphoria swept over Romeo. His child stood to inherit the emerald mine!
Juliet jumped off the catafalque and threw herself into Romeo's arms. "My hero. I knew you were short, hairy and strong. Who knew you were also smart?"
CHASING DREAMS
PART ONE: THE RETURN OF ZARRO
Zarro pulled down the black mask to cover the upper part of his face then peeked over the edge of the roof. On the hanging platform below, a trembling dwarf stood over a trap door with a noose around his neck. He had been caught stealing a loaf of bread to feed his starving wife and six dwarflings, a common event in the town of Mud Flats. A large crowd had gathered to watch the entertainment and to enjoy the fine spring weather.
He took in the rest of the platform and gulped. Three yuk guards! He expected to face only one. Two at the most. Ferocious fighters, the large, green-skinned yuks wouldn't take kindly to his interference and they were twice as tall and twice as wide as a dwarf like him. All three wore the constabulary uniform: tan breeches and shirts open to their navels because their thick, clumsy fingers couldn't handle the buttons.
Zarro stood up, smoothed his black tunic and checked that his black pants were tucked into the top of his black boots. Satisfied with his appearance, he uncoiled his bull whip and snapped it forward. The end wrapped around the stout timber supporting the noose. He put a death-grip on the handle, took a deep breath, leaped off the roof and flew towards the platform, his cape flapping behind him like a demented bat.
"It's Zarro!" a spectator yelled.
"Zarro has returned!" another screamed.
The whip unraveled and Zarro added to the chorus of screams before he crashed onto the platform and bumped the prisoner. A gasping sound came from the dwarf as he dangled at the end of the noose and scrabbled to get his feet back on the platform. Zarro dropped the whip, pulled out his cutlass and hacked through the rope. The dwarf fell into the crowd.
"Wot's this then?" a dwarf in the front row said. "No hangin'?"
"I been standin' inna hot sun for hours," another said. "I ain't gonna be cheated."
The spectators threw the sobbing prisoner back onto the platform.
Two yuks charged Zarro from different angles. He shifted his feet, got them tangled in the whip and fell on his face just as the yuks slashed with their swords. Both constables stabbed each other in the leg. Their swords clattered to the platform as Zarro scrambled to his feet and faced the last yuk.
"Zarro!" The crowd roared.
Zarro backed up. His opponent growled in anger and strode forward, his cutlass raised over his head. Zarro gulped. His sword was less than half as long as the other's blade.
"A half-penny says Zarro loses his guts," a spectator yelled.
"Done," another replied.
Before the yuk could strike, Zarro's donkey, Belinda, trotted up the steps in the rear of the platform. The wood planks shook and bounced as she ran over to the yuk and bit his shoulder. The yuk howled and dropped his sword. Zarro thanked the Fates that Belinda hated yuks even more than she hated him. He looked around for the prisoner and saw him hurrying away surrounded by a bunch of dwarflings. A female walked backwards holding a stout tree branch and threatened anyone who came close.
He fetched his whip and coiled it. Then, with rapid slashes of his sword, incised the letter Z on the yuk's chest. He crept close to Belinda from behind and leaped into the saddle.
"Zarro!" the crowd yelled over and over.
Belinda stood on her rear legs and shook herself.
"Stop trying to throw me, you stupid animal." Zarro barely held on.
The crowd cheered.
Zarro held the reins and squeezed his calves as tight as he could. Belinda leaped into the air and bucked while trying to bite Zarro's foot. He bashed the back of her head with the whip handle.
"Zarro!" the crowd roared.
Belinda jumped off the platform and ran towards the woods. Zarro's cape billowing and snapping like a loose sail.
He managed to duck in time as Belinda ran under a low-hanging branch trying to scrape him out of the saddle.
"Zarro!" the crowd screamed.
# # #
Zarro waited in the dense woods until darkness settled over Mud Flats, then he rode Belinda to the stable in the rear of his home on the outskirts of town. His dead father had won her in a card game and she hadn't done a lick of work until today. Exhilaration filled his mind. He thought of himself as a teacher and the citizens of Mud Flats as his pupils. Today, he taught them a valuable lesson on how to be free dwarfs.
He backed the donkey into a stall where she turned her head, hoping for a moment of vulnerability to exploit. Zarro unhooked his cape and threw it over Belinda's head. Instantly, the donkey leaned against a wall and began snoring. He jumped down and unsaddled the animal. After he moved outside the stall and shut the door, he reached in, grabbed the cape and jumped back while Belinda snorted and stomped in fury.
Before leaving the barn, he took off the Zarro costume and donned the garments of a dwarf peasant, becoming Andre Benoit Fabrice Herve Schwartz.
Three months ago, after his father's funeral, Andre had gone through the old dwarf's effects and found a strange, wooden chest. He broke the lock and discovered a black outfit, weapons and a diary. The pages detailed the adventures and thoughts of a dashing outlaw called Zarro who had defended the poor dwarfs of Mud Flats from exploitation by the greedy elves. Andre was amazed to learn that the legendary hero was his mild-mannered father. One entry in the diary touched a nerve: Sometimes, it read, a citizen must act radically to force the government to act normally.
Andre pondered the future. The situation in Mud Flats was as bad as when Zarro appeared a generation ago; every dwarf family in town suffered from poverty. Mud Flats was now the semiprivate preserve of the ten elves on the town council who controlled every aspect of life in town and used the constabulary of yuks to keep the dwarfs in check. The diary entry made up Andre's mind. His father had dedicated himself to freeing the town from the oppressive yuks and to forcing the elves to share political power with the dwarf citizenry. He would follow in his father's footsteps. He dreamed of a new Mud Flats and he was the ideal person to be the new Zarro since he was the most inconspicuous dwarf in town. No one would guess his secret identity.
He stashed his weapons and outfit in a hollow oak tree and entered the house unnoticed by his wife, Simone, his ten dwarflings, his lazy father-in-law or his shiftless brother-in-law. He sat down in his favorite chair and announced, "I'm home."
Only his youngest dwarfling, a two-year-old female, acknowledged his presence. She climbed on his lap and combed her tiny hands through his beard, searching for crumbs from his lunch. Her siblings engaged in roughhousing that shook the walls and sent rivulets of dirt streaming from the sod roof.
Eventually, his wife, Simone, noticed him. "We ate already. There's nothing left." She wore a house dress that fell to her knees and heavy, ankle-high boots. Unlike most female dwarfs, her beard was cut short so the dwarlfings couldn't grab it and get a ride.
"I'll get something to eat at work." He wondered if his family life would change if they knew he was Zarro.
"I suppose ya wasted the day walkin' in the woods again," his father-in-law said.
"I did."
"Iffen ya ask me," the old man continued, "ya should get a second job. Durin' the day. Then maybe we could have beer once in a while."
"I ain't had a beer in a long time," said the brother-in-law.
"If you're so thirsty," Andre replied, "why don't you get a job?"
"Don't start in, Andre." Simone wagged a finger at him. "You know my brother has a bad back."
"Pa," the oldest dwarfling said. "Zarro showed up at the hangin' today."
"Who?" Andre smiled to himself.
"Zarro. He stopped the hanging and wounded three yuks."
"Yeah. And he rides a donkey that looks like Belinda," a sibling said.
"No one rides our Belinda," Andre replied.
" Zarro could," a third said.
"Hey, Pa," another dwarfling said, "Zarro looks a lot like you. Are you Zarro?"
"Of course not," Andre replied.
"Ha! I bet," his father-in-law said, "Zarro don't waste his time walkin' inna woods."
"Ha! I bet," the brother-in-law said, "Zarro buys beer for his family."
"Ha! I bet," Andre replied, "Zarro's brother-in-law has a job."
"Ha! I bet," Simone said, "Zarro treats his in-laws with respect."
Andre picked his youngest daughter off his lap and placed her on the floor. "I'm going to work."
# # #
Two yuk brothers, twins named Rolf and Ralf, wandered up Big Muddy Street, the main road in town. They were on patrol around midnight looking for gatherings of dwarfs. Their orders were arrest such dwarfs. Considered ugly by any rational standard, they had small noses, hairless heads and black eyes. Patches of dark hair sprouted in various places around their torsos and limbs.
"Mud Flats is one borin' town," Rolf said
"Dat's for sure," Ralf agreed. "Dis place needs a saloon." Because of their fractured speech habits, many folks thought yuks were stupid, but those who knew yuks were always amazed at their cunning ways. Few people got the better of a yuk in a negotiation.
"Needs more den one. Only place in town is dat Sylvan Arbor and dey don't serve yuks."
"Ought burn da place down."
"Can't. Da Council goes in dere." Rolf spit on the dirt road.
"Dis not like Yukburg. Dere dey got lots of saloons. Can always find a good fight in one of dem."
"Dis not wot I left Yukburg to do," Ralf said, waving his arms to encompass all of Mud Flats. "Me came here cause me ambitious. Dis job don't do it for me. Not enough money."
"Me thought us left Yukburg 'cause de mayor threw us outta the city for fightin' too much."
"Dat too," Ralf said.
"Us gonna have to work harder now dat some guys got hurt at da hangin'." Rolf shook his head at the injustice of it all.
"Oughta tell Fredek to shove it. Us work hard enough now."
"Ya got dat right." Rolf pounded one meaty fist into his palm. "Us hardest workin' yuks in Mud Flats."
"Hey! Me gotta idea. Let's volunteer to work on da buildin' site now dat the regular guys got wounded today."
"Volunteer?" Rolf stopped walking and gaped at his brother. "Ya feelin' sick?"
"Naw. Me just tired of workin' so hard. Dat buildin' job looks easy."
"Me not like idea of volunteerin'." Rolf shook his head. "Ma always said 'volunteerin' is for dummies'."
"A yuk gotta do wot a yuk gotta do."
Rolf couldn't argue with that deep philosophical observation.
# # #
"Good afternoon, Andre."
Andre gawked at the dwarf and his wife as they passed him on Big Muddy Street. The couple had never acknowledged him before. Another dwarf waved a hand in greeting. How strange. Ever since the aborted execution two days ago, dwarfs on the streets nodded to him. Or winked. Or waved.
A group of off-work miners, covered with coal dust, trudged past. The leader lifted his pickax in a salute. Andre stopped and stared after them until they marched to the Big Muddy River and jumped in to wash off the dirt.
He shook his head and entered the Sylvan Arbor, the center of social life for Mud Flat's elves. A two-story building, the Sylvan Arbor contained a bar and a restaurant on the first floor while the second held gambling tables and a meeting room. Andre worked as the busboy, janitor and general go-fer.
"Clean off some tables," the big-bellied, foul-tempered elf manager growled at him.
Andre rushed to the kitchen and grabbed an apron. He pondered the difference between elves living in Mud Flats and the ones he met from elsewhere. Occasionally, merchants or traveling elves would pass through town and get a meal in the Sylvan Arbor. These visitors were quite different from the elves living in Mud Flats. They treated the help with respect. Occasionally, he drove a wagon to the neighboring town to pick up supplies for the bar. The shop-keeping elves surprised him with their politeness. Much to his amazement, he even saw elves who were poor. He concluded that he couldn't condemn all elves because of the ones in Mud Flats, but that went against Mud Flats wisdom.
Back in the common room that smelled of stale ale and scalded butter, he stacked a pile of dirty dishes from a table and carried them to the kitchen. The two dishwashers glared at him while he poked through the dishes and gobbled up the leftover tidbits of steak and crab cake. The food here was so much better than the mush his wife made.
He ignored the vegetables and bread crusts. "Here you go." He handed the plates to the dishwashers.
"It's about time." They stuffed the remaining scraps into their mouths before dropping the dishes into the sink.
When he returned to the common room, he heard angry voices. Lithgow, the head of the council, sat at a table snarling at Fredek, the sergeant of the constables. Fredek's green skin had turned red under the elf's verbal assault. "Me find him." Fredek ground his teeth. "Me just need more time." The yuk wore only breeches and had sergeant stripes tattooed on his massive biceps. He scratched one of the clumps of thick black hair that grew in spots on his torso.
"I'm tired of excuses." Lithgow pounded a fist on the table. The silk shirt worn by the elf contrasted with Fredek's bare upper body. Lithgow's manicured nails and soft hands contrasted with Fredek's huge, calloused fists. "I want this Zarro trussed up and dumped in my office. That is the decision of the council and we want it done immediately before he does any more damage. Just to make sure everyone knows the urgency, I'm offering a hundred-copper-penny reward for anyone who captures Zarro."
"Me get him, but me workin' shorthanded right now."
"You're using the wounded yuks as an excuse? Perhaps Mud Flats needs a new sergeant."
Fredek parodied a salute, turned and stomped out the door.
Andre's anxiety spiked upward. He hadn't anticipated that the council would get worked up so fast. A chill of fear ran up his spine as it dawned on him that some of the citizenry may have guessed his secret identity. His mouth turned as sandy as the river mud during the summer dry season. Fredek could learn his name simply by grabbing a dwarf to interrogate. After a few punches, the victim would shout out Andre's name.
This revelation added more urgency to his plans. He had to rid of the yuks before they got rid of him.
He glanced at the bar where a dwarf named Pierre smiled at him. The blood drained from Andre's face. He breathed deeply to slow down his rapidly beating heart. Pierre sucked up to the elves in town and delivered most of the supplies to the Sylvan Arbor. To show the depth of his elfin sympathies, Pierre wore silk shirts like they did. He was clean-shaven because the elves couldn't grow beards. Pierre kept looking and smiling at Andre. Pierre's well-known greed made him a threat because the dwarf would stop at nothing to gain a few coins. And that greed could threaten Andre's family if Pierre thought he knew Zarro's secret identity.
# # #
After work that night, Zarro concealed himself in a stand of trees outside the town limits. It lacked a few hours until dawn and a half-moon provided enough illumination to make out objects. From somewhere in the darkness, an owl hooted. His vantage point on a hill gave him a good view of a construction site and the camp of two yuks. Both slept on the ground around a dying fire. This morning these two yuks had grabbed six sturdy dwarfs. These unlucky males labored all day building a new home for Lithgow. Without pay.
A sleeping Belinda leaned against a nearby tree with a towel over her head. Zarro, hefting a club in his right hand, planned to thrash the yuks and escape before they recovered. Just in case something went wrong, he held his sword in his left hand. He stepped towards the yuks.
Halfway down the slope, his foot slipped on a loose stone. He landed on his back, knocking the breath from his body. Gasping for air, he skidded down the hill and through the fire. His feet scattered embers onto the yuks. Both awoke roaring in pain and shock. The closest one jumped up and ran into Zarro's sword point. Still sliding on his back, Zarro yanked the blade out of the yuk's leg only to slash the second across the inside of his biceps. His feet hit a boulder, jolting him to a stop. He climbed to his feet and examined the angry yuks standing between him and the relative safety of Belinda. Both yuks cursed and brushed the embers from their clothes while favoring their wounded limbs. He circled around them and made it back up the slope.
On the top, he turned and shouted, "Leave Mud Flats! Tonight! If you are here tomorrow, there will be consequences." He ran over to Belinda, mounted the donkey and whipped off the towel -- always a dangerous moment. Zarro was pleased with the night's work. In order for the Mud Flatters to be free, the yuks had to be removed. That would make it easier to deal with the elves.
# # #
The two wounded brothers watched the donkey rear up on her hind legs. The rider waved his sword over his head. "Whoa! Dat some kinda rider," Rolf said.
The donkey pranced and jumped while the rider held on. "Yeah, but me hate showoffs," Ralf replied.
"Dat guy can really use a sword. Stuck both of us while layin' down."
"Don't wanna meet up wid him again."
"What 'con-se-quences' mean?" Rolf winced as he moved his wounded arm.
"Dunno. Sounds like a felony."
"Guess us bedda leave. Otherwise dat guy come back," Rolf said.
"Fredek gonna get mad when he finds us gone."
"Screw him. Me tired of workin’ for him. He don’t pay too good."
"Us go back to Yukburg," Ralf said. "Get some of Ma's home cookin'."
"Ma's home cookin' makes me throw up." Rolf kicked dirt on the embers of the fire.
"Forgot about Ma's cookin'. Time for us to start makin' a mark in dis world. Let's go south." Ralf made a gesture toward the east.
"Wot us do dere?"
"Start a bidsness."
"Doin' wot?
"Robbin' wagons onna Trade Road. Gotta pay bedda den dis job."
"Us bidsnessyuks? Ma'll be proud."
# # #
Golga Gemfinder gulped air as he paused outside the drawing room on the Gemfinder estate. He hadn't been this nervous in his entire life. His father and grandfather waited in the room to discuss his future now that he had graduated from Dwarfen University with a degree in Gemology. Most of his nervousness came from the unknown. He couldn't predict how the two males would react to his career decision, but they wouldn't be overjoyed. With any luck at all, he wouldn't be disowned.
After one more deep breath, he entered the room. It had a male odor of pipeweed and whiskey.
"There you are," his father said. Rotund with salt-and-pepper hair and beard braids, the middle-aged dwarf pounced and grasped Golga's hand. "The family's newest gemologist."
"Well done, laddie," the grandfather said, patting on his back. The old dwarf had white hair and a beard that was professionally curled twice a week.
"I'm sure you're dying to know what assignment we have in mind for you," the grandfather continued. The Gemfinder family owned the biggest gem mines in all of Gundarland and they also owned many silver mines. Family tradition dictated that Golga, now that he had graduated, join the family business and work his way up to the ladder.
"That's what I want to talk to you about." Golga cleared his throat. "I want to do something different. Something that doesn't have anything to do with mining."
"What is this boy babbling about?" the grandfather asked his son. "Sounds like you did a poor job of raising him."
"What you are saying, Golga?" His father glared at him. "All Gemfinders work in the family business. It's how we survive."
"I want to be a peace officer," Golga said. "I've dreamed of that ever since I was a dwarfling."
"Are you serious?" the grandfather shouted. "No Gemfinder has ever worked for the law. Some of our ancestors worked outside the law, but those were different times."
"What does a gemology degree teach you about the law enforcement?" his father sneered. "Nothing."
"I took correspondence courses all during my years at Dwarfen U." Golga returned his grandfather's glare. "And I received top grades in all my courses."
"What kind of courses?" his father asked.
"Crime Scene Deportment, Searching For Clues 101 and 102, Five Thing Not to Do When Questioning Suspects, Police Station Protocol and a lot of other subjects."
"Bah!" his father exclaimed. "How do you plan to make a living if you don't work in the mines?"
"I'm hoping you two will write an introductory letter to some of the province leaders you know."
The arguments went on for over an hour. Eventually, Golga's stubbornness wore down the older dwarfs.
"I'm sure this will end up disgracing the family," the grandfather said. "We need a way to protect our name and reputation."
"I'll agree only if there is a time limit," the father said. "Say, two years. If you haven't succeed by then you come back and work in the business."
Golga agreed. He was relieved that he didn't have to disclose his weakness; he had claustrophobia. Even thinking about entering a deep, dark gem tunnel made him break out in a rash.
# # #
Andre returned home and rolled into bed an hour or two before dawn broke. Simone was used to his late arrivals because the elves frequently threw all-night parties at the Sylvan Arbor. He had barely fallen asleep when an angry voice woke him up. Half-asleep, he stumbled out of bed and peeked out of the bedroom. His mouth dropped open. The elf-loving Pierre stood in the entranceway holding a dagger in his right hand. "Where is he?" Pierre shouted. "Get him or I'll search the house myself."
"Go away," Simone snarled. "You're walking everybody up."
"Not until I arrest Andre. He's Zarro, I tell you."
"You're crazy," the father-in-law said from the cot he slept on. "Andre's too lazy to be Zarro."
"I know he's in here. Get him."
"You leave my pa alone." The two-year-old daughter marched up to Pierre, grabbed his left hand and bit a finger.
Pierre roared in pain and raised his knife hand. The oldest son grabbed the arm and held on to it. Another son lowered his head and ran into Pierre's stomach.
"You can't take him away," the brother-in-law said, "Andre's the only one here who works." He punched Pierre in the side of the head. Pierre sank to his knees and Simone skulled him with a frying pan. The intruder crashed to the ground and remained still.
"Well done," Andre said. "This family is a terror when it gets worked up."
"No thanks to you," the father-in-law retorted. "My son, my daughter and the grandkids did all the work."
"Really," Simone said as she hauled Pierre outside by one of his feet. "I don't know where this idiot got the idea that Andre is Zarro."
# # #
When Andre showed up for work the next evening, the entire town council sat at a table. After eating dinner and drinking large quantities of wine, the ten elves always retired to the meeting room for their biweekly meeting. Andre looked forward to these meetings because the elves left lots of tasty scraps on their plates.
An hour after the council had gone upstairs, a stranger entered the Sylvan Arbor. This elf had a large dagger strapped to his leg, wore leather breeches and shirt and had weathered skin. In contrast, the flabby council members had pale, white skin. The elf climbed the stairs to the second floor. Curious, Andre grabbed a mop and bucket and swabbed his way up the stairs. He reached the second floor and mopped slowly while he listened through the partially open door.
"Only south of town, you say." Andre recognized Lithgow's voice. "Are you sure?"
"Worked it three separate times. When I pan the river to the south, I get flakes of gold. When I do it north of town, I get nothing."
"All right, spell it out for us," Lithgow's replied. "What exactly does this mean?"
"It means there is a gold field somewhere south of town, probably where all those farms are."
"How do we get those dwarf farmers out of the way?" another council member said. "I don't fancy paying those dirt diggers part of our profits."
"We own their land," Lithgow chuckled, "so we kick them off it. I'll write up eviction decrees tomorrow morning and give them to Fredek. The farmers will be gone by noon."
When this group of elves showed up twenty years ago, they had bought every property that came up for sale. Soon, most dwarfs were tenants, including the farmers, and they did what the elves dictated or found themselves homeless. The elves used their power as landlords to get elected to the council and promptly passed a law that only landowners could vote in future elections.
With turmoil and confusion swirling through his mind, Andre silently moved back down the stairs. Many dwarfs worked the coal mines. Others grubbed the river banks for shells and smooth rocks to turn into jewelry to be sold to the elves for a pittance. A third group worked the farms and they fed Mud Flats. Without the farms the dwarfs would starve. It wouldn't bother the council or the few other elves in town because they were all rich enough to buy food elsewhere and have it carted to their homes.
Only Zarro could save the dwarfs.
Before Andre could develop a plan, Pierre, sporting a black eye and a bandage on his left hand, led two thuggish-looking dwarfs into the bar. Pierre said something and the two others stared at Andre as if memorizing his features. After a few minutes, they all left.
Guessing the three dwarfs planned an ambush for him after work, Andre told his boss, "I'm coming down with a fever so I'm leaving early."
"I'm docking your pay if you leave," the boss replied.
Andre nodded, walked to the back of the building and slipped out the rear door. He took a short cut and ran all the way to the hollow oak tree. After he changed into his Zarro persona, he climbed a suitable tree, one with a stout lower limb that extended over the path and waited. In a star-filled sky, the partial moon illuminated the path with faint, silvery light.
In a few minutes, Zarro spotted the three trudging along the path. Pierre led the club-carrying thugs who walked shoulder to shoulder. Zarro had an idea. He would drop behind the thugs, disarm them and send them packing back to town. Then he would be free to deal with Pierre and finally remove the threat to his family.
When the thugs came beneath the tree, Zarro moved away from the trunk. A loud crack shattered the silence of the night. Zarro and his tree limb plunged toward the ground. Both thugs groaned as the heavy limb crashed down on their heads. The thugs and the limb tumbled to the ground with Zarro on top. He sprang up, drew his sword and waved the blade in front of their faces as they scrambled to their feet. "Run," he told them. "Run fast, or you'll meet your doom."
The thugs hastened up the path toward town.
Zarro turned to Pierre, who had backed up against a tree and brandished his dagger in front of him. "Fool! You think Andre plays at being Zarro?" He took a few steps forward.
Pierre gasped for breath.
"Andre is too mild-mannered to fight. You should have understood that. Now you pay for your stupidity." Zarro brushed the dagger aside with his sword and, with three strokes, slashed open Pierre's shirt and carved a bloody Z on the dwarf's chest. "Leave Mud Flats. Right now. Tonight. Don't let me see your ugly face again."
Zarro watched Pierre run back the way he had come. Once he disappeared around a bend in the path, he walked to the stables and risked loosing his fingers by saddling Belinda in the dark. He mounted the donkey, waited until she stopped trying to throw him, then rode south of town to the farms. At the first one, he dismounted and awoke the family. A sleepy farmer opened the door carrying a lit candle. "Hello, And . . . Zarro. What brings you out?"
"I have news that Fredek will come here tomorrow morning to force everyone to leave the farms."
The farmer gulped and his wife, standing behind him, cried out and sobbed.
"I'll warn the other farmers. We must resist Fredek. It's time we dwarfs took a stand against the elves. We've let them push us around for too long. Tomorrow, we put an end to it. I'll be back in the morning to help."
# # #
Zarro watched from the woods. Belinda, especially fractious this morning after her midnight ride, hunkered against a stout maple tree with a towel over her head to keep her from seeing Fredek and his five remaining unwounded minions marching towards the farms.
Fifteen dwarfs, armed with clubs, spades and pitchforks moved out from behind a barn and formed a line across the dirt road.
Fredek slowed down. "Dis assembly is unlegal, like," he yelled. "Get outta da way or yer in big trouble. Right, boys?"
"Er, yeah, boss," one of the yuks replied. Zarro sensed the yuks weren't too anxious to mix it up with armed dwarfs.
Fredek moved closer to the farmers. "Last warnin'. The Council ain't gonna be happy when dey hear yer interferin' with de law."
Zarro whipped the towel off Belinda's head. The donkey turned her head and snapped at his knee. "Stupid animal." He smacked the back of her head. "Never mind me. Look at the yuks." He pointed ahead and almost lost a finger. Belinda looked, snorted and exploded out of the woods. Zarro hung on for his life as Belinda charged towards the yuks who were to her right front.
A farmer pointed at Zarro.
Fredek turned to look. "Get him," he screamed, pointing at the charging Belinda and her bouncing rider.
Zarro released one hand from the reins to uncoil his whip. He flicked his wrist and the lash wrapped around Fredek's neck. Belinda crashed like a bowling ball into the gaggle of yuks. Yuk bowling pins flew in all directions.
The dwarfs roared approval and charged.
Fredek snatched the lash in one huge hand and yanked Zarro off Belinda. He landed on his back and the air whooshed out of his body.
Belinda turned for another charge.
Zarro adjusted his mask and made a quick surveillance of his surroundings. He almost panicked when he realized he sat in the middle of the pack of yuks. He grabbed his sword hilt and pulled it from its scabbard, but the blade slashed the thigh of a nearby yuk climbing to his feet. Blood squirted over the dirt as the yuk screamed and threw down his club. "Me surrender." Zarro ignored the bleeding yuk and looked for Fredek.
Fredek growled and threw farmers aside as he rushed towards Zarro. The yuk raised his cutlass over his head just as Belinda ran into him. Fredek landed a few feet away, slamming into the ground.
The other yuks thrashed around as the dwarfs attacked their knees and ankles.
Groaning, Fredek tried to get up. Zarro's sword point sticking in his throat stopped him. "Where are the eviction notices?" Zarro said in a threatening voice. "I want them."
Moving carefully, Fredek removed the decrees from his pants pocket and handed them over. "Now," Zarro said, "you and your thugs will leave town and make sure you don't come back." He made a bloody Z on Fredek's chest.
# # #
The town dwarfs stood on the edge of Mud Flats awaiting news of the events. They cheered when they saw Zarro. His spirits soared. His dream of a new Mud Flats was close to reality. He walked rather than attempt to ride Belinda with her raging battle lust. He spotted Henri the blacksmith, the most trustworthy male in town and its strongest dwarf.
"Henri," Zarro called out. "We need a new sergeant of the constabulary. Do you want the job?"
Henri thought about the offer for an interval then nodded.
"Everyone in favor of Henri as sergeant, raise your hands," Zarro said to the other dwarfs.
A sea of hands shot up.
"You've been elected, Henri." Zarro grinned at him. "Come with me. We'll inform the council about the changes."
Along the way, Zarro explained his idea on how to keep the gold field from destroying the town.
They entered the town hall.
"Visitor hours aren't until later." An elf clerk waved a hand for them to leave.
"We're here to see Lithgow," Zarro replied.
The clerk rose from his chair and sneered, "Lithgow doesn't see dwarfs."
"He'll see us." Zarro partially withdrew his sword from its scabbard and the elf's sneer turned to an expression of alarm.
The two dwarfs climbed the stairs to the second floor and threw open the door to Lithgow's office.
"How dare you enter my office!" Lithgow's jaw thrust forward as he pointed a finger at them. "Town scum like you are not permitted above the ground floor." He squinted at the masked dwarf. "Are you . . . Zarro?" His eyelids opened wide.
"At your service." Zarro gave a half bow.
"You look familiar. I know you, don't I?"
"All dwarfs look alike to elves."
"This is true. Now get out of my office."
"We came to introduce you to Henri, the new sergeant of the constabulary."
"Where is Fredek?"
"All the yuks resigned to nurse the injuries they received at the farms." Zarro reached into his pocket and took out the eviction notices. "Recognize these? They weren't served." He ripped up the papers and threw them on Lithgow's desk.
"For your information," Lithgow swept a hand over the desk, scattering the pieces of paper, "only the council can appoint a new sergeant. Now get out."
"The people voted Henri in. We dwarfs are taking back control of the town. Henri will set up a cooperative so all dwarf families will share the gold if they work the mines. Part of the gold will be used to buy back property from you elves. At fair prices set by the dwarf community."
A door in the rear of the office burst open and the prospector came in, his dagger drawn. "I found the gold and a bunch of dirty dwarfs won't take it from me."
Zarro drew his sword. It was hardly bigger than the dagger. He circled to his right. The elf stabbed and Zarro jumped back. He gathered himself, lunged towards the elf and tripped over a chair leg. The sword flew from his hand as he fell on his face. The elf screamed. Zarro jumped to his feet and saw his sword sticking in the elf's shoulder. He grabbed the hilt and pulled it free.
The elf's face had gone bloodless and he leaned against a wall while holding his wound. "I. . . I didn't know dwarfs could move so fast."
"Here's your first customer, Henri. Lock him up for assaulting a citizen with a deadly weapon." Zarro smirked. "Perhaps you should lock up Lithgow also. As a material witness to the assault."
Lithgow's mouth dropped open.
"On the other hand, maybe we shouldn't stop Lithgow and the other council members from leaving town."
"They'd be a lot safer if they left," Henri said. "Without the yuks to protect them, they could be in danger."
# # #
Later that day, after changing out of his Zarro outfit, Andre walked into his house and sat down. He was exhausted from his last two forays, but he had followed his father's advice. He had acted radically in order to get the government to act normally. In addition, he taught the Mud Flatters what it took for them to be free dwarfs. He hoped the lessons would last. He had achieved his dream of improving Mud Flats. His dwarflings wouldn't suffer under the yolk of greedy elves.
"Pa!" His dwarflings flocked around him. "Did you hear that Zarro fought the yuks and won?"
"No. When did this happen?"
"This morning. And we have a new sergeant. It's Henri the blacksmith."
"Well, that is a pleasant surprise."
"I suppose ya was out wastin' yer time walkin' inna woods again," Andre's father-in-law said.
"Actually, I was," Andre replied.
"Iffen the yuks are gone," his father-in-law said, "maybe you can get a job as one of the new constables. Then ya'd have money to buy beer."
Andre sighed. He doubted if anything would change at home even if they knew he was Zarro. "I'm tired from all my walking." He mussed the hair on a few dwarflings. "I'm taking a nap before I have to go to work."
PART TWO: THE LONE STRANGER
Rolf and Ralf stood alongside the Trade Road and watched the passenger carriage disappear around a bend.
"Dat was easy." Vapor from Ralf's breath formed a small cloud.
The brothers wore leather jerkins to ward off the winter weather. Each held a large dagger in one hand, and in the other, a leather sack half-filled with loot from the driver, guards and passengers. Rings, coins, jewelry and other valuables had been pilfered in another successful holdup.
"Me think us bedda take a break." Rolf kicked a clump of snow.
"Why's dat?"
"Dat wagon had two guards."
"Didn't do dem much good." Ralf chortled.
"When us start, dem wagons had no guards," Rolf said. "Den dey got one. Now dey got two. One day, a carriage gonna be filled wid bailiffs and sheriffs just waitin' for us to try to rob it."
"Why?" Ralf scrunched up his face, a sign of heavy thinking.
"Us too successful. Cops gotta tell folks de Trade Road is safe, and it ain't. Not wid us robbin' all dese carriages."
"Ya right," Ralf replied. "Us doin' dis stuff fer six full moons now. Maybe us bedda take a vacation. Where ya wanna go?" He scratched his armpit with the butt of his dagger.
"Us gotta go to annuda province so dese cops ain't got any jurisdiction where us is."
Ralf stared at his brother in amazement. "How ya know dat?"
"Me da smart brudder. Everyone knows dat."
Ralf snorted. "If ya so smart, figure out how us gonna haul all de loot."
"Gotta steal big sacks from de next freight wagon dat goes by."
Ralf scowled at Rolf. He didn't like his brother coming up with all the ideas. It could give him a big head. "Okay. Den us should find a bidsness to invest da money in. Dat way, us make more money and don't gotta do stuff."
Rolf's mouth dropped open and he gave his brother a strange look. "Ya know finance?"
"Heard someone say dat inna tavern."
# # #
Golga Gemfinder shifted his weight in the saddle on his Appaloosa racing swine. Named Argent, the sow trotted down the main street of Harcort, its hooves kicking up small clods of frozen dirt from the road. Golga fancied himself as a young eagle on its first flight from the nest. In his mind, the eagle circled the town seeking its initial prey. Here, Golga faced his first opportunity to test the lessons absorbed during his criminology studies. He scratched his nose. The itch caused by the mask drove him crazy. It covered his eyes and nose, and wearing it was one of the family's conditions he had to accept before he left home.
He spotted a building with a sign that depicted a mug of ale. "Over there," he said to Pinto, his faithful companion. The two were a mismatched pair: Golga a dwarf and Pinto an elf. Pinto was twice the height of Golga, but only half as wide.
"I hope it has a log fire going." Pinto rubbed his gloved hands together.
Both spoke using the common language of Gundarland.
When he reached the hitching post, Golga said, "Whoa, Argent," and pulled the reins to stop his mount from going inside the saloon to forage. He slid out of the saddle and waited for Pinto to dismount from his pony. Golga tossed Argent's reins to Pinto. "Chaptiff," he said in dwarfish, "tie the mounts to the hitching post."
"Yes, Kimusabe," Pinto replied in elvish.
Golga pushed through the saloon's swinging doors and strode up to the bar. He slapped down a penny and shouted, "Sarsaparilla. Straight up."
Pinto walked into the bar and said, "Me too."
The bartender gave them a suspicious look as he poured shot glasses full of soda.
Golga threw down the drink and slammed the glass on the bar.
"What's with the mask?" the bartender asked.
Besides the mask, Golga wore brown leather breeches and a heavy gray wool sweater under a tan cloak. His black boots matched the color of his mask. A holster held his slingshot. "To protect my identity," he replied. Unlike most dwarfs, Golga was clean-shaven, another stipulation demanded by his bearded grandfather to protect the family name. It formed part of his disguise.
"You a bandit? You gonna rob the bank?"
"No." Golga looked around the saloon. Three tables with rickety chairs sat scattered around the room. The dirt floor had suspicious dark spots in several places. A beefy man sat at one table with his head cradled in his arms. "Where can I find the sheriff?"
"Sheriff Acelin? That's him, sleepin' at that table."
Golga walked over to the table and shook the man's shoulder. The sheriff raised his head and glared at Golga. "Who're you? Why're you wearin' a mask and why'd you wake me up?" Acelin looked to be about forty-five years old and was partially bald. He had more hair on his chin and jaw than on his head.
"I am the Lone Stranger. I wear a mask to hide my identity, and I woke you up because we have business to discuss."
Acelin frowned while he digested all that information. Finally, he pointed to Pinto. "How come you're the Lone Stranger when there are two of you?"
The question startled Golga. "I'm a dwarf and Pinto is an elf. Elves don't count, so obviously, I am the Lone dwarf Stranger."
"All dwarfs are strange," Pinto said, "but this one is stranger." Pinto wore leather pants, a thigh-length tunic and a deerskin jacket, all brown in color. He also had a slingshot holstered on his hip.
Acelin shrugged. "So, what's this business you woke me up for."
"I'm a roaming bailiff commissioned by Duke Elsford. He sent me to Harcort because of a report about serial robberies. This report came from a traveler who passed through here recently."
"Stars save us from roamin' bailiffs." Acelin groaned and shook his head. "You'd think a Duke would have more important things to worry about than cereal robberies."
"Of course the Duke worries about serial robberies. They threaten the peace of his dukedom."
Acelin raised an eyebrow and gave Golga a studied look.
"What do these serial robbers steal?" Pinto asked.
"Oats mostly."
"Oats?" Golga's mouth dropped open.
"Sometimes, they get away with a few eggs."
"These serial robbers only steal oats and eggs?"
"Cereal robbers ain't much interested in stealin' furniture and valuables." He raised an eyebrow and looked at Golga.
"The sheriff thinks you are a horse's rear end," Pinto said in elvish.
"And no doubt he thinks even less of you," Golga replied in dwarfish. He cleared his throat to give himself a few seconds to think. His Enforcement Procedures course mentioned turf wars occurring between law agencies assigned to the same case. Could Acelin, a lowly sheriff in a rural town, be jealous of Golga's status as an appointee of the Duke? "Do you have a suspect?"
"Yep. Twin yuk brothers. Moved into Harcort a few weeks ago. Seems they like oatmeal. Word I got is they robbed plenty of wagons on the Trade Road over the last coupla months. They came up here when things got too hot for them."
"And you ignore them?"
"Trade Road’s inna different county. I got no jurisdiction for anythin’ that happened over there."
"Let's join forces and question them."
"Why bother? Widow Maud doesn't mind if the yuks take her oats once in a while. 'Sides, those yuk boys are big and mean. Most people think yuks are stupid, but I can tell you they're foxy rascals."
Golga pondered the situation for a moment; something strange was going on with these serial robberies. Acelin appeared to be blocking the investigation. Why? His reasons for not arresting the yuk brothers seemed suspicious. A sheriff shouldn't be afraid of two rogues.
Golga heard a noise behind him and spun around. An elderly man stood in the doorway pulling a sword from a scabbard. In a blur of motion, Golga's left hand drew his slingshot from its hostler while his right hand grabbed a silver slug from a pouch belted on his waist. He loaded the weapon, pulled back on the straps and fired. The sword-wielder screamed and dropped the weapon. He grasped his sword hand and moaned. "It's broke. You broke my hand."
"Why'd you shoot Cade?" The sheriff stood up and hurried over to the wounded man.
"He drew a sword. He was about to attack."
"Cade's been drawin' that sword for years." Acelin scowled at Golga. "He's real proud of it. He shows it to everyone who comes into town. I doubt if he knows how to do anythin' with it except use it as a cane."
Golga wondered if eagles made mistakes. And, if so, how they covered them up. He decided to get away from the sheriff for a while. He needed a new source of information on the serial robberies. "Where can I find this Widow Maud."
Acelin ignored him but the bartender said, "At the edge of town. She has a small farm."
# # #
While they rode to Widow Maud's farm, Golga pondered his career. For months, he hadn't done anything except file papers in the Duke's castle. This was his first investigation and he had to take advantage of it to demonstrate his ability, otherwise, he would be back to paper shuffling.
"Kimusabe." Pinto pointed to a sturdy house set back from the road. "That must be the farm." Golga rode up to the front porch. A white-haired, feeble-looking woman opened the door and stepped onto the porch. Golga dismounted to find himself looking at a bow and arrow. "You can just get right back on that pig and get off my land. You ain't stealing anything from me today."
"I'm not a thief, I'm a roaming bailiff. I am the Lone Stranger and this is Pinto. You are Widow Maud, I believe."
"What's with the mask?"
"To protect my family from reprisals from criminal elements." Golga thought the reason sounded convincing. "I want to ask you some questions about the yuk twins who have been perpetrating serial robberies."
"Ain't no cereal robberies going on that I know of." Widow Maud lowered the weapon.
"Sheriff Acelin said that they stole oats from you."
"Every so often I put a bag of oats on my porch at night. In the morning it's gone."
"So, they did steal the oats." Imitating the Duke, Golga placed his hands behind his back and paced back and forth in front of the porch. "I'll track them down and bring them to justice. Your home and property will be safe in my hands."
"If I wanted to keep the oats, I wouldn't put the bag on the porch, would I? The yuk brothers ain't stealing it as far as I'm concerned."
"But why do you put the oats where they can take them?" Pinto asked.
"So they won't steal my chickens, of course."
Golga frowned at the woman's circular logic. Being an eagle apparently meant spending a lot of time flying in circles. "If you file a complaint, I'll arrest them and relieve you of the burden of bribing the yuks."
"They ain't bothering me, and I ain't bothering them. So, I guess you're wasting your time."
Golga thought back to one of his lessons. Did Maud refuse to incriminate the brothers because she feared reprisals? He had to reassure the woman. "You needn't be concerned about the yuks. I will protect you if you press charges against the rogues."
"I got my bow and arrow, so I don't need protection from yuks. I need protection from nosy strangers."
"Let's go, Kimusabe."
"In a minute, Chaptiff.
Widow Maud's mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. "I know some Elvish and that elf just called you 'Lovey'."
"True," Golga replied. "It's a childhood joke."
"What does chaptiff mean?
"Its Dwarfish for 'skinny wimp'. It's my nickname for my faithful companion."
"Lovey? Wimp? Companion? You two are perverts, ain't you?" The bow and arrow came up again. "Get off my property. I don't hold with perversion."
An alarmed Golga jumped on his swine as an arrow whistled past his ear. "Hi-Ho Argent!" Argent snorted and meandered away while Golga urged the sow to higher speed. Pinto's pony thundered past. Another arrow flew over his head. Golga glanced at the missile and realized the feeble Maud didn't have much range with her bow. A few yards further on, he stopped and turned Argent around so he could call to Maud. "Where do the yuks live?"
"Up . . . there." Maud, red-faced and panting from her exertions, pointed towards a rocky hill a short distance away. "In . . . a cave."
Golga's forehead broke out in sweat, he felt a pang of nausea and a wave of faintness swept over him.
# # #
Golga and Pinto rode a few paces apart. The elf hummed a dirge-like elf drinking song. To take his mind off the cave and the Yuks, Golga said, "It's great being out on our own where there are no family members telling us what to do. Don't you just love roughing it?"
"It is truly wonderful to get away from a warm feather bed and to sleep on the ground in all sorts of weather." Pinto maneuvered his pony around a large rock in the path. "And then there is the thrill of catching your food every day and eating it half-raw. So much better than getting chef-prepared meals."
Golga bit his lip and pondered the sarcasm in Pinto's voice. He couldn't tell if his friend liked the adventure or wanted to be back in the family estate.
Golga and Pinto were of an identical age and had been together since they were five. Pinto's father had worked mending boots in a poor section of town, an area populated with unemployed dwarf warriors, out-of-work elves and a few homeless humans. Most folks living there didn't have money to get their boots fixed. Consequently, Pinto's family missed a lot of meals. One day, Golga's father approached Pinto's father. The dwarf offered to raise the lad in his home and pay him a salary. His father agreed, and Pinto went off to live in the Gemfinder household where he became Golga's servant. He and Golga attended classes together, played together and ate together. They were inseparable except on weekends when Pinto went home to his parent's house, now greatly improved thanks to a bag of gems the older Gemfinder had left behind.
When Golga left home to attend Dwarfen University, Pinto accompanied him, but couldn't attend classes because he wasn't a dwarf. Nevertheless, Pinto got a college education by studying the books Golga didn't need for the day's classes. Pinto could have passed all the final exams. Golga knew Pinto looked forward to the day when Golga became an executive in the gem business. The elf wanted some reflected glory and power. So perhaps Pinto was disappointed in Golga's new career.
The path climbed uphill and Golga's swine negotiated its way along a rocky path. Stunted pine trees dotted the otherwise barren landscape.
Pinto stopped humming to ask, "Why do you want to talk to these yuks? No one admits they're stealing."
"Listen and learn. Knowing the psychology of the criminal mind as I do, I'll trick them into confessing to the serial robberies. Then we arrest them and deliver them to the sheriff."
"Just like that?"
"Of course. It's so simple even an elf should be able to understand it." Golga shifted in his saddle to study the landscape. "I wonder where their cave is."
A few minutes later, a fist-sized rock whizzed over Golga's head. Heart pounding, he threw himself off his mount and scrambled behind a boulder while he drew and loaded his slingshot.
"I think we found the yuks," Pinto said as he jumped behind Golga.
Golga choked back a curse. Pinto deliberately made such obvious remarks simply to annoy him.
"Who are ya and wot do ya want?" a booming voice shouted.
Golga peeked over the boulder and saw two massive, bald, green-skinned figures standing fifty feet further up the hill. They wore canvas pants held up with greasy ropes. Leather jerkins covered the top half of their bodies. Their black, beady eyes glared with hatred.
"I'm the Lone Stranger, a roaming bailiff, and I have business with you."
"Can't talk bidsness wid you hidin'."
Golga left the boulder and advanced a few feet. "Why did you throw a rock at me?" He kept his slingshot at the ready. He saw the black maw of the cave mouth and shuddered.
"Yukland tradition," one replied. "To let ya know ya gettin' close. Who dat?" The yuk pointed to Pinto.
"This is my faithful companion Pinto. What are your names?"
"I'm Ralf," the one on the left said, "and dis me brudder Rolf."
"Me Ralf," the second one snarled. "You Ralf yesterday." He punched his brother in the arm.
"You Ralf yesterday. Me Ralf today." He backhanded his brother in the chest.
"Wait a minute!" Golga held up a hand. "What are you talking about?"
"Ma named da first one born Ralf, but den she mixed us up and didn't know who was Rolf and who was Ralf. Now us takin' turns bein' the oldest while us on vacation."
"Well, I don't care who is the oldest. I am investigating serial robberies and you two are suspects."
"Us don't rob no cereal." Rolf glared at Golga.
"Yeah. Dat old lady leave da oats out like it's garbage and us help her out by gettin' rid of it."
"Ah-ha. You admit you took the oats."
"Don't admit nothin'. Want some oatmeal? Us got plenty."
Golga realized the yuks weren't going to crack too easily. He decided to use misdirection to confuse them. It was highly recommended in his Rogue Management course. "What are you doing in Harcort?"
"Us retired from our old bidsness. Now us lookin' for a new bidsness opportunity." Rolf cackled.
"Retired? What business were you in?"
"Makin' money." Ralf smirked.
"Doing what?"
The brothers gave Golga hooded looks. "None of yer bidsness," Rolf said."Ain't gonna talk about our bidsness wid a bailiff," the other added.
Golga chewed on his lower lip. Acelin was right about how devious the yuks were. They were harder to trick than he thought they would be. "If you two are planning criminal activities, be warned I will be on guard."
Both yuks shrugged. "Big whoop," the left one said. "Dat ain't gonna stop us." He sneered at Golga. "Me wonder why dis short guy's askin' dese questions."
"Maybe him tryin' to trick us."
"Us busy," the one on the left said. "Dis meetin' is over." The brothers disappeared into their cave.
# # #
On the way back to Harcort, Golga wondered if eagles experienced the confusion and roadblocks he faced in completing his mission for the Duke Elsford. He sensed the brothers planned major mischief and he came up with an idea. He would thwart the brothers nefarious -- and nebulous -- plan and bring them to justice. His initiative would impress the Duke.
Pinto pointed to Sheriff Acelin who stood watching a construction gang. Golga rode over and greeted the man.
Acelin jerked his head towards the laborers. "They're unloadin' stained glass windows for the new church. Beautiful, ain't they?"
Golga admitted the half-dozen windows were quite pretty. "I talked to the yuk brothers. They are up to no good. I'm sure of it."
"Yuks are always up to no good." Acelin shrugged. "It's what they do. Dwarfs grub inna dirt, yuks make trouble."
Golga ignored the racial slur. "My study of the criminal mind indicates they will act under the cover of darkness. I suggest we join forces and guard potential targets during the next few nights. We can catch them in the act."
Acelin cleared his throat and spit. "I ain't losin' sleep 'cause of yuks. Besides, it's pretty cold out at night." He walked away.
"Kimusabe, maybe the yuks plan to steal the windows."
"I am always amazed at the shallowness of the elven mind," Golga said in dwarfish. "What would they possibly use windows for? They live in a windowless cave. And how can they sell their loot? These windows are custom-made and won't fit into another building. No, the brothers have a different objective in mind. I'm convinced they plan to rob the bank. After all, the bank is where the cash is. If the sheriff won't help us then there will be more glory for us when we thwart their evil plan."
"I am always amazed at how trivial your ideas actually are compared to how great you think they are."
Golga frowned, unsure what Pinto meant.
"When are we supposed to sleep?" Pinto asked.
"We'll get a room and sleep tomorrow during the day. If the yuks don't attack the bank tonight, then we'll watch the following night."
Golga rode up the street and saw Cade, with one hand wrapped in a bandage, standing in front of a shop. Golga kept his eyes fixed on the middle of the street, but, with his peripheral vision, he saw Cade make a fist with his uninjured hand and shake it at him.
# # #
As dawn broke, Golga stretched his aching, stiff muscles. The cold had seeped into his bones and he spent much of the night shivering. This was the second night of watching the bank from an alley across the street. They stopped for a fresh-baked loaf of bread at a bakery and shared it on the walk to the boarding house.
In their room, Golga fell onto the bed and sighed. Police work was much more exhausting than he believed possible. He donned a sleeping mask in case someone sneaked into the room while he slept. "This bed feels wonderful. How's the floor, Pinto?"
Pinto, wound in a blanket, peeked out at Golga and said. "Quite comfortable, Kimusabe. I'm a fortunate elf to have a master who lets me sleep in his room instead of making me go to the stables with the mounts."
"Very perceptive, Pinto." Golga momentarily pondered the hint of sarcasm in Pinto's voice then fell asleep.
A loud pounding on the door awoke him an hour later. Pinto jumped up and opened the door.
"Don't let anyone in," Golga cried out. "I don't have my proper mask on."
Sheriff Acelin stood in the doorway.
Golga rolled over to face the wall, changed masks and pushed himself up on his elbows. He had a feeling Acelin brought bad news.
"Them yuks just stole the windows from the church. In daylight, mind you." Acelin shook his head. "Each of 'em carried off three windows. They said if we interfered they would drop and smash the windows."
Pinto arched his eyebrows at Golga and smirked.
Golga ignored the elf. "Why did they steal them? They're useless to the yuks."
"This is true, but they're worth a lot to the church members. They left behind a ransom note. They want two hundred silver pennies or they'll bust 'em up. Don't know how we can raise that much money for the ransom. That's as much as I make in five years."
Golga felt a giant fist squeeze his stomach. Maybe he should have taken the advanced criminology curriculum as well as the basic and intermediate ones.
# # #
Andre strode down Mud Flat's main street. He pulled his cloak tighter against a blast of icy wind that came from the Big Muddy River. This winter was coldest one in years. He was on his way home after shutting up the Sylvan Arms which he now managed. He shivered under another wind assault. He shook his head in consternation at the many changes in town since the discovery of gold six months ago. Then it was a peaceful town, even if the elves and yuks had made life difficult. Now Mud Flats was filled with low-lifers trying to steal gold from the unsuspecting dwarf inhabitants. Most of the stealing went on in the saloons, bawdy houses and gambling dens that filled the business section on Big Muddy Street. Six months ago, this business section had held clothing shops, butchers, greengrocers, two general stores and a doctor's clinic. Back then, folks on the street were quiet and well-mannered. Now Big Muddy Street was chaotic all the time.
He spotted Henri, the constabulary sergeant and newly elected mayor, coming out of the Lucky Charm Saloon. He looked upset. Andre thought it odd that the mayor was out so late at night.
"Henri," Andre called out. "Wait up."
Henri stopped, but from the scowl on his face, he didn't want to talk.
"You have to clean up the town. All these new-comers are cheating and stealing from the town folks."
"You're just too straight-laced, Andre. Loosen up a bit. Have some fun like the rest of the folks."
"You hired guards to protect the gold mines. Use them to patrol the town. To keep folks safe."
"Those guards stay where they are. They're doing what they were hired to do. Folks are entitled to have some fun and I'm not going to interfere with that." He nodded his head and added, "Good night." He crossed the street and disappeared down an alleyway.
Andre watched him go. Henri seemed different from when Zarro got him elected sergeant. He wondered how that had happened. Andre's actions as Zarro last spring had gone for naught. Mud Flats was even worse now then when it was under the elves. His dream of a peaceful town had mutated into a nightmare.
# # #
Late in the afternoon, Golga went into the saloon to drink away his anguish. On his third sarsaparilla, Acelin entered and collapsed into his chair. "We're truly screwed," he said. "The whole town can only raise a hundred and twenty pennies. That means the Yuks will smash all those windows."
Golga threw down his drink and beckoned for another. The town folks weren't the only ones about to get screwed. Duke Elsford would not be pleased with Golga's performance. He didn't think the Duke wanted to hear a report about cereal robberies that weren't robberies because an old widow wouldn't admit she had been robbed. Then the yuk brigands robbed the town's most valuable objects almost under his nose while he guarded the wrong target. He would get a large portion of the blame if the yuks destroyed the windows and that could ruin his career as a roaming bailiff. He'd be forced to go back to the family business digging gems in the tunnels. With his claustrophobia, he'd be paralyzed with fear. He'd end up disgraced and disowned by the family. According to his extensive research, no member of the family had ever suffered from claustrophobia. His father and grandfather would interpret his symptoms as shiftlessness and would never listen to reason.
He threw down the shot of sarsaparilla. There was only one way to escape this dilemma. He would have to make up the difference in the ransom. He carried a letter of credit for five hundred silver pennies. His family provided it to cover possible emergencies. Making up the difference would give him a chance to redeem his career. He'd deliver the ransom money and trick the yuks. He would arrest them, recover the money and save the windows. An eagle couldn't ask for a more successful first flight.
# # #
Golga rode with Pinto and Acelin to the rendezvous with Rolf and Ralf. Behind them, far enough to get a running start at the first sign of danger, twelve town folks rode in two wagons to transport the windows. The wagons carried ladders and ropes because the folks planned to avoid the expense of a trial.
Golga had confidence in his plan. With Pinto playing the role of a yuk, he had rehearsed his moves in the hotel room until he could make them with his eyes closed.
The spot chosen by the brothers bordered a swamp. A layer of thick, gray clouds blocked the sun and made the frigid air seem even colder. The brothers emerged from a thicket of thorn bushes. "Which one of you is Ralf today?" Golga asked so he could negotiate with the current leader.
"Me Ralf," the one on the left replied. "Got da money?"
Golga reached into his saddlebag and took out a heavy leather pouch.
"You're crazy if you get close enough to hand 'em the pouch," Acelin said in a low voice.
Golga raised an eyebrow, but otherwise ignored the sheriff. "Where are the windows?"
"Dey safe. Tell ya after us see de money."
Golga untied the pouch, took out two pennies and tossed them to the Yuks. Rolf and Ralf caught them in midair, examined them closely and finally bit the coins. "Des two good," Rolf said. "Wot about de rest?"
"Where are the windows?" Golga repeated.
"Let's see de rest of da money."
Golga took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He knew he'd remember the next few moments all of his life; his first arrests. The eagle's first prey. He jumped down from Argent and carried the pouch to Ralf. From his case studies he knew the morale of a gang often collapsed after the arrest of their leader. With Ralf apprehended, the leaderless and confused Rolf would be easy to arrest.
Golga handed the pouch to Ralf who opened it to check on the contains. The yuk pointed to rise a short distance away. "Windows back dere." Ralf returned to examining the coins.
Pinto turned his pony and trotted towards the rise.
With both hands, Golga seized Ralf's hand holding the pouch. In a loud voice that he hoped sounded authoritative, he said, "You are under arrest."
Ralf giggled and punched Golga with his free hand. Golga stumbled backwards and landed on the ground. He skidded until a tree trunk stopped his progress. He tasted blood. With his tongue, he found three loose teeth.
Rolf and Ralf ran into the swamp, hooting and hollering as they splashed through stagnant pools skimmed with ice.
"Anyone with half a brain knew that was gonna happen," Acelin said.
Pinto reached the top of the hill and called out, "They're all here and in one piece."
Golga regained his composure and turned to Acelin. "After them!" He jumped onto the swine's saddle.
"You won't catch 'em." Acelin shook his head. "Yuks are raised in swamps. If you go in there, you'll get lost and starve or freeze to death. Unless those two ambush you first."
"They have to come out of the swamp eventually. Otherwise, they can't spend the money."
"Yeah, but that'll be on the other side of the swamp. Near the town of Mud Flats."
Golga sighed. He wondered about the relevancy of the crime-fighting lessons he had mastered. Most of them didn't apply the way he thought they should.
# # #
By the time they reached town, word had spread about the recovery of the windows. Combined with Golga's generous donation to the ransom effort, the citizenry hailed him as a hero. Golga waved to the crowds lining the main street and smiled at them. Pinto and Acelin followed and were included in the adulation. Golga's swollen mouth added to the town's admiration.
On the ride, he had mentally composed his report to the Duke. It ignored the serial-cereal robberies and concentrated on saving the windows and emphasized his injuries in the battle with the notorious yuk brothers. He was sure the Duke would be pleased with his deeds and may even reward him. Maybe he'd get a medal. All together, a good start to his career as a roaming bailiff. The eagle had completed its first flight. Golga pulled up in front of the saloon. He needed a drink to celebrate his victory.
Inside, several drinkers lounged against the bar. The bartender poured a shot of sarsaparilla when he saw Golga walked in. He threw it down and waved for another.
"You are the Lone Stranger, I presume," a voice said from behind.
Golga saw a corpulent, well-dressed man with a greasy smile.
"I am the barrister representing Cade, who was unjustly attacked by you and who suffered grievous injuries as a result of that attack." He handed Golga a paper. "We are seeking four hundred silver pennies for damages and suffering. If payment is not made forthwith, a copy of this document will be sent to Duke Elsford along with a complaint about the unprofessional conduct of some of his bailiffs."
Golga grabbed his drink and sucked it up in a loud slurp. If he didn't pay the demand with his letter of credit, the Duke would fire him and he'd end up back in the family business. "If the bank is open, I'll get the money." After the payment, he would have only twenty pennies left.
The man nodded agreement.
Golga wondered what his family would think if he asked for another letter of credit. They'd probably force him to return to the gem mine. To prevent that, he needed to recapture his portion of the ransom money. "Draw me a map, Acelin." This eagle needed another flight. "Show me where this town of Mud Flats is."
"You're out of your dwarfish mind." Pinto slapped a palm against his forehead.
Acelin drew the map and handed it to Golga who nodded and left the tavern. Just as Golga walked through the swinging doors, he heard one of the drinkers say in a slurred voice, "Who'sh that mashked man?"
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