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FORWARD

 


I'm an author who writes humorous
and satiric fiction in the fantasy and science fiction genres. I
also write occasionally about fiction writing.

This small volume
contains a number of my stories and parts of novels. It was put
together as a sampler for those not familiar with my writing and my
weird sense of humor. I challenge you to read these stories and
selections without laughing. More weirdness can be found in
The Strange Worlds of Hank
Quense, a primer for understanding
Gundarland and Zaftan 31B, the two worlds where many of my stories
take place. It is available as a free download from
Smashwords.

 


 


 


GS MIDDEN

 


(Originally published in Afterburn
SF, February 2010)

 


When Rhonda finished gelling her
hair, she opened the door of the powder room and heard her Uncle
Sid talking to someone.

A tall, dark-skinned woman in a red
tunic and short skirt stood in front of a concerned Sid. The woman
had an unbelievable figure and her outfit displayed every curve.
Rhonda decided she must be a fashion-challenged time-traveler. No
woman in today’s Manhattan would ever wear such an outfit. Red was
so last century.

Morning sunlight -- filtered by
Manhattan's polluted air and the dirty office window -- reflected
from the back of Sid’s bald dome.

The woman pointed a weapon at
Rhonda. “You are Rhonda Minestra?”

“Who wants to know?” Rhonda
replied with a look of disdain.

Instead of answering, the visitor
talked into a wrist device. “Captain, I have completed my mission.
Please note my efficiency in the ship’s log.” She paused a moment,
then continued. “Affirmative. I have apprehended Rhonda Minestra
and Sidney Glower.”

“Hey!” Rhonda exclaimed. “What’re
you talkin’ about? Apprehended?”

“Silence. Don’t make me use this
blaster.” She sneered at Rhonda. “By the way, what happened to your
hair?”

“Orange-green spikes are in at the
moment. You obviously don't know that, otherwise you wouldn’t have
shown up with those grotesque short braids.”

The woman stiffened and glared at
Rhonda.

“Do you have a name?” Sid
asked.

“I am Lieutenant Yoo-Hoo. I am the
Communication Officer on the GS Midden.”

“What’s GS stand for?” Rhonda
asked.

“Garbage Scow.”

“That fits.” Rhonda placed a hand
over her mouth and giggled. “I can see you shovelin’
garbage.”

Yoo-Hoo glared a Rhonda.

Rhonda glared back. Until her body
started to disintegrate.

 


# # #

 


Electronic equipment filled the
room except for a platform where the three of them materialized.
The ship had a strange smell, a combination of something dead
masked by an overdose of flowery scent.

Yoo-Hoo walked over to a control
panel, but kept the weapon pointed at them. Sid took a step off the
platform and looked startled when his pants fell to his
knees.

“Adjust your belt,” Yoo-Hoo said.
“The matter translocator removed some unnecessary
poundage.”

“Hmm.” He patted the top of his
head. “Can it regrow hair?”

“You don’t have a hair problem.”
Yoo-Hoo waved the weapon in Rhonda’s direction. “She
does.”

Rhonda ground her teeth and stepped
off the platform. An alarm bell sounded.

“Give me your purse.” Yoo-Hoo held
out her left hand. “Something in it set off the alarm.” She took
the bag and rummaged through it.

Rhonda wanted to grab a handful of
her hair and yank it. How dare the woman paw through her
handbag.

Yoo-Hoo held up a set of brass
knuckles and raised an eyebrow.

“My father gave me those on my
twenty-first birthday.”

“And this?” She pulled out a slim
knife.

“A present from a nice old man in
Sicily.” The nice old man was a gangster chieftain who had hired
her father to whack a meddlesome politician. Rhonda accompanied her
father on that trip to meet some of her cousins.

Yoo-hoo opened a drawer and dropped
Rhonda’s stuff into it. “That way.” She waved a hand to an open
hatchway to their left while handing Rhonda her purse.

Passing through the hatch brought
them to the flight deck. Display monitors covered the front wall,
some showing views of Earth and others showing technical data. The
paint had flaked off much of the walls and ceiling. Cables ran over
and between consoles and equipment racks. To the right was a long
bank of equipment with two chairs. One was empty, but a humanoid
lounged in the other chair. The creature was tall, angular and had
pointy ears. In the center of the room, a stout human sat in a
swivel chair wearing a blue jumpsuit that was a few sizes too
small. He gave Rhonda a friendly grin. “Ms. Minestra. How nice of
you to agree to help us. And you brought your assistant. Even
better.”

“I didn’t agree to anything.”
Rhonda frowned as she pointed to Yoo-Hoo. “She kidnapped
us.”

“I’m Captain Korque.” He brushed
aside Rhonda’s assertion. “Lt. Yoo-Hoo is very dedicated and
sometimes is a bit difficult.”

“I followed your orders,” Yoo-Hoo
said in a sarcastic voice.

“Kidnapping is a Federal offense,”
Sid said. “If you return us immediately, we won’t press charges. I
assure you, the military is already tracking you.”

“Your military doesn’t know we
exist,” the alien said. “Our shields absorb the signals put out by
your primitive radar systems.”

“That is Commander Spark, my
Science Officer.”

“A very unscientific Science
Officer,” Yoo-Hoo said.

Spark made a gesture that Rhonda
assumed was obscene on the alien’s home planet.

Korque cleared his throat. “In case
you’re wondering why we chose you – may I call you Rhonda – we
found your name and space/time coordinates in the Intergalactic
Travelers Guide. Several references said that you were very helpful
to other travelers. And here you are.”

“I’d like to see that,” Sid
said.

Rhonda nodded in agreement. A
number of aliens and time-travelers had shown up in the office
because of this guide.

Spark turned to a console and
punched some keys. A monitor changed display and a long string of
hyphenated numbers and symbols filled half of the screen.
Underneath, a small organization chart showed Rhonda’s name – as
president of the Life-Style Consultant business -- and Sid as her
assistant. Beneath the chart, strange words filled the rest of the
screen. The words looked vaguely familiar to Rhonda, like a parody
of real writing.

“That chart is wrong,” Sid said.
“I own the business.”

“Not likely,” Spark said.
“Travelers Guide is renown for its accuracy. It verifies every
piece of data.”

“But it’s wrong,” Sid
snapped.

“Silence.” Korque scowled at Sid.
“We are not here to debate the accuracy of a chart. Any more
arguments and I’ll have you removed from the bridge.”

Sid made a face but kept
silent.

“What’s all the stuff on top and
bottom?” Rhonda asked.

“On top are the time/space
coordinates of your location,” Spark said. “The bottom contains
particulars about the help you provided to other
travelers.”

“As to the reason you’re here,
Rhonda,” Korque said, “we need your help.” Korque paused a moment
then continued. “We hope you and your assistant can develop a plan
to solve our problem.”

Rhonda raised an
eyebrow.

“We need to find a source of fuel
on your primitive world.”

Rhonda felt competing sensations of
exhilaration and confusion. Exhilaration because the crew believed
that she was the boss, not Sid. It was an ideal opportunity to
practice her management and problem-solving skills. After all, she
had a degree in business from junior college. The confusion came
from the dozen or more questions she had. Something wasn’t kosher
here. “Wait a minute,” she said. “Ships never run out of fuel in
the movies ‘cause they use atomic power and things like that. How
come you need fuel?”

“We have special needs,” Spark
said.

“Like what?” Sid asked.

Garbage,” Korque said. “Our
propulsion units burn garbage.”

“You can’t extract fuel from an
asteroid?” Sid asked. “Or suck molecules from space?”

“Our propulsion units only consume
garbage.” Korque shrugged.

“I don’t get it.” Rhonda’s
confusion deepened. “You guys are from the future,
right?”

“A few thousand years,” Korque
said. “We think.”

“Our Science Officer screwed up,”
Yoo-Hoo said. “Again.”

Spark gave her a foul
look.

Rhonda half-closed her eyes and
stared at Korque.

“I see you don’t believe us.”
Korque sighed. “This type of ship picks up garbage at Space Fleet
bases. Then we cruise to the next base using the garbage as fuel.
At the moment, we’re low on garbage. So we want you to help us
refuel.”

Rhonda tapped her foot. The
explanation didn’t do much to relieve her confusion and now anxiety
replaced her exhilaration. Her father had taught her to listen to
the ‘good’ reason people used to explain things and then ferret out
the ‘real’ reason, the one people didn’t talk about. She had the
'good' reason from Korque but she was missing the 'real' reason.
Her instincts told her it was a whopper. Her instincts also smelled
a rich reward if she figured everything out.

“It’s a simple request,” Yoo-Hoo
said. “What part don’t you understand?”

“The part I don’t understand,”
Rhonda’s voice dripped with sarcasm, “is why an expensive space
ship would do nothin’ but fly around to get rid of garbage.”
Perhaps, her observation would get them to reveal the real
reason.

Korque looked embarrassed as he
glanced at his crew. Spark shrugged and Yoo-Hoo gave a slight
nod.

“Some of the garbage is converted
to coal. The rest of it is as burned as fuel.” Korque gave a small
smile. “Coal is carbon-based, you see.”

“No, I don’t see. Give me a
break.” Rhonda smacked her forehead with the palm of her right
hand. “First garbage and now coal?” Korque bit his lip and Rhonda
knew she had them close to spilling the truth. To get at that
truth, she would have to use some tough negotiating techniques. “I
don’t think we can help you. You need someone else. Someone who
will believe all this garbage you people are shovelin’ at
me.”

Sid coughed and gave Rhonda a
fish-eyed look.

“I knew she was useless,” Yoo-Hoo
said. “I say throw them into the brig for a while. I bet they
change their tune after that.”

 


# # #

 


The brig was a pair of rooms at the
end of a short corridor secured by a barred entry. Each room
contained a cot, a toilet and an unlocked door. As soon as Yoo-Hoo
left, Sid hissed, “Are you crazy? Go along with these nut cases.
It’s the only way we’ll ever get back home.”

“They’re connin’ us. Come on,
Uncle Sid. Can’t you see how phony their story is? They travel way
back into the past. Why? They’re obviously part of a military
group. What’s their mission? And why does this ship turn garbage
into coal?” Rhonda waved a finger at Sid. “They’re lyin’ or at
least hidin’ somethin’.”

“I don’t think the answers will do
us any good.”

“I think the answers will make us
rich.” Rich enough for Rhonda to achieve her ambitions. Her father,
an accomplished hit man, was getting too old for field work. It was
only a matter of time before he was arrested or killed while
fulfilling a contract. Since he refused to acknowledge his age
problem, Rhonda’s only hope was to get him an alternative job. For
that she needed a big chunk of money: big enough to open a
technical institute to train the next generation of hit men. With
her father on the faculty, the school would be a success because
every wannabe hit man in the country knew her father’s name; he was
a living legend.

She also had timing and opportunity
on her side. Federal agencies, fearful of Congressional
investigations, were outsourcing all their dirty work. Every month,
her father got offers from the Feds to whack a disgruntled employee
or someone who had leaked secret intelligence. And then there was
the burgeoning new market for contractors who could snatch people
and fly them to other countries where the prisoner could be
interrogated without worrying about Constitutional or human rights.
The time was ripe for her academy. This crew would provide her with
the wherewithal to get started.

“Why do you think you can get rich
from these guys?” Sid paced the small room.

“If I get some answers, I can come
up with a plan. And the plan will involve more than refuelin’
‘cause these guys are in a lotta other trouble. They get my plan
and we get compensated for our efforts. And we don’t get paid in
coal, either.”

 


# # #

 


Yoo-Hoo released them a few hours
later. “The Captain says you can eat with us. I’d have given you
bread and water in your cells.”

“That’s why you’re a lowly
lieutenant and he’s the captain.” Rhonda smiled at Yoo-Hoo. “He
makes better decisions.”

The crew ate their meals at a
folding table in the flight deck. The food, synthetic according to
Spark, had a whiff of turpentine about it.

“You realize that I can keep you
in those cells indefinitely, don’t you?” Korque said. “So I hope
you have come to your senses.”

“Sorry.” Rhonda helped herself to
a bowl of artificial-looking salad. “I can’t help you unless I
understand the situation, and right now, I’m confused by all the
half-truths you’ve dumped on me.”

Sid coughed and
grimaced.

Korque and Spark exchanged a brief
look.

“All right,” Korque said. “We
haven’t been completely honest with you. A short time ago, we
resigned from the Fleet and became independent
contractors.”

“Sounds like mutiny to me,” Sid
said.

“Damn right,” Yoo-Hoo snarled.
“Galactic Fleet treats us like trash. Lousy pay. No transfers. No
promotions. We’re not taking it any more.”

“After we announced our
resignation, a battle cruiser chased us and we flew into a wormhole
to escape. That’s how we ended up far into the past and in this
seedy part of the galaxy. We need a plan that will allow us to
return to the future and escape punishment, and you two are the
only ones close enough to help us.”

“The Captain and I want to rejoin
the Fleet,” Spark said. “If we can avoid court-martial.”

“You see,” Korque continued, “we
intended to make a demonstration, nothing more. But, Yoo-Hoo’s
rhetoric got us a bit enflamed and we went too far.”

“This is so typical of the Fleet.”
Yoo-Hoo crossed her arms and glared at Korque. “Instead of
accepting responsibility for your actions, you place all the blame
on the lowest ranking member.”

Rhonda’s brain flashed a danger
signal. This was much deeper than she had anticipated. Refueling
wasn’t too difficult. Absolving them from a mutiny was an entirely
different level of complexity. Her dreams of getting her father out
of field work had just crashed and burned.

“So you want to take garbage from
Earth so you can continue your travels?” Sid said. “Is that
right?”

“Earth?” Korque looked
stunned.

“Did you say Earth?” Spark’s
pointy ears wiggled furiously.

“They’re trying to fool us,”
Yoo-Hoo said.

Rhonda’s despair evaporated. There
was yet more to the story. “What’s so surprisin’ about
Earth?”

“Earth is a legend,” Korque
said.

“It’s a myth,” Yoo-Hoo said. “An
old-wives tale.”

“If it does exist,” Spark added,
“we don’t know where it is.”

“But the Travelers Guide told you
we lived on Earth,” Sid said. “Didn’t it?”

“Actually,” Spark replied, “all it
contains is the time/space coordinates. It doesn’t give a name
which, after all, is a local convention that can change over time.
Besides, different races give different names to the same planets.
To avoid confusion, the Guide ignores place names.”

“How can you not know where Earth
is?” Rhonda asked Korque. “Aren’t you a human?”

“Hold on a second.” Spark left the
table and went to his console. He tapped keys for a few seconds,
then said, “Ahh. Here it is. The Fleet Central Library was
destroyed during the Cola Wars. Earth’s location was in the
Library’s data base. That was a thousand years before my time, and
since then, extensive searches have been made to find Earth.
Without success.” He tapped some more keys. “The accepted consensus
is that Earth is either a myth or, if it ever existed, it was also
destroyed in the Cola Wars.”

“The Cola Wars are far into
Earth’s present future.” Korque rubbed his chin. “It’s possible
that Earth exists in this time/space, but not in ours.”

Rhonda had trouble sitting still.
She had plan. A good plan. She smiled at Korque.

“What?” he said, noticing her
smile.

“I can help you.”

“Let’s hear it,” Yoo-Hoo
said.

Rhonda ignored Yoo-Hoo and said to
Korque, “What’s in it for us? We save you and all we get is a
handshake. I don’t think so.”

“How about we don’t throw you out
an airlock?” Yoo-Hoo sneered at Rhonda.

Korque stared at a distant
bulkhead. He cleared his throat and looked at Rhonda. “Are diamonds
valuable on Earth?”

Sid’s mouth dropped
open.

Rhonda blinked in
surprise.

Yoo-Hoo made a rude
noise.

“You see,” Spark said, “coal and
diamonds are both made from carbon atoms but they have different
crystal structures. We produce the coal so we can process it into a
particular type of diamond. It has special lattice design for use
as quantum chip filters.”

“It’s a military application,”
Korque cracked his knuckles, “but we can also make a commercial
product. Tell us your plan. If we like it, we’ll make you a pile of
diamonds.”

“Okay.” Rhonda took a deep breath.
“First the refueling. Can your monitors get close up on the
surface? Like New York City?”

“Sure.” Spark zoomed a monitor on
Manhattan.

“Go south, to the largest island
in the bay.”

With the monitor showing Staten
Island, Rhonda said, “See that big green area inna middle of the
island? That’s where you can get fuel. It’s the biggest garbage
dump inna world. It’s closed now, so all that garbage is covered
with soil. But it isn’t very far beneath the surface.”

“All right.” Korque nodded. “What
about the plan?”

“When you return to your time,
don’t mention the mutiny. You only talk about finding Earth. You
tell everyone that the three of you put together a study on where
it must be and you left to find it.”

“That’s the dumbest plan I ever
heard.” Yoo-Hoo glared at Rhonda.

Actually,” Spark said, “it has
merit. But we’d have to come back with incontrovertible proof of
Earth’s existence.”

Korque tapped his fingers on the
table. Finally, he said, “We better visit the surface to see what
we can find.” Korque looked around the table. “You,” he pointed to
Sid, “will stay here with Yoo-Hoo.”

“As a hostage?” Sid
asked.

“Whatever.” Korque
shrugged.

 


# # #

 


The matter translocator sent
Rhonda, Korque and Spark to a spot surrounded by trees and shrubs
in the southwest corner of Central Park, near Columbus Circle.
Their mission was to find something that could be used as proof of
Earth’s existence.

Korque’s jump suit -- now a few
sizes too large -- flapped in the mild breeze.

Rhonda caught the strange look some
New Yorkers threw her way. She checked her hair in a compact mirror
and gasped at her six-inch thick Afro hair-do. It was so
old-fashioned! “I’m gonna kill her when I get back on the
ship.”

“The captain won’t let me kill
Yoo-Hoo,” Spark said. “Can I watch you do it?”

They left the park and stopped on a
corner to wait for the traffic light to change before crossing
Central Park West. Spark placed both hands on a traffic control
cabinet. “Implausible. This device is self-aware and yearns for
more meaningful duties. This is it, Captain.” Spark grinned at
them. “I’ll write my thesis on this phenomenon.”

“Give it up, Spark,” Korque
replied.

“A doctoral thesis?” Rhonda
asked.

“High School Equivalency
Certificate,” Korque said. “This will be his seventeenth attempt.
He won his Science Officer rating in a card game.”

Spark took a device from a belt
pouch. He saw Rhonda looking at it. “It’s a quadri-dimensional
receptor. I’ll use it to record documentation for the
thesis.”

“Help!” a woman screamed. “He’s
gotta remote control for a bomb.” She swung a large purse and hit
Spark between the shoulder blades. “He’s gonna blow up the statue
of Columbus.”

More people yelled, screamed or
waved fists.

Rhonda grabbed Korque’s arm. “Get
us back to the ship. Quick.” Rhonda wanted no part of a riot. Not
without the brass knuckles that Yoo-Hoo had refused to give
back.

Korque pulled out his
communicator.

“There’s another one!” A man
screamed and pointed to Korque.

Korque keyed the communicator as
Rhonda leaned close to hear.

Spark defended himself as best he
could against the seething mob. Many of the people seemed
unconcerned about the reason for the uproar and used it to exercise
at the expense of the other pedestrians.

Police sirens wailed from somewhere
south on Eighth Avenue.

“You have reached Lt. Yoo-Hoo’s
message service,” a sexy male voice said. “She is presently under
her hair treatment device and will be unavailable for . . . fifteen
minutes and . . . ten seconds. Please leave a message.”

Rhonda looked around, trying to
find an escape route. A sea of milling, shouting, shoving people
surrounded her. Two police cars pulled up. The mob parted like the
Red Sea for Moses and a squad of NYPD’s finest ran through to
tackle the three of them.

Within minutes, they were in the
back of a paddy wagon that smelled of mildew and burnt oil. Rhonda
winched at the clank of the door as it slammed shut. Foreboding
filled her mind. She hadn’t found the proof she needed. Another
thought jarred her already damaged psyche. Sooner or later, her
companions would be exposed as time travelers, and the government
would disappear them. They would be drained of information, but
never released, their existence forever a secret. She glanced at
Korque who seemed unconcerned.

Spark, meanwhile, befriended a
hitchhiking cockroach and mind-blended with the creature.
“Astonishing,” he said. “This cockroach is intelligent and is
descended from a long line of warriors who invaded this planet ten
thousand years ago. Their pre-invasion intelligence didn’t warn
them how big the inhabitants were.”

“Thanks for sharing that,” Rhonda
said, “but I’m more concerned about getting away from the
police.”

Spark and Korque ignored her
comment.

“What do they call this planet?”
Korque asked.

“Their name translates as ‘The
place where big feet fall from the sky’. I’ve changed my mind
Captain. I’ll write my thesis on this bug.”

Rhonda’s body began tingling.
Korque smiled. Yoo-Hoo must be finished with her hair.

 


# # #

 


As soon as she reassembled, Rhonda
stepped off the platform and took out her compact mirror to check
her hair. It was back in its rainbow-hued spike mode. She glared at
Yoo-Hoo and snarled, “If you ever mess with my hair again, you’ll
regret it.”

Yoo-Hoo raised an eyebrow.
“Whatever are you talking about?” She now wore her hair in a blonde
pouf. “The Translocator needs adjustments. If you have a complaint
take it up with Spark. He’s in charge of maintenance.”

“Spark should look at your hair
treatment device. It needs a lot more than maintenance.”

“Ladies, we have a more serious
problem than your hair.” Korque led them into the flight deck.
“Your plan is a failure, so far,” he told Rhonda.

“I can use some help,” Rhonda
replied. “There must be somethin’ about Earth that is common
knowledge. Somethin’ that everyone will agree is ‘Earthy.’ A
flower. A sport. A custom. If we have that, we’ll know what to
search for instead of wandering around blind.”

“Yukk!” Yoo-Hoo stomped on a
cockroach. “Who brought that back?”

“How dare you kill an innocent
creature.” Spark howled in anguish. “Now I can’t write my
thesis.”

Yoo-Hoo made a rude
noise.

“It was a simple mistake, Spark,”
Korque said. “I don’t want to hear a tirade about it.”

“I demand that Yoo-Hoo be lynched,
and then court-martialed.”

Yoo-Hoo assumed a pugilistic stance
and threw air punches in Spark’s direction.

To Rhonda’s astonishment, Korque
drew his blaster, flipped a switch and fired. A blue beam of light
leaped from the weapon and attached itself to Spark’s chest. He
fell to the floor and kicked his legs spasmodically.

Rhonda watched in
horror.

With the beam still attached to his
chest, Spark giggled, guffawed and chuckled while writhing all over
the deck. Tears streamed from his eyes. After an interval, Korque
switched off the beam and Spark rolled into a sitting
position.

“What just happened?” Sid
asked.

“It’s the only way to shut him up
once he gets on a roll.” Korque held up his blaster. “Tickle
setting.”

“My sides hurt,” Spark said wiping
away his tears. “Let me search the data bases and see if I can find
what Rhonda wants.”

Ten minutes later, Spark pounded
the surface of his console. “I found it!”

“What is it?” Korque
asked.

“It says here, in a record from a
very old data base, that Earth had a legendary meal that tourists
raved about.”

Rhonda grinned. That was what she
needed. No matter what type of cuisine this meal was, it would be
found in New York City, the most culturally diverse city in the
world.

“Gularch and Goodness.” Spark spun
around on his chair. “It appears to be a sandwich and a
drink.”

“That should be easy to verify,”
Korque said.

Rhonda groaned out loud.

 


# # #

 


“It’s a parking garage.” Rhonda
indicated the spot on a close-up view of Manhattan. “Land us on the
roof and we won’t be spotted. I hope.” The garage was surrounded by
the buildings of New York University and close to the Little Italy
section where she wanted to search because of the area’s many
restaurants.

Korque and Spark accompanied
Rhonda. She had no idea what she was looking for other than food
and drink, but if she wasn’t successful, she wouldn’t earn the
diamonds and that would mean she couldn’t start a school. If she
didn’t start training some new hit men, the Feds may take to
offshore outsourcing for their dirty work, and that was bad. In her
view, Americans had a right to be whacked by other Americans, not
by foreigners here on a work permit.

She walked through Washington
Square Park. It was filled with baby buggies pushed by mothers or
fathers out enjoying the mild weather. The dog run was a frenzy of
unleashed canines who wrestled and chased each other while some
stood around sniffing to get better acquainted.

Past the poured-concrete chess
tables at the entrance to the park, she went east and turned south
on Lafayette Street. As she strolled, her eyes roamed the houses
and shops seeking a clue. A bus roared northward and she read the
ads on the side for the same reason.

“Do you have a plan?” Korque’s
voice had a hint of annoyance. “Or are we just
exercising?”

“Of course I have a plan, but
it’ll take some time to find what we’re lookin’ for.”

“I don’t think she knows what the
meal is,” Spark said.

“Is this true?” Korque
asked.

“Gularch and Goodness sound
familiar. I think they're corruptions of the names from this time.
So we have to hunt for somethin’ close to those names.” Rhonda
thought her improvisation sounded pretty good.

“That makes sense,” Korque
replied.

They left Lafayette to take
Mulberry Street into the heart of Little Italy. Many small shops
and restaurants filled the ground floor of the three- and
four-story town houses and Rhonda searched the signs and menus. She
sensed that she didn’t have much time before Korque decided the
hunt was futile.

As they walked south, the ethnic
flavor of the area changed from Italian to Chinese. Many of the
signs were also in Chinese characters, preventing her from reading
them. Street lights came on as dusk settled on the city.

Mulberry Street crossed Canal
Street, a heavily trafficked east-west thoroughfare. Across Canal
-- the traditional dividing line between Little Italy and Chinatown
-- a fast food restaurant stood alongside a mini-market. Rhonda’s
eyes flicked between the two, her mind wrapping around a tenuous
idea.

“I think you are about to have a
dinin’ experience.” She smiled at Korque. “Follow me.” She dodged
the traffic and crossed the street. “Wait here.” She pointed to an
empty sidewalk table where customers could flavor their food with
auto, bus and truck pollution. She entered the restaurant and
returned a few minutes later carrying a paper sack only to go into
the mini-market. When she came out, she carried the paper sack in
one hand and a four-pack in the other.

She sat down and showed Korque and
Spark the corporate logo on the paper bag.“ ‘Gularch’ must be a
corruption of a golden arch.” She held up a black can of stout and
pointed to the label. “Pretty close to ‘Goodness,’ don’t you
think?”

Later, they found a partially
deserted parking lot and translocated to the ship with five dozen
burgers and three cases of stout charged to Rhonda’s credit
card.

 


# # #

 


Back on the Midden, Korque was
euphoric as he described events to Yoo-Hoo and Sid.

Rhonda was exhilarated. She had
solved the problem, her first chance to show her determination and
resourcefulness. Her reward would save her father from further
field work. Everything had worked out just as she had hoped they
would. “Can we go home now?” she asked Korque.

“Not yet. We have some celebrating
to do. We’ll order the cuisine computer to make something special
and we’ll open a case of stout. After all, we really only need a
few cans to establish the veracity of our claim.”

“So, when can we leave?” Sid
asked.

“In the morning.” He rummaged
through a drawer in his command chair and took out a small metallic
token. He handed it to Rhonda. “Put this where you want the
diamonds delivered. Yoo-Hoo will manufacturer some commercial
diamonds after dinner and she’ll send them down to the spot marked
by the token.”

Rhonda felt an small itch of
irritation. She didn’t like the idea of being dependent on Yoo-Hoo
for anything. She didn’t trust the woman.

 


# # #

 


Early in the morning, Rhonda and
Sid arrived back in the office. Sid’s phone display indicated he
had a dozen voice messages. “I wonder what happened while we were
gone,” he said as he turned on the TV. A harried reporter jabbered
about a breaking story. “Officials refuse to discuss the situation
claiming they are still investigating what happened to the three
thousand tons of garbage that disappeared from the closed landfill
on Staten Island. Another perplexing question is how that much
garbage could vanish overnight. We have with us in the studio, a
rubbish expert --”

“I guess the Midden is on its
way.” Sid turned off the TV.

“They better not have left yet.”
Rhonda placed Korque’s token on her desk.

A few minutes later, the token
disappeared and was replaced by a metal box.

“Ohhmygawd!” Rhonda screeched.
“Look at the size of it. We’re rich, Uncle Sid.” She opened the
box. On top were her brass knuckles and her knife.

Sid walked over and removed a sheet
of paper. “Looks like some sort of instructions.”

Rhonda peered into the box and
snarled a curse. “That bitch!” She picked up a lump of
coal.

Sid read from the paper. “Place the
coal in a furnace set at a thousand degrees Centigrade at forty
kilobars of pressure for seven-and-a-half standard years. Do not
peek.”

 


 


 


GUNDARLAND: AN
INTRODUCTION

(Originally
published in Tales From
Gundarland, May
2010)

 


Author's note: Gundarland is the
setting for a collection of short stories and novellas. It also the
setting in a trilogy of novels soon to be unleashed on the
unsuspecting public. The title of the trilogy is The Drakin
Chronicles. Since Gundarland is a bit unusual, I prepared this into
to acquaint readers with the planet. It is commonly believed that
the planet Gundar is located in a parallel universe not to far from
out own universe. In fact, it is only a wormhole or two
away.

 


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.

 


 


 


 


 


ZAFTAN ENTREPRENEURS

 


Author's note: Zaftans are an
alien race who occupy the same universe as Gundar. It was only a
matter of time until these smelly, vicious creatures discovered the
planet and exposed the inhabitants to their strange customs. The
Zaftans will figure prominently in a forthcoming trilogy, called
oddly enough, The Zaftan Trilogy. This is opening chapter in Book
One, Zaftan Entrepreneurs. The novel is scheduled to become
available at the end of 2010.

The solar system flaunted
unpretentiousness. It existed in a shabby neighborhood at the
raggedy end of an unremarkable galaxy and had a common yellow dwarf
at its core with five planets in orbit.

Beyond the solar system, space
expanded outward with nothing to see except the pinpoints of white
light coming from distant suns, a portrait of tiny jewels set on a
black velvet cloth. The solar system centered a huge sphere of
nothingness.

For eons, the system's peaceful
vista existed undisturbed, unblemished and unvisited except for an
occasional meteor or comet.

The only source of color came from
the second planet. It sparkled in the light from the sun: blues
from the oceans, greens from vegetation, reds, blacks and browns
from mountains, whites from the clouds. They all combined to form a
pleasant scene, especially when viewed against the blackness of
space.

Near the solar system's outer edge,
a gravity ripple appeared breaking the smoothness of space. When
the ripple grew into a wave it broke apart and a space ship
appeared shattering the serenity of the panorama.

The ship could charitably be
described as ugly, but that failed to account for the unsymmetrical
and repulsive sight. The paint had peeled away in many areas
showing bare metal in various stages of rust. Parts of the ship
appeared cylindrical, other parts spherical, suggesting the ship
had been made by cannibalizing a number of ships and melding
various parts together without a master blueprint. Grafted onto the
exterior skin, these additions had different sizes, shapes and
metals. They resembled burn blisters on skin. Antennae sprouted
everywhere. It was as if the designers couldn't make up their minds
about when to stop modifying the ship. As a result, it resembled a
traveling junk yard.

The ship rolled, pitched and yawed
in an uncontrolled manner while it plowed through the distant
reaches of the solar system. Gradually, the gyrations slowed and
stopped, leaving the ship motionless in space, as if decided how to
further besmirch the prettiness of the scene.

A legend on the
side of the ship, in large blood-red letters, read
Black Carrion Flower. Additional smaller lettering read, Furshtanker Inc, Zaftan 31B.

Inside the ship, Captain Yunta
groaned on her reclining couch in the small flight deck. Along with
another pair of couches, two control consoles and view screens
filled the front, electronic gear took up the left side and
read-out devices were everywhere, even hanging from the ceiling.
The flight engineer and the navigational shaman sat at the front
consoles while the captain's couch occupied the space behind them
and to the right. The three zaftans stood seven feet tall and
weighed over four hundred pounds. Their grayish-black, rubber-like
skin oozed green slime. On the top of the body, over a cruel beak a
pair of eye stalks protruded and held black eyeballs with red
irises. Eight tentacles served as arms or legs. None of the zaftans
wore clothes because the slime made most cloths smolder and catch
fire. The surfaces of the couches were treated with fireproofing
chemicals to prevent a shipboard catastrophe.

Rank medallions hung from their
necks; steel for the engineer, bronze for the shaman and gold for
the captain. In addition, the engineer wore earphones that covered
the holes zaftans used as audio receptors.

Yunta, like all zaftan females, had
three wombs and right now, she suffered from triple menstruation.
Chemicals and hormones waged war in her bloodstream producing three
headaches. The first one settled in the area behind her eye stalks,
the second near her right audio receptor and the third at the base
of her head where it joined the main body.

Once the ship became motionless,
Yunta looked at the forward view screen. Among other objects, it
showed a small planet with definite bluish tint. Yunta tried to
recall if she had ever seen another planet with that unusual color.
She couldn't. "Drek," she said addressing the navigational shaman.
"Where are we?"

"Drek is still in his coma,
Captain," the engineer responded.

"Nonsense. If he was in a
navigational coma, he would not be snoring. Wake him
up."

The engineer reached over with a
tentacle and shook the shaman. The navigator's eye stalks bobbed as
he snorted and pushed himself up slightly.

"Where are we, Drek?" Yunta asked
again.

Drek looked at a monitor on the
console in front of him. After a brief interval, he replied, "I
have no idea."

"How can you not know where we
are?" Yunta snapped. She now regretted hiring a second-rate shaman
to shave a bit off the ship's expense account and thus increase the
profit margins.

"My farsight spotted an unknown
worm hole and I drove the ship into it. Part of our mission is to
explore new galactic areas, is it not?" Zaftan navigators put
themselves into a shamanistic coma and let their minds roam far
away from the ship seeking the safest course while piloting the
ship with mental commands.

Drek's voice had an edge that Yunta
found offensive. On the other hand, she found everything offensive
these days. "Well, find some known stars and calculate our
position."

"Captain," the engineer said, "this
planet looks interesting."

"In what way?" Yunta rotated her
eye stalks from the shaman to the back of the engineer's
torso.

"It appears to have a varied
geographical makeup. Using the long range scanner, I make out
mountains, rivers, marshes and forests. This could be a good place
to explore."

"Drek. Put us into a stable orbit
so we can get a better analysis of the surface." She called up a
mental picture of the voyage's abysmal profit and loss chart. If
this planet didn't yield the minerals they sought, the voyage was
doomed to show a loss and that meant the end of her career
aspirations. She thought of herself as a corporate tree struggling
in a forest of sap-sucking corporate bureaucrats. Profits would
fertilize her tree allowing it to grow bigger and stronger. Losses
would lead to infestation of bugs and diseases. For the first time
in her career, Yunta faced failure. She would be hard pressed to
eradicate a negative performance assessment from this
voyage.

She massaged the slime by her
aching audio receptor. It didn't lessen the pain. Again, she looked
at the planet in the forward view screen. Perhaps her luck was
about to change. She and the ship were certainly overdue for a
break.

 


# # #

 


On the planet's surface, MacDrakin
Gemfinder knelt in mine shaft number one. The tunnel was cramped
even for a dwarf. On aching knees, he swung a small pickax one more
time, sending a handful of dirt and rock tumbling to the ground.
The heat in the tunnel was almost unbearable and sweat poured down
his face in rivulets. He wore only leather breeches and a thick
layer of dirt. MacDrakin dropped the ax, picked up a shovel and
loaded the material into two leather sacks. In a muscle-straining
crouch, he hauled them to the surface. He dropped the sacks and
stretched to loosen up his back and shoulders. He lifted his arms
to allow the slight breeze and the midday summer sun to play over
his compact, muscular body. It felt wonderful to be out of the
gloomy mine shaft and in the sunlight.

Once his muscles relaxed, he hefted
the sacks and carried them to the sluice on the side of the
mountain. He poured the sacks into a trough constructed out of wood
and stiff netting then opened a sluice gate. Water from an
underground spring cascaded over the dirt and washed it through the
netting. When only rocks remained, MacDrakin shut off the water. He
picked through them and tossed most over the side of the mountain,
leaving a dozen behind. He took each remaining rock and rubbed it
between his fingers. All but two he threw away. The last two showed
a bit of green under a patina of stubborn dirt. After some more
cleaning, he held two fine emeralds in his palm. Not a bad haul for
a half-day's work.

He carried the gems to the small
hut he called home. Along the way, he passed mine shafts two and
three. Two wasn't as deep as number one, but had already disgorged
a few emeralds. Number three wasn't deep at all and showed no
promise of gems. All he had found so far in the shaft was seams of
coal.

His land, in the family for years,
sat on a level patch and covered an acre or so of rocky ground in
front of the face of the mountain that soared a thousand feet above
MacDrakin's head. In the opposite direction, a path led to the base
of the mountain five hundred feet below.

The hut, ten foot by ten foot, was
furnished in typical bachelor fashion. Two chairs huddled under a
wobbly table and an unmade cot lay opposite the fireplace used for
cooking and heating. Clothes hung from hooks on one wall. A battle
ax hung over the fireplace and several storage chests were piled
haphazardly in a corner. Shelves held a few food items including a
bag of coffee and an almost empty sack of flour. A single window,
without shades or curtains, overlooked the road leading down the
mountain. The view from the window showed smoke from cooking fires
rising into the sky. The smoke came from Skensfirth, the closest
town, three miles away.

MacDrakin pulled back a small rug
to expose a trap door and removed a metal strongbox. He pawed
through the loose dirt at the bottom of the hole and uncovered a
leather pouch. He took it to the table and spilled the contents.
The dozens of emeralds that rolled around the table made him smile.
It would soon be time to take a trip to the capital, Dun Hythe, to
sell the gems. This time, he would take the train from Ashton. On a
newly opened extension of the main line, it reached Dun Hythe in a
day. On his last trip to the capital, his pony took a week each
way.

Meanwhile, he was out of supplies
as well as cash. He selected a small and inferior green stone and
set it aside. He reburied the pouch and covered it with the
strongbox. To satisfy any thieves, the box contained four badly
flawed emeralds.

After scribbling a list of needed
supplies on a scrap of paper, he took a towel and a bar of soap and
walked back to the sluice. In a few minutes he had rerouted the
spring from the sluice to an overhead spray he used as a
shower.

Back in the hut, he sat at the
table and trimmed his beard using a hand mirror, then worked it
into the traditional three braids beloved by dwarfdom. Each braid
ended in a bit of ribbon. He dressed in a clean wool kilt, a
leather vest and ankle-high boots. The kilt and beard braid ribbons
displayed his clan colors: red, green and black.

He paused for a moment to gaze in
reverence at the shiny battle ax over the fireplace. It was ancient
and originally belonged to the legendary dwarf hero, Drakin, who
had founded the clan and after whom he was named. Family tradition
called for the first-born son in each generation to carry the
hero's name. He was the thirteenth MacDrakin, a line that went back
hundreds of years. Another tradition was that when the new
MacDrakin came of age, he was given the hero's weapon by the older
MacDrakin. So far, none of his relatives had spawned a new
MacDrakin so the ax would remain his for many years.

He had inherited the land and the
mines from his father and he carried on the gem mining tradition
that gave the family the name 'Gemfinder.' He found mining more
than a bit boring, but he had nothing else to do. What he yearned
to do was to take the battle ax and go on an adventure. He sighed.
The days of adventuring were long gone, a thing of the
past.

He took down the ax, strapped it
into a harness and settled the harness on his back. The weapon's
handle extended over his shoulder where he could readily grab it.
Not that he expected to use the ax, not on the ride to Skensfirth.
The weapon was simply too valuable to leave in the hut unattended.
After he saddled and mounted his pony, he smiled in anticipation.
He hadn't gone to town in ten days. Living on the side of a
mountain was lonely and he looked forward to companionship, a few
ales and the latest gossip.

 


# # #

 


Leslie Higginbottom walked down the
main street in Skensfirth. It was dirt and called High Street even
though it was no higher than the other dirt streets in the town.
She had a short sword on her left hip and a baton on her right. The
weapons were badges of office; she was the town's entire
constabulary staff. She wore a blue denim shirt, tan wool breeches
and a blue, hard-billed constabulary cap. The proudest day in her
life was the one when she took over as constable in Skensfirth.
That was a month ago, two weeks after the previous constable, her
father, died suddenly. She had worked for the last three years in
Ashton, the regional center, as assistant constable and had been
promoted to replace her father.

She stared to the south with a
worried look on her face. The Yukland border was only ten miles
away and she feared that someday she would be called on to protect
the town from yuk marauders. To prepare for that event, she planned
to recruit some help. Her original idea to use the Skensfirth
militia hadn't worked out. The militia was next to useless; a bunch
of out-of-shape, old fogies who spent their drill-time drinking ale
and swapping lies. She needed a few good fighters to stand in a
battle line with her.

The town's business district ran
the length of High Street and contained shops, a church, the town
hall and a combination boarding house-tavern. At the north end of
High Street, she walked around the market square where the farmers
from the surrounding area came to sell their fresh produce. She
smiled and joked with the folks in the square.

An hour later, she saw MacDrakin
ride into town and decided to talk with him. Since he wasn't in
town very often, they had exchanged only a few words since she had
taken over the constabulary. This could be a opportunity to change
that. Getting him to help defend the town would be an excellent way
to start on her plan. What with the gleaming battle ax strapped to
his back, he'd scare away yuks without doing anything other than
waving it over his head. MacDrakin was handsome in a rugged,
dwarfish way. His three-foot tall frame carried a great deal of
muscle and his dark brown eyes, hair and beard curls exuded a
certain sexiness. Sitting astride his pony, he radiated confidence
unlike the other dwarfs in town. He owned land with gem mines, was
rich and descended from a legendary hero. Everything considered,
MacDrakin was the most impressive dwarf in the region. He was also
unmarried, like herself.

MacDrakin pulled up his pony and
greeted her with a smile and a nod. "Constable. How are
you?"

"I'm fine." She returned the smile
and patted the pony on the neck. "It's nice to see you in town
again. How are things on the mountain?"

"Lonely."

Higginbottom's attention perked up
at the word, 'lonely,' and her heart skipped a beat. "Listen. I've
been meaning to ask you something. You know yuks have raided
Skensfirth in the past. I'm sure they'll do it again someday. Can I
count on you to help defend the town if that happens?"

MacDrakin pulled a face and didn't
answer for a few seconds while he pondered the question. Finally,
he asked, "You want me to join the militia?"

"No." Higginbottom shook her head.
"The militia is an old-boys club and pretty useless. Will you stand
with me to defend the town? I want to recruit a few other doughty
warriors in addition to yourself just in case of a
raid."

"Are the yuks getting feisty?"
MacDrakin scratched his chin, puzzled by the request. "Is that why
you're asking?"

"No. I haven't heard of any yuks
crossing the border and everyone tells me not to worry. But I don't
want to wait until Skensfirth is in trouble before I do something.
It's my job to protect the town and that's what I intend to
do."

"I don't know about any yuk
troubles," MacDrakin said. "They've minded their manners recently.
If you go looking for trouble, you'll end up finding
trouble."

"Hogswaddle!" Higginbottom frowned
at MacDrakin and spun on her heel. "Thanks for your time," she
called over her shoulder as she stomped off.

He wondered why the constable
seemed so touchy. As for Higginbottom's request, he didn't fancy
coming into town to attend drills and maneuvers. He shrugged and
rode to the general store.

 


 


THE COUNTESS OF CHUTZPAH

(Originally published on my
website, April 2009)

 


Carmella Maltafano ignored the knot
in her stomach. Her high-heeled shoes made no noise on the deep
carpet in a hallway lined with holographic images of ancient Greek
and Roman statues that towered over her five-foot-three height. She
carried a spring-loaded holster with a stiletto beneath the left
sleeve of her orange blouse. The tunic-length garment also
concealed the bulge of the brass knuckles she carried in a pocket
of her tan slacks.

She paused when she reached the
door to the office of Sergei "Red-Nose" Kosloff, her father's best
friend. She took three deep breaths and forced her mind to think
positive; she and Sergei Red-Nose would reach an amicable
agreement. Her business, and possibly her life, depended upon
it.

Carmella pasted a smile on her face
and tapped the door frame three times. Sergei, seventy years old
and gaunt, looked up from the Financial Times and
frowned.

A false smile replaced Sergei's
frown. "Come in, my dear." He waved a hand towards a chair. "And
how are you holding up since the dreadful loss of Rocky III?” The
window behind Sergei's desk showed New York Harbor and the Statue
of Liberty.

"I've just about recovered from my
father's death, thank you."

"I'm surprised you aren't wearing
black to show respect for the deceased."

"Really, Sergei. No one wears a
black dress these days unless they're going to a cocktail
party."

“Traditions never go out of style.
All of us Executives agree on that point."

His cold voice sent a chill through
her body. Since when did Sergei and his peers believe in
traditions?

Sergei had three colleagues; Wang
No-Nose, a Chinese-American, Leroy Bent-Nose, an Afro-American and
José La-Nosé, a Hispanic-American. The four, a culturally correct
amalgam of New York City demographics, were lifelong criminals who
had bullied and murdered their way to the top. The Executives, as
they were known, controlled all aspects of crime in the five
boroughs of New York City.

"Speaking of traditions, mainstream
crime is a man's job. It is not fitting for any woman, let alone a
middle-aged one, to inherit a turf. You must resign."

Carmella heard a roaring noise in
her ears, a sign that her blood pressure had shot out of sight. How
dare they demand that she ruin her son's future by resigning. And
that middle-aged bit? "I'm only thirty-seven!"

"This is for your own good. Women
have soft spots in their hearts. That can you get killed in this
business."

"That is so much crap and you know
it, Sergei." She inhaled deeply. "This isn't the twentieth century
any more. It's 2052, and you can't make generalizations like that
because we all know they're completely false."

Sergei stared down his red, bulbous
nose at her.

Carmella stared back.

Sergei broke first. He jerked his
eyes away and ruffled the salmon-colored newspaper. "This has
nothing to do with discrimination. It's about protecting you from
the vicious world of crime. We Executives will not allow you to
control a turf. So resign!"

Carmella felt her face flush. It
was happening again! Just like West Point!

Sergei's complexion now matched the
color of his nose. She had to defuse his anger. Choking down bile,
she gave him an ingratiating smile. "Let's not fight, Sergei. I've
known you all my life. I'm sure we can work out an
arrangement."

"The only arrangement I'm
interested in is your resignation." He crossed his arms on his
scrawny chest.

She hesitated, then snarled, "I
can't and won't do that." Her anger surged. How dare this old man
steal her inheritance. Before he died, her father, Rocky III,
installed her as the new boss of the turf that controlled crime on
the Upper West Side of Manhattan.

"Listen to me." Sergei leaned
forward and thumped a knuckle on his desk. "We will not allow you
to destroy our traditions."

Tradition again. What are these
people up to?

He shook his head. "My grandfather
told me about the nobility before the Russian Revolution. They
believed they could do anything thing they wanted, just like you.
And you will come to the same fate as those noble idiots. You will
regret this stubbornness."

She pondered the stupidity of these
men. Organized crime couldn't get hung up on tradition. It had to
be flexible to survive. "Sergei, my great-grandfather, Rocky the
First, smuggled booze in from Canada during Prohibition. Once
Prohibition ended, Rocky II ran floating crap games and the numbers
until the government realized how much money there was in gambling.
The state lotteries and legal casinos ended his business. My daddy
sold hard drugs for many years and that's a dead business
now."

"In all those instances, the turf
leaders were men, not women." Sergei shook his head. "Resign! It's
for your own protection."

Carmella realized that it was
hopeless to argue with Sergei. She stood up and walked to the door
where she paused and looked back. "The only protection I need is
from you old bigots." Her voice dripped with venom. "Your
traditions are nothing more than an excuse to defend the status quo
and to flaunt your power."

"You're finished!" Sergei shouted
as she left the office.

"This is no different than West
Point," she shouted back. In her third year, she found herself
pregnant. The Commandant demanded that she have an abortion since
administrative rules only allowed seniors to have babies. She told
the Commandant what to do with the rules and she was expelled for
insubordination. On her way through the gates of the Academy for
the last time, she vowed to never again allow a male to control her
life.

 


# # #

 


Carmella's hover-limo headed uptown
along the Avenue of the Americas. Even with the windows closed and
the air conditioning on, the sounds of the heavy traffic and the
never-ending construction penetrated the vehicle. She tried to hold
her rage in check, but that was like trying to stem the tide during
a full moon.

"This will get ugly," she told
Julio, her second-in-command. She clenched and unclenched her fists
while she briefed him, yelling part of the time so he could hear
her over the noise.

"I don't think they'll get
violent." Julio had glossy, black hair, an olive complexion, a wiry
build and stood an inch taller than Carmella.

"I hope you're right." Carmella
twisted a lock of brown hair so hard she flinched.

"I asked around," Julio said. "None
of the other families are bothered that you're a boss, but I've
heard the Executives planned to auction off your father's turf. You
took it over, and now no one will put in a bid. So you cost them a
ton of money."

Comprehension flooded her mind.
Sergei's interest in upholding traditions provided the 'good'
reason for his actions while the 'real' reason -- making money --
remained hidden. “Greed!” She grinned at Julio. "This whole affair
is about greed. Good. I can handle greed."

Julio accelerated to move past a
bus.

Carmella laughed. "We're gonna beat
these old guys." A bunch of men weren't going to drive her from her
chosen profession. Not a second time.

 


# # #

 


A week later, Carmella sat in her
office chewing on the back end of a pen while staring at a computer
monitor. The chart on the screen showed that sales, revenue and
profits had all taken a nosedive. The numbers from her basic lines
of business, loan sharking and crime-themed tourist souvenirs, had
dropped somewhat, but her three biggest moneymakers – marijuana,
tobacco and bootleg prescription drugs -- had tanked.

A Mozart piano concerto played in
the background but failed to sooth her nerves.

She called up her father's sales
histories and examined data going back to when he took over the
turf. Nothing like this had happened in the past. Of course, his
early results included sales of cocaine and heroin. It wasn't until
the 2120's that the Feds made those two drugs a government
monopoly. Fortunately, the government outlawed tobacco sales at the
same time because of secondhand smoke. This gave the crime families
a replacement product. Mainstream crime existed because the public
wanted products and services the government said the public
couldn't have.

She tapped the pen against the
table top. People hadn't stopped smoking or popping pills,
therefore, they were buying their stuff someplace else, like the
neighboring turfs. People wouldn't travel to buy their stuff unless
they could save money. Since the prices were fixed by the
Executives, the other turfs could only charge less if the old men
said so.

She picked up a stiletto from a
collection on her desk, held it by the tip and hurled it across the
room at a dart board covered with pictures of the Executives. The
knife landed in Sergei's left eye. "I know you bastards are behind
this."

The actions of the Executives
jeopardized the twin goals in her life. First, she wanted to run a
user-friendly operation that satisfied the needs of the public.
Second, she wanted to turn over a healthy business to her son,
Rocky IV, now a junior in a private prep school. If she couldn't
accomplish these goals, Rocky IV would have to go into a different
business. He could end up as a lawyer. Or a politician. Either one
would besmirch the family name.

Julio knocked on the office door.
She looked up from the monitor. The expression on his face made her
stomach flip.

"We just got our weekly supply
shipment." Julio sat down in front of her desk. "We only got ten
percent of what we ordered."

Carmella's mouth dropped open. The
turfs sent their product requirements to the Executives' staff who
bundled the requests, negotiated prices and arranged for
delivery.

"I called downtown and the staff
flunkies told me there's a bottleneck in the distribution network."
Julio shook his head. "Funny thing, though. We're the only turf
that got shorted."

"Damn! They're really sticking it
to us." She rubbed her hands over her face. "Sergei is getting on
my nerves."

"What're you gonna do?"

"I don't know. I have to think
about this."

After Julio left, she walked over
to a window. Her third floor apartment on Central Park West was
between W70th and W71st Streets and overlooked the Park. Her father
had rebuilt the brownstone town house during the days of bloody
turf wars. The tall, thin bullet-proof windows opened to allow
riflemen to fire at attackers. Behind the walls, two-inch-thick
plasteel panels provided protection against rocket propelled
grenades.

Gold-colored leaves appeared on
some trees in the park, while others looked a duller green as the
cool nights leeched the color out of them. Slightly below her
level, a flying bucket drifted north along Central Park West. It
had a NYPD logo on its side and carried two cops who observed the
traffic.

She recalled the military history
she had studied at the Point and the Duke of Wellington floated
into her mind. Wellington, the British general who had defeated
Napoleon at Waterloo, believed his greatest victory had taken place
years before Waterloo, at a place in India called Assaye.
Wellington found his small army greatly outnumbered. If he went on
the defensive, he’d be overwhelmed. If he retreated, his army would
be butchered. With no other option, he attacked. And routed the
enemy.

If she stayed on the defensive, she
faced bankruptcy. If she retreated, the male authority figures won.
That meant she had to attack. How to do that was the question she
needed to answer.

 


# # #

 


Thirty minutes later, Carmella
suffered an attack of giggles. She hugged her sides and paced the
room, weighing the various considerations of her off-the-wall plan.
The downside was that it might be too radical for the Executives to
accept. In that case, she was finished as a turf boss.

She called Sergei. “I have the
solution to our problem.”

“Good. I accept your
resignation.”

“Umm. That’s not what I had in
mind.”

“What then?” Sergei sounded
exasperated.

“I challenge the Executives to a
Meet.”

“What! Are you out of your
mind?”

Carmella took another deep breath
and baited the hook. “If you win, I’ll resign and move to
Florida.”

Sergei coughed. She could almost
hear the wheels in his crafty brain whirring at high speed. “We
Executives don’t have the resources for a Meet.” His voice was
quiet and soothing, as if he didn’t want to scare her away. “We
only have office workers, not field operatives.”

“Oh please! Hire a
champion.”

“I’ll have to consult my
peers.”

“You haven’t heard the rest of the
proposal.” Carmella strove to keep the excitement out of her
voice.

“Go on.”

“If I win, I keep my turf and I
get a seat on the Board of Executives.”

“This is an outrage! The Board
doesn’t simply hand out seats. The nerve of you! You are the
Countess of Chutzpah.”

“Besides being a bunch of old
farts afraid of change, you’re also cowards, scared of a Meet with
a woman.” She bit her lip. Maybe she pushed too hard.

“I’ll get back to you.” The phone
slammed down in her ear.

An hour later, Sergei called back.
“We accept your challenge.”

“Have you designated a
champion?”

“Not yet. Since you are the
challenger, I assume you’ll set things up.”

Carmella tried not to chuckle as
she disconnected. She couldn’t think of anything more satisfying
than trapping and embarrassing the old men. Custom dictated that
the Executives accept the outcome of a Meet and enforce the results
even if they disapproved. They would be duty-bound to give her the
seat.

She went to the door and called to
Julio. When he entered the office, she gave him a big grin and
recapped her plan. "We have a lot to do in a short time. First,
have someone contact the Parks Department to get a permit for a
field. Drop a few bills to make sure we get an early time
slot."

Julio grabbed his cell phone,
dialed and repeated her orders.

"Next, alert the Meet team and have
them strip and clean the weapons. I'll hold an inspection ninety
minutes before the Meet. I'll call all the other turf boss and
explain what's at stake here. That'll prevent the Executives from
welshing on the deal." She tapped her finger tips on the desk.
"What else? Oh yeah. I don't have a thing to wear to a Meet. I have
to go shopping."

A man stuck his head in the office.
"Tomorrow at five-thirty. I'm goin' downtown to get the permit. I
owe a friend down there five big ones."

“Good.” She punched Sergei’s
number. When he answered, she told him of the
arrangements.

“We have a champion.” Sergei
paused. “Your cousin, Dominic.” He hung up.

Carmella stared at the phone. Blood
drained from her face. Dominic had more Meet experience than anyone
in the city. His team was battle-tested by a dozen Meets. The turfs
had a rule that forbade Meets between close relatives. She
grimaced. The old men had a vague concept of
‘tradition.'

 


# # #

 


Her hover-limo entered Central Park
at W65th Street and used the Transverse Road to get to the Meet.
Julio drove at a slow pace while Carmella rode shotgun wearing a
tight-fitting camouflage pants suit and patent leather combat
boots. Her family's pole-mounted battle flag stuck through the open
sun roof. It showed a white cigarette-smoking dollar sign on a
green field.

Behind the jeep, twenty-one
shooters marched in a column of threes. Outfitted in camouflage
fatigues with a battle flag patch on the right shoulder, each
carried a rifle and a knapsack.

Years ago, the turfs had settled
their differences by street fighting. The toll of valuable
employees wounded or killed along with the cries of outrage about
the damage to apartments and cars forced the families to consider
new ways to settle their differences. Led by her father, the turf
bosses developed a plan that ended the street carnage and moved the
action to Central Park where the City's Parks Department could
officiate.

Carmella had witnessed several
Meets, but this was her first time as a field commander. This would
be a test of the combat training she had received at the
Point.

The anticipation of battle and the
risk of losing to the Executives made her mouth taste like it was
filled with sand. She took a swig of water from her
canteen.

When she reached the four-field
softball complex near the Wollman Memorial Skating Rink, Parks
officials in yellow vests fanned out and inspected her soldiers to
ensure their weapons met the Department specifications.

She jumped out of the vehicle when
it pulled alongside the third base line. She walked to the
pitcher's mound carrying the flag and an equipment bag. She dropped
the bag and stuck the flag pole into the dirt, marking it as the
command center for her defensive stand. She looked at the adjacent
field and was surprised that Dominic's team wasn't there prepping
for their attack. By now, both teams would usually be getting on
their battle faces by flinging obscene gestures at each
other.

Spectators crowded the wooden
stands. The other turf bosses filled the area behind the batting
cage. They waved and gave her thumbs-up signs. An old-fashioned
limo with blackened widows pulled onto the grass and parked near
the opposite backstop.

A robotic flying bucket hovered
over the field with three cameras to provide network news coverage
of the Meet. Two vid-bots prowled the baselines to provide
different camera angles of the action. With a five-thirty start
time, highlight film clips would make the Six O'clock
news.

She faced her troops. Each had a
numbered tag pinned to the shirt pocket. Her tag had the number one
on it. "First squad! Take the right side."

Seven troopers broke out of the
column and formed a front anchored on first base and extending
towards second base. They opened their equipment bags and put on
their protective gear.

"Second squad! Form up on the first
squad. Third squad! Set up as a reserve force." She felt a surge of
pride while she watched the well-disciplined troops take their
positions.

A roar of engines interrupted her
thoughts. She turned to opposite field and stared in astonishment.
Dominic and his Meet team drove up to their pitcher's mound. She
ran over to the closest Park official. "They can't use
hover-bikes."

"Didn't you get a copy of the new
regulations? They came out this morning."

A chill coursed up her spine and
sweat broke out on her forehead. The Executives had changed the
rules! She had a fleeting image of Rocky IV attending Harvard Law
School.

Her defensive plans called for
long-range accurate fire to thin out the attackers as they crossed
the outfield. With hover-bikes, Dominic's forces would cross the
field much faster. Too fast for her rifles to do too much damage.
She had the classic military problem; infantry caught in open
country facing a cavalry charge.

Despite the churning in her stomach
and her shortness of breath, she forced herself to concentrate. At
Waterloo, Wellington's infantry survived charges by French heavy
cavalry. The English soldiers formed squares and the horsemen
couldn't break through the sides of the formations.

"Julio! Re-form the troops into a
square centered on the flag. Keep a reserve force in the
middle."

Dominic's bikes revved their
engines.

Her soldiers barely reformed before
an official called everyone to attention while a young, heavyset
soprano from nearby Lincoln Center sang the national
anthem.

At the conclusion of the anthem,
the head official waved his arms to signal the start of the Meet.
The timekeeper activated the official time piece.

Dominic pointed towards Carmella
and the line of bikes, stretching from first base to the outfield,
surged forward.

Carmella felt a pin prick of hope.
While driving the bikes, Dominic's troops could only use one hand
to fire their rifles. Their shooting would be erratic and
inaccurate.

“Prone position,” Carmella yelled.
She opened her equipment bag, slipped on a protective vest, pushed
her face shield into position and crossed herself.

The crowds cheered.

The breeze rippled the
flag.

The noise from the hover-bikes grew
louder.

The Parks officials shouted to each
other over bullhorns.

Carmella walked behind the line of
troops facing the onslaught. “Pick your target.”

A few of Dominic’s riders fired
their weapons and a shot whizzed past her ear.

The bikes came closer.

“Fire!”

A volley of shoots drowned out the
roar of the engines. Three riders, their face shields covered in
red, lost control of the bikes and turned them over.

An official yelled into his
bullhorn. “Seventeen and thirteen are killed. So is
seven.”

Seven jumped up to protest. The
official glared at him and refused to listen.

“Nine is wounded but can
continue,” another official shouted.

Bullhorns blared as Dominic lost
more attackers to Carmella’s paint guns.

The remaining riders continued
onward but many wobbled as they tried to drive and
shoot.

The crowds cheered
louder.

“Fire when you have a target.”
Carmella had to out-yell the bullhorns that declared one of her
troopers dead.

The hover-bikes split into two
groups as they approached her square.

Dominic's soldiers stopped driving
and dropped down behind the bikes. One group, with Dominic in
command, formed between first base and home plate while the other
took positions on the outfield grass between second and third
base.

A paint ball flew by her head.
Carmella bit her lip. Dominic had turned the fight into a shooting
contest and her troops didn’t have the protection of the bikes.
Even though her forces were better shooters, they would eventually
get picked off. She couldn’t stay in a defensive position and win.
She grabbed Julio’s arm. “I’ll take the reserves and half of the
troops between first and second. When I give the word, have
everyone else use a rolling fire to keep their heads down while I
attack the outfield group.”

She snatched a rifle from one of
her casualties.

She and three others left the
square, ran ten paces and dove to the ground. While she fired at
the enemy, three more troops ran passed her. When the second group
dropped down and opened fire, her squad jumped up and ran
forward.

Her left shoulder exploded in red
paint. The pain from the impact surprised her.

“Wounded!” an official
decreed.

Carmella ignore the throbbing
shoulder. She plopped to the ground, took a bead on a soldier and
fired. An official declared him dead. The rest of her squad joined
her. Caught between the main force and outflanked by Carmella's
squad, Dominic's outfield contingent died quickly.

“Back to the flag,” Carmella said
to her team.

She rejoined Julio and ordered him
to lead six soldiers to the left while she took her squad to the
right. Now taking fire from three sides, Dominic's soldiers lasted
only a few minutes.

The head official blew a whistle
and waved his arms. "This Meet is over," he shouted through a bull
horn. “Carmella Maltafano wins by a score of twenty-three
casualties to ten. The time is twelve minutes,
seventeen-seconds."

While she stumbled forward, the
crowd cheered. She stole a quick glance at the backstop. Her peers
shouted her name in a rhythmic chant.

She discarded her face mask and
wiped the sweat from her face with a sleeve. She looked at the
sleeve and noted her mascara had run. Resisting the urge to jump up
and down, she looked around and grinned. Her troops crowded around
her and she gave out hugs and high-fives.

Dominic, covered in red paint,
grabbed her and lifted her off the ground with a bear hug. "You did
great," he yelled in her ear. "I told the Executives the bikes
would make a difference."

The other bosses shoved through the
mob and patter her back or kissed her cheek.

With squealing tires, the limo
drove off.

She hugged herself. She was now
Carmella Nose-job, and Rocky IV wouldn't have to go to law
school.
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PART ONE: THE
RHINEGOLD

 


Fafner slithered through the door
to his home, an abandoned and damaged apartment building. His eye
stalks, sitting above a cruel beak, swiveled left then right on a
rapid survey of the area. He wasn't surprised when he didn't spot
any activity; he rarely did. Only a few mortals lived in the area.
All he saw was a desolate and mostly destroyed urban sector atop a
small rise. A hundred yards away, the Rhine River reflected the
morning sun. Buds about to burst into leaf covered the few widely
scattered trees.

He faced another day with nothing
to do, nothing to see, nothing to steal. That last was the one that
really took a toll on his psyche. His criminal talents moldered
without any felonious exercise. Who would have thought that he, the
universe's most successful criminal, would spend endless days
without committing a crime? His motto had always been, 'A day
without a felony is a day wasted.' He desperately wanted something
to do. Anything to end the overwhelming boredom. Except honest
work, of course; he had no intention of going that far.

When Fafner had escaped an
Inter-Galactic Police ambush, his severely damaged ship managed to
make it as far as this benighted part of the galaxy. Fafner
transported to the desolate surface just before the ship exploded,
and now he was trapped. For three solar rotations so far. Without a
rescue, his escape amounted to a life sentence and his race lived
hundreds of years as these mortals measured time. By now, the
police must have assumed he was dead. As a consequence, he would no
longer be the most wanted criminal in fifteen galaxies, five of
which he never been in.

Standing seven foot tall and
weighing over four hundred pounds had disadvantages on this planet;
he didn't fit through most doorways and the gravity made movement
difficult. His home world, Zaftan 31B, had substantially lighter
gravity. He ran a tentacle over his body to smooth the blue-tinged
slime that covered his grayish-black, rubber-like skin.

He moved down the street to the
nearest intersection and stopped while he decided what to do. The
deserted streets didn't surprise him because the few mortals who
lived here always hid when he moved about. He suspected his size
and his personality -- merely hostile when he was in a good mood --
scared the puny creatures. He sensed movement and rotated an eye to
the right. A small, hairless creature meandered down a street.
Fafner recognized it as an alien from the Nibelung System. Normally
reticence about dealing with a non-Zaftan, he decided to speak with
the creature. Perhaps he could uncover information about an
opportunity or two. "Halt! I have speech with you."

The alien stopped and waited for
Fafner to join him.

"Greetings," Fafner said in the
grotesque language of the mortals. "Come. I buy drink." Since the
Niebelung understood the language, he also must have lived here for
a time.

Fafner shoved his bulk into a
nearby tavern and squatted on his eight tentacles at an empty
table. The pale green Nibelung sat on a chair, an expectant look on
his pinched face. It featured red eyes with yellow irises and holes
instead of ears and a nose. He wore a leather vest and denim pants
without shoes.

Whenever Fafner got close to a
mortal, they always gagged over his stench, but that didn't bother
this alien. Perhaps their nose holes weren't as sensitive as a
mortal's sense of smell. "My name Fafner. Known as Magnificent.
Your name is what?"

"Mime."

"Let us drink wretched wine. Is
better than putrid beer." He waved a tentacle at the innkeeper and
bellowed an order. The mortal cringed in pain at Fafner's booming
voice. When the pitcher of wine arrived, Fafner gripped it with the
suckers on one tentacle and filled two glasses. He pushed one glass
to Mime. "We drink to good friends."

Over the next four glasses, the two
exchanged information about their respective home planets. By then,
Mime's speech was hesitant and slurred.

"Why you come to Earth?" Fafner
asked.

"I came with my brother, Alberich,
when he was exiled. Not that he wants company. He ignores me as if
I'm too stupid to talk to him. But he is family."

"Why exile? What brother
do?"

"He's a computer genius and he
designed some chips that allowed the masses to access and read
government secrets."

"How long is exile?"

"Two-hundred-fifty cycles of this
sun."

"What does genius brother do
now?"

"He spends all his time in his lab
doing more chip designs."

"Genius brother has lab?" Fafner
was surprised. The planet's civilization had been devastated at
some point in the past. The few, scattered survivors eked out a
living with subsistence farming in an economy based on barter. The
lack of basic technology here made the existence of a lab very
improbable.

"It is the Nibelung way. Exiles
take their possessions with them when they leave. Alberich packed
his entire lab and took it here."

"Labs require power. Power gird not
working."

"The lab uses battery packs.
Fission, I think.

"Where is lab?" Fafner felt his
energy levels spike upward. He smelled a criminal enterprise. Just
what he needed to keep his felonious skills from
atrophying.

"Secret." Mime held a finger in
front of his lips. "Can't talk about it."

"Excuse ignorant Fafner." To
control his excitement, he wrapped on tentacle around a table leg
and squeezed. After a few seconds, Fafner said, "Will not speak of
it again." He clicked his glass against Mime's. "Drink to genius
brother." He drained his glass and held the pitcher aloft to signal
the innkeeper for a third refill. Mime had trouble gulping down the
sour wine.

With the glasses refilled, Fafner
said, "Drink to family. Is good to have."

After Mime managed to finish the
glass, Fafner said, "Where does brother work?"

"Garage." Mime waved a hand in the
direction of the river. "Other side."

Fafner proposed more toasts and sat
impatiently while Mime struggled to finish them. After three more,
Mime put his head on the table and started snoring. Fafner
chuckled, stood and slithered towards the door.

"Hey!" the innkeeper shouted. "You
didn't pay."

"Friend wake up, he
pay."

Fafner moved to the Rhine and slid
down the riverbank. He floated and swam over to the other side. His
slime interacted with the river water to produce a toxic stew that
bubbled and smoked. Fish floated to the surface. He climbed the far
bank and searched among the abandoned buildings. Before long, he
found a garage with a repaired door. He paused for a moment to
savor the high that thievery always gave him, then tried the door.
It was locked. He hurled his weight against it and it collapsed
inward.

Fafner entered a room crammed with
electronic gear, computers and machinery. His mind instinctively
put a price on each object then calculated the re-sale value of the
equipment. Unfortunately, there weren't any buyers on this
world.

A small alien who looked and
dressed like Mime sat in front of a computer screen. "Who . . . are
you?

"You must be famous genius called
Alberich."

"What . . . what do you want?"
Alberich's forehead had a gold wafer stuck on it and he wore a gold
beanie-like cap festooned with antennae and metallic
bulges.

Fafner smiled and slithered
forward.

 


# # #

 


Wotan, lord of Asgard, wandered
amid the concrete debris of an abandoned town. He hadn't visited
Midgard in centuries and the changes shocked him. Once, thousands
of warriors dedicated their battles to him every day. These
included the Saxons when they conquered Britain and the Vikings
when they ravaged Europe. Alas, few remembered his name any more.
Only the magical power of the Rhinegold kept Wotan from going the
way of Horus, Baal, Zeus, Jupiter and countless others. Usurped by
new gods and without worshippers, the old gods weakened, faded away
and eventually became historical footnotes.

He stroked his long, black and gray
beard and looked around. As far as he could see, concrete and
asphalt had replaced trees and soil. Scattered about, a few
saplings bravely set roots in the poisoned ground.

The god wore a blue cloak over tan
trews and white linen shirt. A wide-brimmed hat concealed his
missing eye, his broad nose and his full head of hair. For a
walking staff, he used Grungir, his rune-covered spear. The runes
were drawn so fine they were almost invisible.

Two ravens, Wotan's messengers,
squawked overhead and flew in circles.

Loki, Wotan's half-brother, walked
a few paces away. "What's their problem?" He pointed to the
ravens.

"Munin and Hugin are dismayed that
there aren't any large trees to perch in."

"It is hard to believe this was
once a dense oak forest." He indicated a sapling growing through a
crack in the asphalt covered street. "But the forest hasn't
surrendered. I wonder where the women are hidden." In case he met a
toothsome woman, Loki wore his best clothing: a sky-blue tunic, red
hose and a forest green cloak. He was short and slim with
wind-tossed red hair and a bushy mustache of the same color. He had
amber eyes with dark circles under them.

"There are only a few left.
Diseases, wars, famine, all have taken a bitter toll on the
mortals."

“So, why are we walking through
this wasted area?" Loki kicked a loose piece of asphalt.

"Great events are afoot and you
must play your part in them."

"Such as?"

"I know where the Rhinegold is and
you are to recover it." Wotan used his spear to push a clump of
tall weeds aside as he passed.

"Good. It's only been missing for a
few months and already I have had to pull gray hairs out of my
beard. I don't like the idea of aging."

"I too have tasted old age," Wotan
replied. "My knee joints hurt in the morning. The faster we recover
the Rhinegold the better off we'll be." Without the Rhinegold, he
faced old age and eventually death, but that threat would end
shortly. He felt the presence of the magical gold. It was close
by.

"Tell me where the thief is and
I'll make him regret being born. Then I'll seize the Rhinegold and
bring it back."

"Listen to me. It wasn't stolen."
Wotan gave Loki a one-eyed glare. "The Rhine Maidens, irresponsible
as always, didn't guard it. While they were away, someone
discovered it and took it. That's not stealing.”

“Bah. You split hairs. Tell me
where it is and I'll bring it back.”

“It will do us no good if you
steal it. The Rhinegold must be freely return to us. You are to use
your cunning and wiles to convince the present owner to give it to
us."

"Ahh, a game. Some fun at last.
Where is it?"

"Just on the other side of the
Rhine. The one who found it is an alien from a distant world. Munin
and Hugin will lead you to the location."

"Look." Loki pointed to the river
which looked like it had a silver surface. "I wonder what killed
all those fish?"

Wotan ignored Loki's interruption.
"The Rhinegold is actually much better now. It has acquired new
powers."

Loki frowned. "How did that
happen?"

"The alien used the Rhinegold to
develop strange and powerful artifacts. They will increase my power
to foretell and control events."

"How?" Loki raised an
eyebrow.

"By giving me access to vast
amounts of information." He pounded the spear-butt on a slab of
asphalt. "The information will allow me to manipulate events to my
satisfaction. As the mortal population increases, worshippers will
once again flock to me."

"That's all very nice. I just want
to recover the Rhinegold and stop our aging." He smoothed his
mustache.

"Do your part and the aging will
stop.” Wotan stood with his arms akimbo and his single eye ablaze.
“With the devices, I will be restored to my former
greatness."

After Loki left with the ravens,
Wotan smiled at the thought of controlling the reconstituted
Rhinegold. This time, his power wouldn't dissipate like it had when
his worshippers abandoned him for the Christ god. This time, he
would be able to bind his followers to him.

 


# # #

 


Fafner couldn't wait to get to his
concrete bunker with his prizes. With a little persuasion, the puny
Alberich had disclosed how to use the artifacts. Now, he now had
tools to relaunch his criminal career. He hoped to could contact a
ship and convince it to transport him away from this irksome exile.
Once he returned home, he'd use the devices to get news from across
the galaxies and identify lucrative places to rob. He couldn't wait
to see the reaction of the Inter-Galactic Police when they
discovered he wasn't dead.

He squatted on the ruined tiles in
the building lobby and placed the Chip on his forehead as he had
seen Alberich wear it. The Chip fell to the ground. He pondered the
situation. His slime must be preventing the Chip from adhering to
his skin. Fafner slithered out the door and looked up the block to
where a laundress lived. In the rear of her home, he spotted a rope
filled with drying clothes.

Two mortals hastened to get out of
his way as he headed for the clothes line where he grabbed two
shirts. The laundress, an old hag, cursed him. Normally, he would
pass some time making her regret those comments, but today he had
more important issues to deal with.

Back in the apartment building, he
ripped a shirt apart and used a strip to wipe his forehead. He
touched the area with a tentacle. It was slime-free, but already
the rag smoldered from his slime. He discarded it and slapped the
Chip above his eye stalks. A second later, he screeched in pain,
sending the neighbors scrambling for an abandoned bomb
shelter.

He pulled off the Chip and threw it
to the ground while he gasped for breath. The pure terror of the
experience faded slightly and he tried to analyze what happened.
His central brain ached. So did the subsidiary ones located in
every major muscle group in his body. Each processing unit had been
overwhelmed by millions of datum, all trivial. One showed an image
of a creature in an unheard of galaxy having a successful bowel
movement. Another displayed a video clip of a rumor about the
pending reunion of two pseudo-musicians from an unknown world. He
saw a farmer worrying about the weather. Unless there was a way of
controlling the information flow, the device was
useless.

When his processors stopped aching,
he tried out the other device. First, he wiped the slime from the
back of his head then donned the Helm. He heard a faint humming
noise and his vision filled with a gray background and thousands of
slim lines that rose from a baseline. Red lines predominated, but
the display also showed yellow, green and blue lines. The red lines
were so short as to be almost unnoticeable, except that their great
numbers formed a red smudge. Fafner struggled to understand the
information. What did the lines represent? Alberich had explained
that the Helm would show the future for creatures in the area. But
there weren't that many mortals around here. With a shock, Fafner
realized the red lines must be bugs.

He pulled off the Helm and tossed
it aside. Alberich was an idiot, not a genius. Why did the Nibelung
develop useless stuff? More to the point, why did he, Fafner, steal
this useless stuff? He slouched into a corner and beat two
tentacles together. After his high expectations earlier in the day,
his spirits sagged. He thought about teaching Alberich a lesson by
destroying his lab, but even that didn't rouse or excite him. He
faced and endless future of boredom.

 


# # #

 


Brunnhilde, one of the Valkyries,
rode her horse over the battlefield looking at the detritus of
combat. Armed with weapons such as clubs, sharpened sticks and
crude knives, two groups of mortals had slaughtered each other with
great enthusiasm. Dead and dying warriors littered the ground. She
carried her helmet under her arm and her spear in her hand. The
fight had taken place on an abandoned farm and much of the level
ground was now red-stained.

Like all of her sisters, she had a
large, muscular frame. She wore her blond hair in braids curled up
over her ears. Intense blue eyes peered at the warriors. The
Valkyries, daughters of Wotan, roamed battlefields on their winged
chargers searching for warriors who died heroically. Those select
few were picked up by the Valkyries and taken to Valhalla in
Asgard. There, the warriors spent their days hunting boar or
fighting mock battles. The nights were spent in feasting, drinking
mead and telling lies about their combat prowess. Sometime in the
future, these warriors would be called upon to fight on Wotan's
side in a great battle.

For over a millennium, Wotan had
kept the Valkyries in Asgard and denied Valhalla to warriors who
used guns or explosive weapons. With the collapse of civilization
had come the demise in modern weapons, rendered useless by the
absence of replacement ammunition, fuel, batteries and all the
other high-tech pampering those weapons demanded. Mortals once
again used edged weapons so Wotan ordered the Valkyries to resume
their traditional role in fetching dead heroes to Valhalla.
Brunnhilde was astonished to discover some of these warriors had
resurrected the worship of Wotan.

Brunnhilde's sister Guth had left
with the only dead hero in this battle. Nearby, a wounded soldier
rolled over on his back exposing a gaping chest wound. He wouldn't
live much longer. Suddenly, the soldier cried out, "Bertha! Help
me. I'm dying."

The hair on the back of her neck
crawled. She couldn't recall ever hearing a dying soldier call a
woman's name. Most of the dying spent their last moments cursing
the gods or the enemy or their bad luck. Others did nothing but
scream or cry. What made this one call on a woman who must be his
wife or his lover. Brunnhilde was intrigued. Why was this dying
mortal different? What made him think of a woman in his final
agony? She thought back on the numerous battles she had monitored
long ago. She couldn't remember another incident like this.
Perhaps, other warriors had called a woman's name, but she hadn't
noticed it. She was positive it wasn't a usual
occurrence.

She decide to pay more attention to
the dying in future battles.

 


# # #

 


Following Munin and Hugin, Loki
walked to the bank of the Rhine, changed into a salmon and flopped
into the river. Something in the water made his scales burn. He
darted to the opposite bank, leaped out of the water and changed
back to his human form. Red, itchy blotches covered much of his
body. Loki scratched and cursed Wotan's insistence that they assume
the guise of mortals for the trip to Midgard. Loki had pointed out
that they could suffer injury as long as they used mortal forms,
but Wotan dismissed his concerns with a wave of his
spear.

The two ravens led the angry Loki
to a small building with a broken door. He gave the door a
tentative push. Something blocked it. He spotted a small opening
beneath one edge of the door, transformed into a mouse and crawled
through the opening. Inside, a small alien sat in a chair looking
miserable. Round, puckered sores covered his arms, neck and
forehead.

Loki returned to his mortal form
and cleared his throat.

"How . . . how did you get in?" The
alien jumped out his seat and grabbed an edge of a lab table to
support himself.

"Locked doors are never a problem
for the wily Loki." He walked around the lab searching for the
Rhinegold. "I want the gold you took. It belongs to another. Give
it back and it will be as if you never touched it. Refuse and you
will regret it for all eternity. What is your name, little
one?"

"Alberich." The alien sat down and
put his head in his hands.

"Well? Where is it?"

You're too late."

"What's that supposed to
mean?"

"The gold was stolen about two
hours ago."

Loki's mouth dropped open; Wotan
would not like this news.

 


# # #

 


Fafner retrieved the artifacts.
With so much at stake, he had to master them. He wiped more slime
from his forehead and slapped the Chip in place. He focused his
mind on himself. At first, vast amounts of information again
threatened to overwhelm his processors Slowly, the amount of data
lessened and became a trickle of news about him and his tribe.
According to a video clip, his brother had been incarcerated for
trying to blackmail a politician. What an idiot. How many times had
he, Fafner, told his younger sibling not to bother with
politicians. They weren't reliable enough to stay bribed or
blackmailed. Assassination was much simpler.

Part of a newscast informed him
that he was now hunted in three more galaxies that he had never
visited. So the police hadn't written him off as dead. That meant
that either a wannabee criminal imitated him or the Intergalactic
Police blamed him for crimes they couldn't solve. Still another
report told of an interview with his nest mother. She claimed her
son was an unfortunate creature who was unfairly charged with
crimes by the police. Her hatchling would never do anything
criminal, she insisted. Good old Ma.

Now that he could control the
information flow, he pulled off the Chip, wiped his skull and put
on the Helm. At once, the humming started and uncountable lines
filled his vision. A rat scurried across the floor. Fafner lashed
out a tentacle, grabbed the animal and stuffed into his beak.
Immediately, one yellow line flashed and terminated with a black X.
So, yellow lines represented animals.

He concentrated on his own fate and
the device shed the insect and the animal lines. Only a few dozen
remained, all green except for three blue ones. He concluded the
green lines represented mortals and the blues were himself,
Alberich and Mime. He focused more intently on himself and watched
the picture change until there were only the three blues and a few
greens. One blue line thickened. Fafner grunted. That must be him.
Finally, he was getting somewhere. As the fatter blue line
unspooled, it collided with another blue one. Both lines rebounded
and diverged. That happened a second time. It must mean that he and
another alien came together for some reason. But how far into the
future did these events occur? There was no time scale shown in the
vision.

Further on, a green line merged
with his and only the green line exited. Fafner felt an shock of
disbelief! A mortal killed him? Impossible! A mere mortal would
have no idea how to kill a Zaftan.

Fafner ripped off the Helm. Who was
this green-line creature? Could it be a local inhabitant? He
dismissed that fanciful idea. The locals were puny and pathetic and
mostly weaponless. No, this dangerous mortal must be from outside
of this area.

He slithered to the doorway and
peeked out. Nothing moved except the Rhine.

 


# # #

 


When Loki emerged from the Rhine
and changed back from salmon to mortal, he stomped back to Wotan.
Scratching the sores, he seethed to the point that his wet clothes
and hair steamed.

Wotan sat on a pile of rubble with
two fingers extended. Munin and Hugin stood on adjacent piles and
watched the god. "How many fingers am I holding up?

"Caw," Munin replied.

"Caw, caw, caw," Hugin
said.

"On average, you have the correct
answer. Individually, you're both wrong." Wotan sighed.

"Teaching the ravens to count is
hopeless," Loki snarled.

Wotan raised an eyebrow. "Where's
the Rhinegold?"

"It was stolen before I got there."
Loki felt a bit of satisfaction at Wotan's stunned look.

"By the Yggdrasil! Do you know who
has it and where it is kept?"

"A fool's mission is what you sent
me on. An alien named Fafner has the Rhinegold now."

“These aliens are as treacherous
as the mortals.” Wotan closed his one eye, raised his spear Grungir
and slowly turned it in a circle. When the spear pointed
south-west, he stopped. "There it is." Wotan gasped. "He resembles
a giant squid. A real monster." Wotan, his eye closed, remained
silent for a time. He opened his eye and said, "He'll never give us
the Rhinegold and I suspect he is too cunning to be tricked by you.
Alas, his race is also very long-lived. With the devices in his
possession, he is even more formidable." He tugged at his beard and
frowned.

"Great. Now how do we recover the
Rhinegold?"

"I must think on this problem."
Wotan paced around the rubble piles while bouncing Grungir's butt
on the ground. Finally, he ceased walking and turned to Loki. "We
need a old-fashioned hero. One strong of arm and weak of
mind."

"Where are we going to find
him?"

"We aren't." Wotan bit his lip.
"I'll have to breed him. It will take a generation or two before we
have our hero. Once he defeats Fafner, it'll be child's play to
convince him to give us the Rhinegold."

"Generations!" Loki spit on the
ground. "I can't wait that long. Already I have arthritis in one
elbow."

"We will have to tough it out until
I can get a suitable hero. It'll be worth the wait."

Loki didn't think Wotan sounded
very convincing.

 


# # #

 


Stomach cramped and head pounding
from cheap wine, Mime sat on the ground across from his dispirited
brother.

Alberich sat with his back against
a partially collapsed brick wall. He took a gulp from the wine
skin. Wet wine stains dotted his leather vest.

"So, the big alien stole your work.
Make new stuff." Mime grabbed the wine skin and filled his
mouth.

"You don't understand." Alberich
waved a hand at his brother. "I had special gold to make those
devices and there's none of it left. I used it all."

"What's so special about the
gold?"

"The gold had powerful magical
qualities. I combined those qualities with the latest quantum
computer technology and my own software code. Once I get them back,
I'll have the power to rule the galaxy. I must get the devices
back. I must."

Alberich ruling the galaxy? The
concept struck Mime like a thunderbolt. That was preposterous.
Alberich was a genius when it came to technology, but a complete
idiot when it came to life. No, it would be much better if he,
Mime, ruled the galaxy. He mentally composed a list of folks who
had insulted him. They would be the first to pay. "Well," he
finally replied, "I don't think that big slime bag will just hand
them over to you."

Alberich puckered his lips and
stared at the ground. After several seconds, he gave Mime a woeful
look. "No, I'll just have to force him to give them
back."

"If these devices are so powerful,
won't the alien be able to see what you are about to
do?"

"They're prototypes and need more
work, so they may not be all that useful to Fafner."

Mime decided on a plan. Once
Alberich finished making the improvements, Mime would take the
devices from him. After that, there was no reason for Alberich to
continue living.

 


 


PATIENCE

Author's note:
This essay appears in my book Build a Better Story. You can get
more information at this location

 



INTRODUCTION

Writing fiction is an activity that
demands an extraordinary amount of patience. In fact, I'm convinced
that the legendary "patience of a saint" is trivial compared to the
patience required to be writer. Patience, unfortunately, is an
attribute I am not naturally blessed with. As a consequence, my
development as a fiction writer has been accompanied by a parallel
development in the amount of patience I exhibit. This patience is
required in three separate, but related, areas: in designing a
story, in revising the story and in waiting for a reply from a
market.

 


DESIGNING A STORY:

This first area was the toughest to
acquire patience in. When I first started writing, I worked in the
manner many, if not most, inexperienced writers work; as soon as a
story idea popped into my head, I started writing the first scene
in the new story. Inevitably, the story thudded to a stop after two
or three scenes. While I grappled with how to continue the story,
I'd get another idea and go off on a different, but no less futile,
attempt to write a different story. This process led to an alarming
inventory of partially written, underdeveloped stories. Over time,
I realized that my process needed changing.

In developing a new process, I came
to the shocking realization that writing the first draft of a story
is the last thing a writer does on the project and that this
writing constitutes only a small part of the work involved. I
estimate it to be ten to fifteen percent. My new process involves a
great deal of patience since it requires that I now first develop
the characters, a story ending and a believable path from the story
beginning to the end. Only then can I start the fun stuff: writing
a first draft. In short, the new process requires that I have the
patience to completely design a story before writing the first
draft. By actual observation, this sometimes can take three years
to go from the first idea (always about a character) until I get a
satisfactory story design for that character to romp around in.
This isn't a continuous frustrating process, but an occasional
review of the material to see if I can generate new ideas. During
this time, I usually have a number of variations that are found
wanting and end up discarded

 


STORY REVISIONS:

My lack of patience in revising
stories made me waste a lot of time and, I'm sure, annoyed a
multitude of editors. Whenever I finished a revision, I always
enthusiastically thought it was perfect and I sent it off to a
market. The only advantage, a dubious one, of this process is that
it led to rapid replies, always a rejection and always a preprinted
form.

Gradually, an alternative method
took shape. On rereading the rejected story, I noticed it always
had many problems: in the writing style, in the continuity of plot
logic and in the characterization and typos to mention a few. Now,
I put the just-finished draft away for a time and then read it
again. Once the revision is completed, I put it away again. After
an interval, I repeat the process. I continue this process until
one of two situations occur. The first is that I don't make any
additional corrections. The second is a feeling that if I read the
story one more time, I'll throw up. When either of these occur, the
story is ready to get subbed.

 


EDITORIAL REPLIES:

When I first started writing,
replies came back almost instantaneously. At the time, I didn’t
realize that the rapidity of the response indicated a lousy
manuscript. As my skills improved and my experience grew, the
response times increased and began to draw comments from the
editors. These increased intervals further tested my patience and I
groused to myself about the inefficiency of the editors.
Eventually, I intuited that lengthy intervals meant my story was a
contender for a slot in a future edition of the magazine. Alas,
from experience, I learned that a lengthy interval could also mean
a sick editor, a bankrupt publisher, or a lost submission. All of
these things happened to me more than once.

 


IN CONCLUSION:

Now that I've developed patience,
my writing processes are much more stable and efficient. Frankly, I
miss the antsy feelings I used to get while waiting for an editor's
reply. I also miss the enthusiasm that filled me as I threw myself
into a new, and totally incomplete, story idea. As for revising
stories over and over, I can't think of anything else that is quite
so dull.

Generally, I find patience isn't as
great as it's cracked up to be. While it may indeed be a virtue,
it's still pretty boring and a lack of it can make life more
interesting.

 


 


 


JASON AND THE ARGONAUTS

Author's
Note: The
following episode is taken from my novel, Princess Moxie, Book One
of the Drakin Chronicles. The chronicles will follow the adventures
of the dwarf hero Drakin after he graduates from the Heroes Guild.
Shortly after graduating, he has the misfortune to step on the
intersection of three ley lines during a thunderstorm just as one
of the lines is hit with a lightning bolt. He is thrown into an
adjacent universe and ends up back in ancient Greece. This novel is
projected to be published in mid-2011.

 


Drakin sat on the end of a rowing
bench and watched as the Greek heroes and warriors rowed the Argo
north of the Hellespont. The Greeks, with few exceptions, all
looked alike. At five to five-and-a-half foot tall, they had broad
shoulders, dark brown or black hair and brown eyes. All wore
calf-length tunics of the same washed-out colors: dingy gray or
grimy tan. Food and wine stains individualized the tunics. The
first time he saw them, he thought they were a tribe of giant
dwarfs, after six weeks with these warriors, he felt comfortable
with them. This, he supposed was part of the horoscope Brodwin had
cast.

“Hey Jason,” Drakin yelled to the
steersman in the rear of the ship. “I'm tired of eatin' fish and
hardtack. When will we get to where we're goin'?” Drakin, while
much shorter than his ship-mates, was just as wide.

“I think we should go back and
sack Troy,” said Heracles. The huge man reminded everyone of a
poorly groomed bear.

“We're not
sacking Troy. Not with fifty warriors,” Jason replied. “Besides,
Colchis isn't much further.”

“There we win everlasting fame and
fortune by stealing the Bronze Fleece,” Orpheus said.

The flimsy ship hugged the southern
shore of the Euxinus Sea, rarely venturing more than a mile from
land. The northern shore was out of sight over the horizon. Sweat
covered the rowers despite the sail rigged to shade the rowing
benches. Drakin sat in fog of body odor to which he had grown
accustomed. The sail also caught rain during the afternoon showers.
Empty wine amphora served to store the water.

Drakin had never traveled beyond
the borders of Gundarland before, and the strange customs of the
Greeks fascinated him. They worshiped unheard of gods and used
bronze weapons. They were in awe of his iron battle ax and believed
it had been forged by Hephaestus, their god of fire.

Drakin loaded his pipe with
pipeweed and lit it. He took a puff while he worked at knitting a
seat cushion. The sack-like cushion could be stuffed with rags to
make the rowers more comfortable.

“Don't forget,” Meleager said, “I
get the next one.”

“I won't.” Drakin nodded. “This
one is yours, Meleager. Peleus gets the next one.” He passed the
pipe to Theseus, the closest rower. He often puzzled over how he
could understand the Greeks who spoke a language he had never heard
before. He could also read their language. It must be part of the
magic that transported him here.

“Good,” Peleus said. “My butt is
getting callouses on its callouses.”

Drakin's seat cushions had the
owner's name embroidered on them and the warriors treasured them
almost as much as their weapons.

"Attention!" Jason yelled. "The
rowers on the left side are stroking at a slightly different beat
than the right side. I keep telling you lads it's most efficient to
stroke together."

"The right side's the ones screwin'
up," a rower from the left called out.

"Leave us alone," another rower
yelled, "and fix it with your steering oar."

"Never mind Jason's efficiency
nonsense," Orpheus said. "Tell us a story, Drakin."

"Tell us about how you got here,"
Theseus said. "I love that story."

"I'm from a place called Gundarland
and this is what happened. I was in a village with three others. We
were on an adventure and it was late afternoon when a thunderstorm
moved in. We decided to spend the night at an inn. The others went
inside while I went to the outhouse. On the way back, I stepped on
the intersection of three ley lines just as one of them was hit by
a lightenin' bolt only a short distance away." Drakin paused to
hold up the knitting and check the spacing of the rows. "I still
shudder at the pain. I felt like I was freezin' to death. I was
sucked into a vortex and tumbled through a long, long dark tunnel.
And there I was, flat on my back on the beach just as you guys were
loadin' up the Argo."

"I bet that happens a lot,"
Meleager said, "but you never hear about it."

"Good thing you had your backpack
with you," Theseus said. "Otherwise, no pipeweed."

"I don't know why I got screwed
this way," Drakin said. "Why me and not someone else?"

"I know why," Jason said. "Zeus
sent you to ensure our success. He loves the Argo."

"I don't even know where Gundarland
is. When I look at the night sky, none of the constellations look
familiar, so I can't use them to guide me back to my homeland. And
the moon is different. Back home, a moon cycle is thirty-three
days, and here it's twenty-eight." The weather was also hotter than
back home and the sun light appeared different, more yellowish
somehow.

Jason called for Theseus to come
aft to take over the steering oar. Theseus was the only
clean-shaven member of the crew. He did it so the voters in Athens
could see his honest face.

Jason inspected the alignment of
the rowers. "You," Jason pointed to a warrior-rower. "Slide two
fingers-width to your right." Jason moved forward to where Drakin
sat. “Hey, little buddy. I still want you to knit an ensign for the
Argo. Something with blue and white strips.”

“I'm almost finished with the seat
clothes then I'll do up your ensign.

“Great.” A small land crab popped
out of Jason's dense black beard. Jason's family totem was the crab
and he always kept one in his beard for luck. He took a piece of
seaweed from a leather bag on his hip and fed the crab.

“I hope we have a fight once we
get to Colchis,” Meleager said. “I need some blood
sport.”

“I've heard the Fleece is guarded
by monsters.” Jason put a meaty hand on Drakin's head and rubbed
it, hard. “Good thing we have Drakin with us for luck.” His
expression changed from amusement to surprise to pain. He looked
down to where Drakin had jabbed a needle into his bare
thigh.

"Rub my head like that again and
I'll knit your balls together," Drakin said.

“How can we not succeed,” Theseus
cried out, “when we have a feisty dwarf hero with us?”

 


# # #

 


Jason stood with his feet apart,
his arms crossed and glared at the stout walls surrounded the
ancient city of Colchis. The smells of cooked food and open middens
floated on a gentle breeze and reached the Argo. Beyond the walls,
green meadows and farms filled the plain. In the distance, thick
woods formed a horseshoe around the city. A sentry had spotted them
beaching the Argo and blew an alarm horn. Immediately, the city
gates clanged shut and walls soon bristled with spear-armed
soldiers.

"Just my luck." Jason said. "After
a long sea voyage, these barbarians shut the gates on
us."

"We don't look very respectable,"
Drakin said. "In fact, we all look pretty grubby."

"I suppose we should have taken
baths before we landed," Meleager said.

"A bath? I took one in the spring."
Peleus looked puzzled and made a sign with his fingers.

"You just made a sign of
supplication, you know?" Orpheus told Peleus.

"I did?" Peleus looked even more
puzzled. "I thought that was the sign to ward off evil caused by
taking too many baths."

"Let us offer a sacrifice to Zeus,"
Jason said, "to thank him for our safe arrival and to ask him for a
plan to get into the city."

"All we got is fish," Meleager
said. "Does Zeus like fish?"

"It'll have to do," Jason said. He
ignored the activity on the walls while he led the crew in offering
the sacrifice. He closed with a prayer asking for their help in
getting the Fleece. Afterward, Peleus said, "You don't pray to the
gods for their help, Drakin?"

"In Gundarland, the gods don't
interfere in our lives. It's the priests who butt in. Always
telling people what to do, how to do it, when to do it and how much
it'll cost to do it."

"It's inefficient to besiege the
place." Jason paced the beach, kicking pieces of driftwood as he
went. "Besides, we don't have enough warriors for that." Finally,
he stopped and addressed the crew. "The most time-effective way to
solve this problem is to talk our way into the city." He pointed to
Drakin. "All our clothes are too dirty to pass for a white flag.
Can you knit one real fast using your white yarn?"

Drakin nodded and took out his
needles and yarn and began knitting.

"When you're done," Jason said to
Drakin, "you and me will go talk to them. You're the least
grubby-looking one of the lot. I want to spend a few days here
resting up to recover from the sea voyage, but we'll need his
permission for that."

 


# # #

 


Drakin watched King Critias,
middle-aged, fat, decidedly unhappy with the fifty armed warriors
and a dwarf filling around his audience room. He sat on his throne
and chewed his upper lip. To Drakin's surprise, Jason had charmed
his way into the city and the room with fine words and flattery.
Drakin imagined that the king now regretted his decision to allow
the Greeks into the city.

The room dazzled the eye with
sunlight reflected from gold furnishings. Weapons, old and
battered, decorated the walls along with battle-torn banners. A
dozen spearmen stood at attention against the walls, but Drakin
heard the slap of many sandals as more soldiers assembled to
equalize the Greek numbers. He didn't like the idea of a deadly
brawl within the confines of the palace. It would be difficult to
fight their way out of the room and the city if it became
necessary.

A young and pretty female servant
went around handing a cheap clay cup to each warrior. A male
servant followed her with a wine skin.

“We thank you, O Great King,”
Jason said as he received a cup, "for your hospitality.

Critias gave Jason a false
smile.

When the maiden reached Drakin, he
saw that she wasn't much taller than his three-and-a-half-foot
height. He waggled his bushy eyebrows at her. "Where would one find
you when your duties are over?"

"Why would one want to know?" She
boldly stared at him.

"Why, to get to know you better. I
suspect we'll be in Colchis for a day or two to rest
up."

"If I were you, I'd look on the
steps of Baal's temple. But you can never be sure of success." She
moved over to the next warrior, exaggerating the sway of her
hips.

When all the cups were filled,
Jason called out, "A toast to our gracious host, the great and
generous King Critias."

The warriors held their cups up
high then drained them in one gulp.

"By the god Dionysos, " Meleager
muttered. "I've never tasted wine so cheap or so sour."

Critias stood after the toast. "I
thank you for the toast and I give you leave to pursue your quest.
Search about ten miles to the north and east.”

"O mighty king, I ask permission to
rest up for a few days before we pursue the quest," Jason
replied.

"Impossible," Critias said. "We are
preparing for an important festival to Baal and foreigners are
prohibited from observing the rites."

The warriors grumbled and gripped
the hilts of their swords.

“Well, I won't keep you.” Critias
stood up. “If you hurry you can get the Bronze Fleece before the
sun sets. Good-bye.”

“It is customary to give gifts to
visitors,” Meleager said.

“This is true, and I am renown for
my generosity. But the practice of guest-giving is proscribed
during the weeks preceding our festival of Baal."

Not too long later, an angry Jason
led his warriors through the dusty streets of Colchis. A squad of
soldiers followed them. As soon as they passed through the walls,
the massive gate slammed shut behind them.

“That is rudest king I ever met,”
Theseus said.

“It's as if he was afraid of us,”
Peleus added.

"Maybe we should have taken baths,"
Orpheus said.

"And I had a date with that pretty
cup maiden," Drakin said.

“I say we sack the city,” Heracles
said. “Just to teach this Critias some manners.”

"We don't have enough warriors,"
Jason responded. "Let's find the Fleece and go back
home."

 


# # #

 


Drakin and the warriors hopped from
foot to foot as they awaited an attack. They stood in the middle of
a barren, dry plain littered with bones. Jason had positioned each
warrior in a box he scratched in the dirt with his sword. Each of
them stood a precise distance from the warriors on either
side.

To their west, the cook fires from
Colchis sent columns of smoke into the sky.

A horrendous din came from the far
side of a low hill. Drakin gulped and tried to suck in more air.
Here it comes, he thought, the monster guardians of the Bronze
Fleece. None of them knew what horrible fiends prepared to attack.
He glanced at the Greek warriors on either side of him. He trusted
them to stand fast in the battle, but he had never fought in a line
of battle before and he hoped he didn't disgrace
himself.

He shifted his weight and cracked
his knuckles.

From the corner of his eye, he saw
Peleus make a sign with his left hand.

"Peleus, you idiot, that's the
wrong sign to ward off danger," Meleager said.

"Here they come," Orpheus
screeched.

Thousands of chickens swarmed over
the brow of the hill and charged. Red, brown, white, speckled, all
of them looked at the warriors through hate-laden, beady eyes. The
hill disappeared beneath a cloud of dust and feathers.

Theseus screamed out prayers to a
dozen gods in rapid succession.

Heracles prayed to Ares.

“Combat Chickens!” Peleus
shrieked. He looked down at his feet, shod in open-topped sandals.
“They'll peck our feet to pieces. We'll never walk
again.”

Drakin's skin crawled. How were
they supposed to fight thousands of chickens with their weapons.
For every one they killed with a downward slash, dozens more would
swarm past them and peck away with their cruel beaks and sharp
claws. He pictured their battle line dispersed and much lower,
swing weapons horizontally instead of vertically.

“Don't panic, my heroes.” Drakin
yelled to be heard over the frightful squawking. “Stabbin' them one
at a time with our swords and spears won't defeat them. Spread out
and kneel down. If we swing our swords or axes horizontally, we can
slaughter dozens of them with a single swing.”

"What? We can't do that." Jason
yelled back. "It'll play havoc with the squares I made."

"The chickens will swarm through
out defenses if we stay like this," Drakin roared.

The moving barnyard closed in on
the warriors.

Jason bit a knuckle for a few
moments. “By Ares,” he screamed, “our plucky dwarf has told us how
to pluck the enemy. Do it.”

The warriors knelt down just as the
front line of hens reached them. The Greek weapons slaughter the
chickens. Piles of body parts built up in front of each. A blizzard
of loose feathers filled the air. Headless chickens ran amuck. More
pullets flapped their wings to reach the top of the growing mound
of carcasses.

After a few more minutes of
feathery slaughter, Drakin climbed on the back of Orpheus and
looked over the acres of advancing chickens. Finally, he spotted
the rooster-in-chief. It stood on a boulder surrounded by a troop
of fowl-carls.

Drakin jumped down. With his ax in
one hand and a needle in the other, he hacked and skewered his way
through the flock of hens. His leather boots protected his feet
from peck wounds. He won through to the far side of the
poultry-wall and ran towards the strutting and crowing
rooster-in-chief. A fowl-carl spotted him and moved to intercept.
With two swings of his ax, Drakin made a quartered
chicken.

The rooster, a fighting cock,
flapped its wings, screeched a challenge and half-flew, half-leaped
at Drakin, still off-balance from the last ax stroke. A claw
slashed his cheek, barely missing his eye. He launched a backhanded
stroke. His blade cut off the left wing tip of the rooster. The
bird retreated and glared at him while prancing around. The
fowl-carls rushed to surround Drakin. He had only seconds before
they swarmed over him. He faked a stroke to his left. The rooster
moved right and the ax removed the bird's head. The now-silent
rooster jumped off the rock and charged in circles. The fowl-carls
screeched in panic, flapped their wings and retreated.

The capons in the battle line
turned chicken-livered and fled.

“We did it!” Jason yodeled a
victory cry.

“Thanks to Drakin.” Theseus
hoisted the dwarf on his shoulder and pranced around the battle
field, kicking chicken parts out of his way.

Drakin held a hand to his cheek to
staunch the bleeding.

“Let's start a fire and have a
feast,” Orpheus said. “Chicken, naturally.”

 


# # #

 


Drakin stood on a rocky hill and
looked, openmouthed, at the scene before him. Dozens of sheep with
orange-brown fleece moved sluggishly around a meadow. Small dark
mounds littered the grass-covered ground.

“That's it?” Jason asked through a
mouthful of roasted chicken leg.

“Aye.” An ancient shepherd nodded
his head.

"But . . . I thought it was like a
rug or a animal skin,” Jason said.

Everybody thinks they just have to
show up and haul it away.” The shepherd banged the tip of his crook
into the ground. “Like someone did all the work for them. No one
wants to actually shear the sheep.”

“My father-in-law told me about
the Fleece,” Jason said. “I know he doesn't like me. Maybe, I've
been duped. Or in this case, fleeced.”

“Looks to be hard work,” Theseus
ran a hand over his stubble. “I'm a warrior and a politician. I
don't do farm work.”

“What are those dark mounds?”
Drakin asked.

“Dead sheep. Every time we have a
thunder storm, a couple of them get hit with lightning.”

“What would we do with piles of
metal wool?” Peleus asked.

The old man cleared his throat.
Everyone looked at him. “The oracle at Delphi prophesied that the
bronze is tainted with a metal called tungsten, whatever that is,
and, someday in the far future, it will make splendid light bulb
filaments.”

“What's a filament?” Jason
asked.

“What's light bulb?” Orpheus
scratched his beard.

“The prophecy is silent on those
matters, but the oracle goes on to say that it will require four
warriors to change one light bulb.”

"How so?" Drakin asked.

"According to the oracle, one
warrior stands on a stool and grasps the light bulb while the other
three turn the stool."

"Hmm." Jason held up one finger.
"I'm sure I could make the operation more efficient and only use
three warriors."

“Bronze is expensive and difficult
to make,” Drakin said. “If we shear these sheep, we can sell it to
merchants and kings.”

“No one ever votes for a
salesman,” Theseus said in a sarcastic tone.

“I got it.” Heracles snapped his
fingers. “Let's sack Colchis and capture a bunch of men. We'll make
them shear the sheep.”

“We don't have enough men to sack
a city.” Jason smacked the palm of his hand against his
forehead.

“How do we shear the sheep?”
Peleus asked. “That bronze looks tough.”

“Didn't you bring snips?” the old
man asked.

The warriors all looked at each
other.

“Snips?” Jason
repeated.

“Can't sheer the fleece without
snips.”

"I'm a warrior and a politician,"
Theseus said. "I don't carry tools."

“Now what are we going to do?”
Meleager stamped his foot in a snit. “All that sailing for
nothing.”

“I say we go to Troy.” Heracles
said. “When we get there we build a big hollow pig from wood and
give it the Trojans as a gift. But a bunch of us hide inside the
pig. After the Trojans pull it into the city we sneak out in the
middle of the night and open the gates for the rest of us. Then we
plunder the city.”

“How stupid do you think the
Trojans are?” Theseus said.

“If they had any brains, they
wouldn't be living in Troy, would they? They'd have moved to
Greece.”

“We're not sacking Troy.” Jason
said. “Give it up.”

“All right. How about this then. I
gotta list of stuff I have to do,” Heracles said. “It's from the
oracle of Apollo.” He took a scroll from a pouch on his belt.
“Let's see. There are Twelve Labors on this. How about you guys
help me out here?”

“Why not.” Jason shrugged. “We
have nothing better to do.”

“What's the first one?” Orpheus
asked.

“I have to kill the lion of
Nemea.”

“That sounds easy,” Peleus said.
“I love hunting.”

“That has to be easier than
shearin' these sheep,” Drakin said. “Where's Nemea?”

“Beats me,” Heracles
replied.

“No problem,” Orpheus said. “We'll
sail around and ask directions. Someone must know where it
is.”

“Real men don't ask directions,”
Jason said. “Especially heroes.”

“This hero plans to ask for
directions to Gundarland at every port.” Drakin enjoyed this
adventure with the Greeks, but he wanted to get back to Gundarland.
His friends must think he had deserted them. He had to go back and
tell them what happened, even if they didn't believe
him.

"Now you'll have time to knit an
ensign for the Argo," Jason said.

 


Author's note: Drakin, with the
inadvertent help of an angry temple priest, makes it back to
Gundarland to have more adventures.

 


 


HOUSE OF ATREUS

 


 


Wally Widebody, a.k.a. Walter
Pappas, staggered into the bathroom, flipped on the light and
screamed.

The face in the mirror wasn’t
his.

“Hail!” The strange face belonged
to a middle-aged man with a black and silver beard. A smashed-in,
crooked nose marred an otherwise good-looking face.

A second man, armed with a spear
and a shield, stood further into the mirror

Wally, ravaged by a hangover,
managed to get enough saliva in his wooly mouth to say, “Who the
hell are you?”

“Agamemnon, king of Mycea. I am
your ancestor and I bring an urgent message from Zeus.”

Wally tried to recall where he had
heard the names before.

“You are the last surviving male
in the House of Atreus.” Agamemnon assumed a stern expression and
wagged a finger at Wally. “The noblest line of Greek
kings.”

“Who gives a shit?” Wally jerked a
thumb over his shoulder. “Get out of my mirror.”

“You dare to use that tone with
me, the conqueror of Troy?”

Wally punched the mirror. Glass
shards flew all over the bathroom while bottles and tubes spilled
into the sink. He pawed through the mess, but couldn’t find a
bottle of aspirin. He couldn’t find any band-aids either. Great! It
was shaping up to be a hell of a day. And he couldn’t remember why
he got drunk last night, except it had something to do with his
wrestling match in Madison Square Garden. He wrapped a towel around
his bleeding knuckles and left the bathroom.

In the kitchen, he took a beer from
the refrigerator, opened it and swallowed a big gulp. A beer wasn’t
as good as an aspirin but he had to do something to relieve his
agony and to jump-start his clogged synapses. He sat down at an
oval table and noted that he had slept in his clothes in the guest
room adjacent to the kitchen instead of using his bedroom on the
second floor. There had to be a good reason for his hangover. What
was it?

Wally wiped the cold can across his
forehead.

The beer sloshed down his face when
the two men from the mirror appeared on the other side of the
table. One moment he was by himself in the room, the next, there
were enough people to play a hand of poker. Although to play cards,
the other two would have to put down their weapons.

Agamemnon wore a sword belted on
his hip, a leather breastplate trimmed in gold, a kilt-like skirt,
bronze greaves and sandals. Underneath the armor, he wore a white
tunic edged in purple, the same color as the crest on his bronze
helmet. His bronze spear point almost reached the
ceiling.

“This is my companion, Ajax from
Lorca.” Agamemnon jerked his head towards the other man. “He’s
called Little Ajax to distinguish him from Big Ajax, the one from
Salamis.” Ajax had a black, bushy beard, his tunic was sand-colored
and his helmet had a black crest. Otherwise the two men dressed in
identical fashion. "He helped me conquer Troy."

“Leave me alone,
asshole!”

“In Mycea, guests received a cup
of wine as a welcome.”

“You’re not guests, you’re
intruders.”

“He’s as big as the other Ajax,”
Little Ajax said.

“You must produce a son.”
Agamemnon pounded the spear butt on the floor. “Zeus founded the
House of Atreus and he will not let it expire.”

“I don’t have a wife
anymore.”

“This is a rich palace,” Ajax
said. “Where are your concubines?”

“There aren’t any.”

Agamemnon and Ajax exchanged looks.
Ajax shrugged.

Wally took another swig of beer.
“If you guys conquered Troy, why aren’t you dead. That happened a
long time ago.”

“Zeus commanded me to come here
and tell you that the existence of the House of Atreus is in
jeopardy.” After a pause, he added, “It’s not easy to cross the
River Styx going the other way. I had to hit that idiot, Charon, in
the head a few times before he’d ferry us across.”

“Okay. You told me.” Wally
massaged his aching right knee. It must be raining out. “Now, take
a hike back to Hades or where ever you came from.”

“I remind you I am a king. Speak
to me with respect.”

“You’re dead. That means you
aren’t a king anymore.”

Agamemnon glared at him.

“Well? Are you
leaving?”

“Not until a son is born.”
Agamemnon bent down and picked up a gold-encrusted belt from a
chair. “This is similar to the war-belt I wore at Troy.”

Wally groaned. It was the
heavyweight title belt for the Global Wrestling Association.
Memories of last night overwhelmed him. He had fought the champ and
was suppose to lose the match. No wonder he got drunk. The honchos
in the GWA would not be happy campers this morning.

“I’m going to run in the park.”
Wally stood up. The exercise would sweat out the booze from last
night, and keep his knee limber.

 


# # #

 


Dressed in a sweat suit, Wally left
his three-story town house on East 70th Street and trotted to the
72nd Street entrance to Central Park. Dull gray clouds sat over
Manhattan, low enough to encase the tops of the high-rise buildings
on Central Park South. The streets and sidewalks glistened from
rain that didn’t fall as much as it hung in the air.

He jogged north, passing clumps of
early flowering jonquils and tulips. By the time he reached the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, he felt loosened up and his headache
had diminished so he increased his speed. Once his brain nudged
itself back from oblivion, he pondered the situation. Agamemnon’s
demand was an embarrassment. Wally’s wife had died in a traffic
accident eight months ago. They never had any children during their
five year marriage, although they had tried. Medical tests hadn’t
established a definite reason but hinted that the problem was his.
He stopped the testing after his wife’s death because he no longer
wanted to know the answer. Now this guy from the dawn of history
shows up and demands he have a son. What if he can’t? What would
Agamemnon do? The guy might go crazy and throw the spear at
him.

Then there was the problem of his
wrestling title. The GWA would be pissed off, and may not let him
defend the title.

Who could have foreseen that Walter
Pappas, son of a Greek immigrant, could have such rotten luck? A
football scholarship to Penn State, four years as a starting
defensive tackle, an All-American selection and a guaranteed first
round pick in the NFL draft, all had flowed down the shitter when
he wrecked his knee in his last game as a senior. With football no
longer an option, he decided on a wrestling career under a stage
name.

He ran south on West Drive until he
reached the Sheep Meadow area where he began walking to cool down.
His cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Wally, what the hell were you
thinking?” The question came from Arnold Stutz, the president of
the Global Wrestling Association.

“The sunovabitch kicked me in the
balls. Twice. And the referee saw him do it both times and didn’t
do anything. The second time, I got mad and beat the shit out of
the creep.”

“That’s no excuse. Weren’t you
wearing protection?

“Of course I was.” Wally sucked in
air to keep his temper under control. “A knee in the balls hurts
even when you’re wearing a cup.”

“What are we going to do? This is
an embarrassment, you know. We can’t have wrestlers winning
whenever they feel like it.”

“That’s your problem. From now on,
I fight to win.”

“Wally, be reasonable—“

Wally hung up. He felt better now
that he had told someone off, but he may have destroyed his
wrestling career. He could almost hear his agent’s cry of anguish
when he hard about this conversation.

By the Children’s Zoo, two men in
sweat shirts and jeans approached him. “Hey!” the older one said.
“Joey the Nose wants to talk to you.”

A shudder danced up and down
Wally’s wet spine. Joey the Nose was a local gangster chieftain.
“Why?”

“He gotta a problem with you
winnin’ last night. You was suppose to lose, you know.”

Oh shit! Why was a mobster upset
over the match? Did people actually bet on rigged sporting
events?

“C’mon.” The two men moved closer.
“The boss ain’t got all day to wait.”

Wally almost jumped out of his
running shoes when Little Ajax appeared at his right elbow, spear
pointing at the men and his shield positioned to cover both of
them.

Mouths open, the two men stared at
Ajax. The Greek warrior jabbed the spear at the closest thug. Both
turned and ran.

“Where’d you come
from?”

“Agamemnon asked me to keep watch.
Can’t produce a son if you get killed, can you?”

“I can take care of myself.” Wally
pushed the shield away.

Ajax nodded and
disappeared.

Wally strode towards 72nd
Street.

Near the entrance, a woman leaned
against a tree, watching him. She was the most beautiful woman he
had ever seen: voluptuous with shoulder-length black hair, green
eyes, milky complexion. She wore a knee-length white silk gown
banded under the bosom and pinned over her left shoulder. A belt
supported a sword worn low on her hip, like an old-time cowboy
gunslinger.

The incongruity of her beauty and
the implied violence of the sword struck Wally immobile.

She smiled and Wally’s knees turned
mushy. He slumped down on a bench and stared at the
woman.

She winked at him and disappeared
the way the Greek warriors did; now you see them, now you
don’t.

Wally needed a few seconds to
compose himself.

 


## #

 


Back in his kitchen, Wally sat at
the table and paged through the sports sections looking for an
account of last night’s match. An image of the woman in the Park
kept popping into his head and made concentration difficult. Buried
amid the help-wanted-ads, he found a two-paragraph blurb that
misspelled his name. So much for the glory and fame of a world
title.

When Agamemnon appeared and cleared
his throat, Wally ripped the paper in half.

“Stop doing that!” he snarled at
the king. “You scare the shit of me when you pop up out of
nowhere.”

For a moment, Agamemnon looked
perplexed. He frowned and said, “Ajax reports that all you did was
run around a park when you went out.”

Ajax appeared and nodded in
agreement.

“You have to get a woman
pregnant.”

“You’re not in your Greek kingdom,
so don’t tell me what to do.”

“I didn’t give you an order.”
Agamemnon sighed. “Zeus did. And the god is quite unreasonable when
his commands are not followed.?”

“Making a baby is a lot of fun,”
Ajax said. “What you do is—“

“I know what to do!” Wally glared
at the two men. “I don’t take orders from mythical
gods.”

Agamemnon flinched. Horror written
on his face, Ajax’s spear clattered on the floor when he released
it to make a sign with his right hand. Both men glanced over their
shoulders.

“Listen to me, fool.” Agamemnon
glared at Wally. “You must be about Zeus’s work.”

“I saw a strange woman in the
Park.” Wally tapped a finger on the table. “Is she with
you?”

Agamemnon started.

“Describe her,” Ajax
said.

When Wally finished, Agamemnon bit
his lip and wiped a hand over his face.

“It must be Nestra,” Ajax said. He
didn’t look too happy.

“What the hell is a
Nestra?”

“Clytmenestra is my wife,”
Agamemnon said. “I’ll be the laughing stock of Hades if she murders
me again.”

“Your wife murdered you?” Wally’s
mouth dropped open.

“When the king returned from Troy,
Nestra plunged a dagger into his chest,” Ajax sad.

“How can she kill you again?
You’re already dead.”

“In mortal form, we are subject to
mortal hurts.” Agamemnon furrowed his brow.

“Same as the gods,” Ajax said. “At
Troy, a number of them got hurt playing warrior.”

“And your wife left Hades? Like
you did?”

“The bitch must have followed me.”
Agamemnon nodded. “You must get a woman pregnant.
Immediately.”

Wally made an obscene gesture at
the king.

“Come, old friend,” Agamemnon said
to Ajax. “We must seek her out before she destroys our
quest.”

“Wait.” The king’s last remark
puzzled Wally. “How can she mess up your quest?”

Agamemnon disappeared without
responding.

With the Greeks barely out of
sight, his cell phone chirped. “Hello?”

“Wally, what the hell were you
thinking?” His agent, Jim Abner, sounded exasperated.

“About what?” Wally grinned to
himself.

“You told the GWA you weren’t
throwing any more fights? You could have just said that you wanted
to retire. It would have the same effect.”

“They’re bluffing. I’m the champ
so I’ll have to defend the title. I know it. You know it. They know
it.”

“Well, maybe.”

“Make sure they pay me the whole
amount for last night.” The winner had been guaranteed two-hundred
thousand dollars while the loser received a hundred
grand.

He disconnected and turned his
thoughts to his visitors. He half-believed in a Supreme Being but
not in organized religion and he sure as hell didn’t believe in
storybook gods. Yet, Agamemnon and Ajax couldn’t be denied. They
cast shadows and the two guys in the Park saw Ajax. So, they
weren’t ghosts and he wasn’t hallucinating. And then there was
Nestra. Why did she scare two combat-tested warriors? Wally sensed
something unusual about her. Something important.

 


# # #

 


When Wally went running the next
day, the two thugs kept an eye on him. He had to do something about
Joey the Nose. As well as his other problems. Such as Nestra. The
image of her bought a grin to his face and an ache in the pit of
his stomach.

He reached his home and recalled
his wife’s plans to fill the ten-room townhouse with children. Now
he lived alone in the old, rambling house. Alone, except for
ancient Greeks that kept popping in. He opened a beer and took a
swig. Maybe he should stay inside for a while. If Joey the Nose
didn’t see him on the streets, maybe he would calm down and talk.
Without breaking Wally’s legs. He sat down at the table.

Agamemnon presented a different
challenge. The method of producing a baby hadn’t change in the last
three thousand years, but the king obviously didn’t know or care
about modern mores in the area of romance and marriage. In the last
two months, he had gone out on a few dates, but didn’t have a
serious involvement with any of the women. Even if he wanted to
accommodate Agamemnon, he had no idea how to go about it except via
a lengthy process leading to marriage because he wasn’t going to
hire a surrogate mother. After all, what good was producing a son
if the kid didn’t have a family to raise it properly?

A loud metallic clank made Wally
slosh beer over his hand. He turned and saw a scowling Agamemnon
banging his spear against his shield. A complacent-looking Ajax
stood by his side.

“We court disaster,” Agamemnon
said. “Zeus doesn’t brook delays.”

“You showed up yesterday for the
first time.” Wally placed the can on the table and wiped his hand
on a dish towel. “In case you don’t remember, it takes nine months
to produce a baby. And that’s after I find a woman.”

“What do you mean, ‘find a woman?"
Agamemnon looked puzzled. "You go to a man who has daughters, you
give him a few sheep and you get a woman to produce sons. It can’t
be any simpler.”

“Leave me alone.” Wally waved a
hand at Agamemnon. How could he explain to this relic from
antiquity that life had changed since he died?

“Wait a minute!” Ajax raised his
spear. The point embedded itself in the ceiling.

Wally made a face at the damage. A
small snow storm of sheet rock dust fell when Ajax yanked the spear
free.

“Maybe,” Ajax moved aside and
scowled at the dust, “Wally doesn’t like women.”

“Ahh. He likes men, perhaps?”
Agamemnon gave him a squinty-eyed look.

“Or sheep,” Ajax said.

“That’s disgusting.” Wally folded
his arms on his chest.

“Sheep aren’t disgusting.” Ajax
shook his head. “But goats are.”

“True.” Agamemnon nodded. “The
nasty buggers always try a head-butt at the critical
moment.”

"Are you two talking from personal
experience?”

“Well, we didn’t have very many
women in our camp at Troy,” Ajax replied.

“A good soldier can always adapt
to the field conditions,” Agamemnon said.

A rumbling sound engulfed the
house. Wally’s chair bounced and danced about on the floor. He
grabbed the edge of the table to keep from falling. The beer can
rocked and fizzed.

Agamemnon moaned.

Ajax looked like he wanted to
cry.

Both dropped their spears and
shields and removed their helmets.

The kitchen ceiling evaporated as
did the second story ceiling. A huge figure filled the space. At
least fifteen feet tall and proportionally wide, the man wore a
white tunic, had a snowy beard and his white eyebrows bent into a
frown.

Agamemnon fell to his knees, “Hail
Zeus, Allfather of the gods.”

Ajax prostrated himself.

Zeus carried a bundle of lightning
bolts in his left hand. Six feet long, they sparked and writhed and
filled the room with the pungent stench of ozone.

“Agamemnon, King of Mycea.” Zeus’s
deep, booming voice grated on Wally’s nerves. “Have you procured a
son for the House of Atreus?”

“Great Grandfather, it is only two
days since I crossed the River Styx. These things take
time.”

Grandfather? Wally blinked a few
times.

“Time? It takes you puny humans
about two minutes. Why do you delay?”

“Customs have changed since I
ruled Mycea.” Agamemnon clasped his hands and hung his
head.

“Is this him?” Zeus pointed the
bundle of bolts at Wally.

Wally’s knees quaked.

“Yes, Almighty Sire.”

“He looks virile enough. Fetch a
woman and get on with it. Remember. Returning to Hades is not the
worse thing that can happen to you. Ask the Titans. If you can find
them.” The god laughed.

Zeus vanished and the ceilings
returned.

After his nerves settled down,
Wally asked in a high-pitched voice, “Why did you call Zeus Great
Grandfather?”

Agamemnon didn’t seem to hear the
question.

“Because he is.” Ajax replied.
“Zeus begot Tantalaus who begot Pelops who begot Atreus who is his
father.”

“I’m descended from Zeus? Maybe
three hundred generations ago?”

Agamemnon stared at the wall while
biting his lip. Finally he turned to Wally and said, “We border on
personal disasters because of your stubbornness. Zeus doesn’t have
a great deal of patience and the longer you delay, the more time
Nestra has to ruin my plans.”

Wally ignored Agamemnon and said to
Ajax, “He’s afraid of his wife, isn’t he?”

“Anyone in his right mind would be
afraid of Nestra. She’s more wily than Odysseus and fiercer than
Achilles.” Ajax had a wistful look in his eyes. “I think she is
even more beautiful than her sister, Helen.”

“Should I worry about
her?”

“If you’re smart you will.” Ajax
chuckled.

“Why?”

“Nestra always tries to ruin
Agamemnon’s plans. It amuses her. So she’ll probably try to kill
him or you. Or maybe both of you.”

Wally’s stomach clenched. Zeus’s
appearance had obliterated a number of his long-held beliefs, and
scared the crap out of him, but he sensed that Nestra’s appearance
was a greater danger. Joey the Nose may have to get in line to get
a piece of him.

 


# # #

 


Wally stayed home the next day and
spent the time chewing on his fingernails. The reality of Zeus’s
existence boggled him. Last night, he had convinced himself that he
should get a date and ‘accidentally’ knock up the woman. His
resolve returned in the light of day, and he discarded that plan.
He would remain steadfast to his convictions, the gods be
damned.

The Greek warriors popped in
periodically to harangue him to get a woman. At each appearance,
Agamemnon seemed more agitated than before. He constantly glanced
over his shoulder. Wally sympathized with the old king but didn’t
feel any great compunction to help him solve the
problem.

Wally sat in his living room
watching the Six O’clock news when he heard their latest arrival in
the kitchen. He went to them. Agamemnon looked disconsolate. He sat
at the table, head in his hands. Spears, shields and helmets lay on
the floor.

“What’s going on?” Wally gave Ajax
a questioning look.

Ajax rolled his eyes.

“I sense Nestra closing in,”
Agamemnon said. “She’ll try to make my mission fail and then Zeus
will destroy me.” His voice cracked from tension.

Ajax patted the king on the
shoulder.

“What a woman!” Agamemnon gazed
out the kitchen window with a wistful smile on his face.
“Beautiful, clever, vicious. But, a lioness in bed! I can’t count
the number of times she broke this.” He tapped his crooked nose.
“She cracked my ribs more than once.” He took a deep breath, still
smiling. “She would always try to knee me in the balls so she could
be in control, not me. By the gods, that hurts. Maybe things would
have turned out differently if I didn’t spend ten years fighting
the Trojan War.”

Agamemnon’s reverie disturbed
Wally, as if he was jealous of the old man. One more issue to fret
over. His wrestling status worried him. Joey the Nose frightened
him. Agamemnon and Ajax scared him. Zeus terrified him. But,
Clytemnestra petrified him -- when she didn’t fascinate him. She
seemed the most dangerous of the bunch. After all, Agamemnon just
followed orders, but something else drove his wife.

He went back to the news
program.

 


# # #

 


Ten minutes later, he heard a husky
voice say, “Hello, boys.”

Wally broke away from the TV and
hurried into the kitchen.

Clytemnestra stood just inside the
kitchen entrance. As before, her beauty took away his
breath.

“Planning a party?” Nestra leaned
against the wall, laughing. “Because you’re about to have
company.”

Agamemnon stared openmouthed at his
wife. “Nestra,” he managed to say after a few tries.

Ajax squirmed.

The front door crashed open, and
Joey the Nose barged into the kitchen with four pistol-totting
thugs. Agamemnon and Ajax snapped out of their funk. Before they
could reach for their spears, Wally shouted, “Don’t move. They have
guns.”

“What’s a gun?” Ajax
asked.

“A weapon,” Wally replied. “A
modern weapon that you don’t know about.”

Both Greeks looked intrigued by the
idea of new weapons.

“Shaddup!” Joey the Nose yelled.
He hadn’t noticed Nestra who still leaned against the wall,
smiling. Joey and his goons had charged passed her. “I’ll do the
talkin’.” He was tall and bulky with a huge nose. His brown hair
was slicked back from his forehead. A smell of a cologne overdose
accompanied his presence. To Wally, he said, “We got bidness to
discuss.”

Joey’s men laughed. An unpleasant
sound.

Still smiling, Nestra drew her
bronze sword, grabbed a handful of Joey’s hair, yank his head back
and placed the sword blade against his throat. “I was here first.
You have to wait your turn.”

Despite the sword, her smile
dazzled Wally; every time she smiled his heart did back
flips.

Joey made mewing sounds.

“Tell your men to put their
weapons on the floor. Slowly.”

Joey waved his hand at the men and
they bent over to place the guns on the floor.

“Tell them to leave.”

Joey jerked his thumb over his
shoulder towards the door.

The men left.

“State your business.” Nestra
lessened the pressure on Joey’s throat.

“This guy screwed me and I gotta
even up the accounts.” Joey pointed to Wally.

“How much did you lose on the
match?” Wally asked him.

“Ten grand.”

“What? That’s all. That's not a
lot of money.”

“There ain’t too many suckers
willin’ to bet on a wrestlin’ match.”

“I didn’t plan on winning the
match, but the champ pissed me off.”

“I know. I was sittin’ ringside. I
saw him give you the knee.”

“Okay. Let’s split the loss. I’ll
give you five thousand.”

“It ain’t the money. I told a
lotta people you wouldn’t win. I lost face. Now, I gotta hurt you,
so people can see what happens if someone crosses me.”

“Ahh.” Wally understood the man’s
problem. No one would be afraid of Joey if he didn’t regain face.
“How about this? I’ll put my left arm in a sling for a week. I’ll
tell everyone that I fell in the bathroom, but I’ll make it sound
unconvincing. You can tell people whatever you want.”

“You call that a plan?” Joey waved
a hand. “I gotta see you with casts and crutches.”

“Nestra is getting bored,”
Agamemnon said. “When she gets bored, she likes to watch blood
flow.”

“Agree with the man’s suggestion.”
Nestra moved the sword and a thin line of blood appeared on Joey’s
neck. “I am getting bored.”

“All right. I agree. Now let
go.”

“That’s a good little boy. Now you
go straight home to your mommy.” She released Joey. He massaged his
neck and looked startled to see the blood on his hand. He began to
snarl something at Nestra who moved the sword point closer to his
stomach and smiled.

Joey fled.

“I suppose you came here to kill
me?” Agamemnon placed his hands on his hips.

Nestra gave him a ravishing grin.
“Not unless you interfere.”

“Interfere with what?”

“My plan to end your silly House
of Atreus. It’s gone on long enough.”

“So, you plan to kill this
innocent man.” Agamemnon bounced on his toes and looked ready to
attack.

“No.” Another smile. “I only have
to geld him.” Nestra stepped towards Wally.

Wally backed up until he bumped
into the sink. “Do something,” he shouted at Agamemnon. “It’s your
fault she’s here. She followed you.” Conflicting emotions battled
inside Wally: terror because Nestra advanced toward him and elation
because she came closer.

“Stop moving.” Nestra aimed the
sword point at his crotch. “Take it like a man.”

Agamemnon bellowed a war cry and
charged.

Nestra sidestepped and cracked him
on the head with the hilt of the sword. Agamemnon crashed to the
floor and slid into the door to the guest room, knocking it
open.

Wally cowered by the
sink.

Agamemnon jumped up, spun around to
face his wife. Blood dripped from the back of his head. “You’ll not
end the House of Atreus. Not while I live.”

“Whatever it takes.” Nestra smiled
again.

Agamemnon moved closer to her, his
body hunched into a fighting stance. She thrust the sword at him.
He grabbed her arm and twisted around. Nestra soared through the
air, narrowly missing the kitchen table. Her gown slipped up to her
hips and Wally gasped as he noted that Mycean woman didn’t wear
underclothes. Nestra scrambled under the table and leg-whipped
Agamemnon as he ran passed. He fell headlong to the floor. Wally
noted that Mycean men also didn’t wear underclothes. The two
climbed to their feet and circled each other. One of Nestra’s
magnificent breasts had slipped out of the gown and Wally gawked at
it. So did Agamemnon and he almost lost his head when Nestra
launched a sweeping sword stroke. Agamemnon raised his left arm
just in time to block the blow by hitting her forearm. The sword
flew across the room. Nestra skipped backward, massaging her
arm.

Husband and wife closed, grappled
and danced around the room. She grabbed a handful of beard and
tried to rip it off his face. He had a fistful of her hair and
twisted her head around. Agamemnon tripped over a fallen chair and
stumbled forward, pushing Nestra in front of him. Together they
staggered into the guest room. One of them knocked into the door
and it slammed shut.

“Do something,” Wally
said.

“Not me.” Ajax shook his head.
“I’d fight the entire Trojan army single-handed before I’d tangle
with her.”

A loud crash came from behind the
closed door. Wally smacked his forehead with the palm of his right
hand. “They broke the bed.”

“Stop that,” Nestra yelled. “Fight
fair.”

“Let go!” Agamemnon roared. “That
hurts, you know.”

A deep laugh came from
Nestra.

“That’s it then,” Ajax said. “The
fight is over.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Those two haven’t been laid in
three thousand years. We won’t see them until morning. Late
morning.

Wally looked at Ajax in
astonishment. “What are you talking about?” Muffled giggling came
from the guest room. “Oh. Never mind.”

Wally felt a pang of despair as he
went to his room on the second floor. He wished it was he, not
Agamemnon, with Nestra. He lay down. He thought of Nestra and
Agamemnon downstairs. He knew he wouldn’t sleep.

 


# # #

 


Wally awoke from a light sleep when
the sun rose above the level of the neighboring house. It took him
a minute to get oriented about his ever-shifting problems. His
agent had called late last night to tell him the GWA had agreed to
let him defend his title. With the wrestling problem solved and
Joey the Nose taken care of, he only had to worry about the ancient
Greeks overrunning his house. He put on a sweat suit and opened the
door. Smoke!

He raced down the stairs and into
the smoke-filled kitchen. Nestra stood at the sink feeding pages
from a book into a fire while holding a slice of bread skewered on
a knife.

Agamemnon sat at the table,
whistling to himself while Ajax polished his shield.

“I can’t find the hearth,” Nestra
said. “How do you cook your meals?” She had a split lower lip. The
bunch of hair missing from the left side of her head gave it a
lopsided look. Her right ear was discolored and swollen, but she
still looked gorgeous.

Wally turned on the faucet and
extinguished the fire.

“Mem! Indoor water!” Nestra
flashed a ravishing smile at Wally.

The smile almost knocked him off
balance. Giddy from her closeness, he said, “Watch.” He turned a
burner knob on the stove.

When the burner ignited, she
gasped, then said, “Oh, Mem. I’m going to love living
here.”

“What!” Wally glanced at
Agamemnon. The king returned the look through a half-closed left
eye. His nose was redder and broader than before and a hunk of
beard was missing. “What is she talking about.” Wally knew he
wasn’t going to like the answer.

Agamemnon stood and limped over to
Nestra. He wrapped his arms around her and said, “We worked it out
last night. Since you can’t or won’t produce a son, we’ll do it.
The House of Atreus will continue.”

“And while I’m pregnant, we’ll
live in this palace of yours.” She winked. “There’s lots of
room.”

Wally had trouble breathing. All
his previous problems palled alongside the idea of these Greeks
living with him for nine months. He knew he couldn’t be around
Nestra much longer without falling hopelessly in love with her,
even if she was a murderess and his grandmother a few hundred times
removed. How would Agamemnon react when he noticed? Sweat broke out
on the back of his neck

The king grinned. “And while Nestra
makes the baby, Ajax and I will scout around. When we find a rich
palace, we’ll loot it. For my son’s inheritance.”

Wally’s forehead turned clammy. He
felt lightheaded. He pictured riot police, guns drawn, surrounding
the house.

“You’ll have to raise the baby, of
course,” Agamemnon said. “Since Zeus wanted this child to be born,
he’ll take a personal interest in its welfare.”

Zeus! Wally’s stomach
churned.

“So, you’ll have go to Mount
Olympus once a year to give him a report.”

Wally leaned over the sink and
vomited

“Huh?” Nestra said. “I’m the one
that’s supposed to do that.”

 


 


 


TACTICAL SURPRISE

(Originally
published in Tales From
Gundarland, May
2010)

 


Fergus MacDwarfen ambled around his
castle. Even though the sun had almost reached the midpoint of its
daily journey, MacDwarfen still wore a robe and sleeping clothes,
much to the chagrin of his batman. His belly length beard remained
unbraided.

A carrier pigeon landed on a window
sill and cooed. MacDwarfen went to it and untied the scrap of
parchment on its leg. He read it, walked to a table with a chess
board and moved a black knight. He studied the board, moved a white
piece and wrote the move on the reverse side of the parchment.
After he fastened the paper to the pigeon, he lifted up the bird
and threw it in the air. So, he thought, that's it for today's
activities. Ever since his wife died six months ago, he had no
reason to get dressed. All he ever did was play chess with the
village blacksmith at the bottom of the mountain using
pigeons.

Once, not long ago, he would have
been dressed and out among his soldiers before dawn. That was when
he commanded the army for the Council of Seven Provinces. The
Council ruled a large portion of central Gundarland and it passed a
law forcing him to retire when he reached the age of seventy. That
was the good reason. The real reason the Council got rid of him was
to get a replacement who wasn't as outspoken and who was more
conventional. The Council refused to believe his argument that
conventional minded generals unnecessarily killed large numbers of
troops while unconventional tactics saved lives.

"Sir?" His batman, a former
sergeant, entered the room carrying a set of formal
clothes.

MacDwarfen raised an
eyebrow.

"Riders are coming from the
village, sir. I think they represent the Council. It is time to get
dressed."

"All right, but first I want to see
who it is." He led the way to the battlements in the front of the
castle. From there, they could see down the steep road to the
village. On the road, a squadron of riders labored to climb the
mountain. In front of the column, an officer carried an upright
lance with the pennant of the Council flapping in the
breeze.

"Show them to the main room,"
MacDwarfen told the batman. "I'll meet them there after I get
dressed."

 


# # #

 


When MacDwarfen entered the room,
Colonel Ricci, an elf, stood and saluted. All the visitors wore the
Council uniform, black tunics with silver epaulets and trim and
black pants. MacDwarfen, wearing a kilt, doublet and boots over
knee-high wool socks smiled at his old friend, ignored the salute
and punched him lightly in the arm. "How are you and your family,
Colonel?"

"We are all fine, sir."

Behind Ricci a gaggle of unknown
captains and lieutenants stood at attention. MacDwarfen pegged them
all as staffers and disregarded them. "What brings you all the way
to Castle MacDwarfen? It isn't exactly on a main road."

"Council business." Ricci gave
MacDwarfen a grin that lit up the elf's face. "They want you
back."

MacDwarfen had a coughing fit over
the unexpected news. Ricci pounded him on the back. "Really?"
MacDwarfen finally replied. "Whatever possessed them to do
that?"

"It's a rebellion and it's
serious."

"Hmm. I've heard rumors of some
unrest down south, but I didn't know it was a full-blown
rebellion."

"The general who replaced you lost
two battles and enormous numbers of soldiers. He's been dismissed
and his replacement lost a third battle. Now, the Council wants you
to take over."

"Who leads the rebels?" MacDwarfen
asked to cover his rising excitement. He had a chance to show the
Council how bad a mistake they made when they got rid of
him.

"Stilken."

MacDwarfen's mouth dropped open at
the news. Stilken was an old family friend. Fighting against
friends made the situation doubly tricky. "Is that the entire offer
from the Council? Simply take command? I'll accept as long as the
Council doesn't try to interfere."

Ricci took out two scrolls from a
pouch and handed one of them to MacDwarfen. "I don't think you'll
have to worry about that."

MacDwarfen read the scroll. It gave
him complete and unfettered command of a new army. He noted the
surprising lack of conditions in the document. He held out his hand
for the second scroll. Ricci gave it to him. MacDwarfen opened it
and gasped. The scroll was blank except for the signatures of all
seven councilors. "They're really serious, aren't they?"

"Desperate is more accurate, sir,"
Ricci replied. "They are terrified of Stilken."

"I will have to recruit some
auxiliary troops and the Council will have to bear the
expense."

"Agreed," Ricci said. "When can you
leave to take command?"

"Within the hour." MacDwarfen's
life suddenly had meaning again.

 


# # #

 


Three weeks later, General
MacDwarfen halted his war-swine, Begonia, and stood in the stirrups
to take advantage of his three-foot height. Using a spy glass, he
scanned the distant forest searching for signs of the rebel army.
All he saw were the vivid red and gold leaves.

His last report claimed the rebel
forces had increased in numbers. Stilken now had many more soldiers
than he had. Not that the numbers bothered him. What mattered more
than numbers was what you did with what you had. Still, the small
number of his troops, many of them conscripts, along with their
mediocre quality didn’t leave him many options. He had to manage a
battle very carefully with this lot. He needed tactical surprise to
have a chance of winning. His situation was similar to a chess game
in which he gave his opponent a two-piece advantage.

He sat down and adjusted his
armor-plated kilt. The colors of his ancient dwarf clan -- red,
black and green -- embellished the kilt, his doublet and his three
beard braids.

Around him, the army set up camp
for the night creating an appalling din: officers bellowed orders;
equipment thudded on the ground; weapons clanged; troops
cursed.

“I still don’t understand why we
have a bunch of chimney sweeps,” Colonel Dockery, his
second-in-command said. The contingent marched past and dipped
their long brushes to salute MacDwarfen.

“One never knows,” MacDwarfen
returned the salute and grinned at Dockery, “when one’ll find a use
for them.”

Two hundred archers from the Wurst
tribe of elves followed the chimney sweeps. Skilled sausage makers,
they carried large quantities of empty casings besides their long
bows and arrows.

When a loud squeal caught his
attention, he stuffed a finger in each ear just as the bagpipers
drew near playing some ghastly marching tune. MacDwarfen hated the
bagpipe noise, but he took them along because they could cause
massive confusion among the enemy forces.

“These noncombatants waste food
that the real soldiers could be eating.” Dockery had to shout for
MacDwarfen to hear him.

“These noncombatants,” MacDwarfen
chuckled, “will turn the tide of battle for us.

“Your bizarre scheme will never
succeed.”

“It’s creative, not bizarre. And
it leads to tactical surprise, the key to victory.”

“Dirty fighting is what most
generals call it.”

“Bah! Generals always claim they
lost because the winning general fought dirty, or used magic, or
whatever.”

Dockery didn't reply leaving
MacDwarfen alone with his thoughts. Somehow, he had to end the
rebellion without shaming Stilken because friendship can’t survive
humiliation. That was the difficult problem he pondered.

A hairy-footed half-pint in the
camouflaged uniform of a scout ran towards him. The scout stopped,
knuckled his forehead and stuck a stubby finger up his left
nostril. MacDwarfen waited. When the scout continued to root
around, he said, "Well?”

The scout removed his finger with
an audible plop. “Right. I found General Stilken.” The half-pint
initiated mining operations in his right ear.

“Can I expect to hear this report
before dark?”

“Oh, aye. Stilken is on the other
side of the forest. And comin’ this way. Split the army into two
groups. The second one is marchin’ in our direction further west of
here.”

“Any cavalry?”

“Didn’t see anyone on horses
except officers.” The half-pint spit to show his opinion of
officers.

“Archers?”

“Only a few, but no long
bows.”

“Dismissed. Thank you for the
information.” MacDwarfen had to admit that half-pints made the best
scouts and spies, but their real talent lay in thievery.
Unfortunately, they made terrible warriors and he had five hundred
of them in his army, more than ten percent of the total. The
Council had recruited them to build up the troop count while
ignoring their lack of fighting qualities.

A general had to be crazy to rely
upon the half-pints; their shield wall never lasted more than a few
minutes before disintegrating. Once the fleeing half-pints got into
their stride, they could outrun a wolf pack. Sometimes, they didn’t
stop running until they reached the next county. Still, if a
general knew what the half-pints would do in combat, then that
should be factored into the battle plan.

“This ground is too flat and too
open to offer battle," he said to Dockery. "In the morning, we head
south. Perhaps we can pick up some more troops and find a good
place to defend.” His best chance of success was to secure a strong
position and let Stilken’s army destroy itself attacking him.
Finding the right position always proved to be the hard
part.

“My men are tired of marching.”
Dockery led the swordsmen that made up the bulk of the army,
twenty-five hundred troops lacking in battle-experience. Tall,
well-built with craggy features, Dockery was a seasoned officer and
an excellent warrior, but relied upon traditional tactics. “I think
they’ll start to desert soon. I say we make a stand here and get it
over with.”

“Not here.” MacDwarfen shook his
head. “But soon. We’ll have to fight before the winter sets in.”
Every day seemed colder than the previous and the ground froze on
some nights. He wiggled his rump and, out the corner of his eye,
saw Dockery gnawing on his mustache.

 


# # #

 


For three days, the armies marched
and counter marched. Stilken matched MacDwarfen’s every move and
foiled his attempts to isolate a part of the rebel army.
MacDwarfen’s troops, footsore, tired and almost out of food,
couldn’t stay in the field much longer.

MacDwarfen sat on Begonia eating a
chunk of cheese for breakfast. Around him, the army broke camp and
ate on the march. The terrain puzzled him; something about the
hills and streams looked familiar. He stroked his beard-braids and
scrutinized the land some more. After a minute, he snapped his
fingers. He was on the edge of an area that he had hunted in many
times. He recalled a steep, grassy knoll with a large lake behind
it, an ideal place for his battle. A nearby village could provide
him with a few specialized troops; just what he needed to back up
the half-pints.

“We go east,” he said to Dockery.
“There’s a good piece of ground about three miles away. We’ll have
time to prepare our defenses before Stilken shows up.”

MacDwarfen rode ahead with six
half-pint scouts and reached the hill before the sun topped the
trees. He found it as good as he remembered. Forests anchored the
flanks and the enemy shield wall would have to advance
uphill.

He rode to the top and scanned the
terrain with an experienced eye. He overlaid a mental image of a
chessboard on the battleground and positioned his troops on it.
Except for the ones that wouldn’t be on the board at the start of
the battle. Next, he looked at his battle line through Stilken’s
eyes and modified his mental dispositions.

“Orders, sir?” The half-pint
sergeant made a gesture that vaguely resembled a salute.

“Have your men scout the forests.
I want to know how thick they are and whether the enemy could send
a large force to outflank us.”

He grinned as the sergeant ran off.
The lake should persuade the half-pints to stick around for a while
since few of them could swim. He mused some more about his plan to
put the half-pint force on his flank. No enemy general could see
them and resist an attempt to smash the half-pints and turn
MacDwarfen's flank.

He was still grinning when Dockery
joined him.

“I’m going to visit a nearby
village to see if I can enlist some warriors.”

“Farmers?” Dockery frowned. “They
won’t do us much good.”

“This village doesn’t farm. Put
the elves to work catching fish and gutting them. I want a lot of
guts mellowing in the sun.”

Dockery gasped. “But . . . Chivalry
demands that we adhere to traditions.”

“Tradition is for
losers.”

 


# # #

 


MacDwarfen awoke at dawn and
dressed. He faced the day with conflicting emotions; exhilaration
at the start of battle and dread at the end of the rebellion. In a
few hours, the Council wouldn't need him anymore and it would
probably fob him off with a sinecure and hand over the army to
another conventional general. Of course, he still had the blank
scroll, but he didn't want to use it to keep his
command.

Outside his tent, officers hurried
the soldiers to form up. The shouted commands, the tramping feet,
the squeaking leather, the clank of metal, all fed his enthusiasm
to get on with the business of the day. Let the future take care of
itself. He reviewed, for the last time, his mental chessboard now
filled with living pieces. His job was to keep as many pieces alive
as possible.

When he emerged from the tent the
sun, barely above the horizon, shown through the almost leafless
trees and cast long, thin shadows. A brisk breeze blew in from the
lake; ideal conditions for one of his tactical
surprises.

Across the field, Stilken’s army
deployed behind a line of troops to screen against a sudden attack.
A few minutes later, a sheaf of battle flags emerged from the
woods. Stilken, taller and thinner than most dwarfs, rode a small
pony in the midst of the flags. Even from afar it was hard not to
notice her regal bearing.

MacDwarfen raised his spyglass. His
hand trembled slightly at seeing Stilken again. They hadn’t met
since the funeral of her husband, the Duke, who was executed for
treason. The Duchess wore a silver breast plate and green trews.
Her cape displayed the green, yellow and blue of her clan colors.
She had pulled her dark hair in a ponytail over her left ear, in
the fashion of ancient dwarf warriors. Unlike most female dwarfs,
the Duchess was clean-shaven. MacDwarfen recalled the smell of her
exotic after-shave lotion and it sent his blood boiling. She looked
in his direction for a moment and then stuck out her tongue. What a
female! Brains, beauty and wit. Fighting her was such a
waste!

MacDwarfen snapped his attention
away from Stilken and asked Dockery about the disposition of their
troops.

“All the troops are in the
positions, as you ordered last night.”

“Excellent.” He scanned the backs
of his troops. In the center stood the main shield wall:
twenty-five hundred swordsmen, five deep and packed
shoulder-to-shoulder. Opposite them, companies of Yuks formed for
an attack. The fearsome, green-skinned Yuks were such a formidable
foe that his shield wall would soon need relief. No matter what he
did, he couldn't prevent a lot of killing from occurring in the
shield walls.

On his left flank, he had four
hundred doughty dwarf warriors armed with nose plugs and axes. His
Wurst elves hid in the forest beyond the dwarfs. He turned to the
right and couldn’t keep a smile off his face. From the looks of the
half-pints, one would never suspect they were about to enter
battle. They lounged around eating sandwiches, playing cards and
bartering stolen goods.

His new allies from the village sat
on top of the hill directly behind the half-pints. He hoped the
half-pints remembered their instructions. Forgetting them would be
fatal to the little buggers. Once the allies charged, there would
be no way to stop them.

Out of sight on the reverse slope
of the knoll, his additional secret weapons awaited
orders.

A horn blast signaled Stilken’s
attack. Enemy troops swarmed towards his positions.

“Uh-oh.” Dockery pointed to the
right flank. “We have a problem.”

MacDwarfen bit his lip. Wolverines,
hidden until now, trotted out of a clump of trees in front of the
half-pints. Hundreds of them with gnome riders. The half-pint front
would crumble immediately against such a charge.

On the left, a thousand dwelf
swordsmen advanced towards his lines. Thin elfin faces and bulbous
dwarfish noses disclosed their mixed blood.

A glance over the field told him
that Stilken wanted a quick victory. All her soldiers swarmed into
the battle, leaving only a small force in reserve.

The two armies collided with a
cacophony of sound, none of it pleasant. The screaming Yuks pushed
uphill against his shield wall of swordsmen who leaned on the Yuks
while slashing at their heads and roaring back. On the right, the
half-pints screeched and broke before the growling wolverines could
reach them. They started to the rear just as an officer released
the allies: ten warriors from a village of rock-folk. Three feet in
diameter, the silent rock-warriors slowly gathered momentum,
increasing the rhythmic thumping of their movement. The half-pints
saw the boulders rolling downhill and split into two groups. One
ran to safety behind the shield wall and formed up to protect the
flank. The second scampered into the forest. The densely packed
wolverines dashed through the empty space left by the half-pint
retreat and straight into the path of the rock-warriors. Their
growls turned to howls of terror.

From his command post, MacDwarfen
could feel tremors caused by the charge of the rock-warriors. The
wolverine formations broke apart and scattered. His dwarf cavalry,
mounted on war swine, charged from the trees and attacked the
wolverines. The half-pints, ferocious when they smelled easy loot,
charged back into the fray. They jumped on the wolverines’ backs
and slashed at the cinch straps. Saddles, gnomes and half-pints
tumbled to the ground where other half-pints pounced to strip the
gnomes of armor and to empty the saddle bags.

Meanwhile, the dwarf ax-men faced
the dwelf onslaught. From the trees on the left flank, the elves
emerged and hurled sausages at the dwelfs. The casings ripped apart
on contact and showered the dwelfs with rotted fish guts. The
stricken dwelfs gagged and retched. More sausages flew through the
air and more dwelfs fell to the ground incapacitated by wet or dry
heaves.

MacDwarfen judged the shield wall
fracas in the center had gone on long enough. He wet his finger,
held in the air and smiled. The stiff breeze continued to blow in
from the lake. It would protect his own swordsmen from the
devastation he was about to unleash. He turned and pointed to the
captain of the chimney sweeps. "Break the Yuks."

The chimney sweeps marched over the
crest of the hill with brush-tipped ten-foot poles balanced on
their right shoulders and buckets of soot in the left hands. The
detachment spread out behind the last rank of swordsmen and dipped
the brushes into the soot buckets. They hoisted the poles over the
heads of the swordsmen until they reached the Yuk lines then gave
the poles a vigorous shake. The Yuks reacted to the soot with
coughs and sneezes. Many stopped attacking to rub their eyes. The
sweeps withdrew their brushes and reloaded twice more. After the
third soot volley, the Yuk lines fell apart and Dockery’s swordsmen
pushed the enemy down the slope.

MacDwarfen gave an order and
stopped the advance at the base of the hill. The swordsmen
retreated to their original position to await another onslaught by
the Yuks who regrouped under Stilken’s tongue lashing and marched
back into battle. MacDwarfen waited until the Yuks got closer.
Again he turned to his hidden forces. "Household dwarfs! Form a
spearhead array and attack!"

The fifty dwarfs arranged
themselves into a triangular formation. With their shields locked
into an overlapping, turtle-like shell, they roared down the hill.
Junior officers moved a number of swordsmen out of the line to make
an opening for the dwarfs. The dwarfs barely slowed down as it
carved a gap through the Yuk lines.

A whiff of fish guts brought
MacDwarfen's attention back to the sausage makers who continued to
throw casings at the dwelf warriors. Many dwelfs writhed on the
ground. Still more tried to advance, slipped on the fish guts and
fell into the disgusting mass. The ax-men, breathing through their
mouths, used the blunt ends of their weapons to knock them
unconscious.

On the right, his swine cavalry and
the rock-warriors fought the wolverines while the half-pints took
an early lunch break.

Time to finish up, MacDwarfen
decided, while the bloodshed was still minimal. He sighed at the
imminent end of his command and signaled the bagpipers. While they
marched into position, he stuffed pieces of cloth into his
ears.

The twenty-five pipers squealed a
well-known tune always played at victory parades. They strutted
behind the line of swordsmen and MacDwarfen noted their astonishing
effect on the faces of the foe. Hearing a victory march, each enemy
solider believed the battle had been lost in another sector of the
field and each of them tried to disengage before he became
surrounded. First, the wolverines fled to the woods. Most of the
gnome riders were on foot scurrying after their mounts. Any dwelf
capable of retreating did so. The yuks simply backed down the hill
to disengage from the swordsmen then turned and ran. Stiken's staff
officers spurred their mounts and rode away before the bulk of the
army blocked their way.

Within the space of five minutes,
Stilken sat alone on the battlefield.

MacDwarfen turned to Dockery. “Send
a company of soldiers to escort the Duchess to me. Then chase this
rabble out of the Seven Provinces.”

 


# # #

 


MacDwarfen sat on a camp chair and
watched Duchess Stilken ride up. To a commanding general, only one
situation was worse than watching your army flee a battle; that was
watching your army get annihilated. At least Stilken was spared the
guilt pangs that always followed a wholesale slaughter of one's
troops. It wasn't much, but perhaps the two of them could maintain
their long friendship.

Stilken's hair wasn’t as carefully
arranged as before and a layer of dust covered her cloak and
face.

“Sit down,” he said after she
dismounted. “Would you care for wine?”

She frowned then nodded. “I’m
afraid I’m ignorant of the protocol of defeat.”

A half-pint servant bought two
goblets of wine.

“Many of my peers insist on
executing a captured general immediately. Others turn the general
over to the government for execution. In any event, losing a battle
and getting captured isn't a good career move.”

Stilken turned pale under her layer
of dust and gulped her wine. "The other generals were so
predictable," she said. "I forgot how unconventional you always
fought. I guess the easy victories made me overconfident. At least
many of my soldiers survived. Unless you plan to pursue them and
kill them."

"I gave orders to chase them out of
the province, that's all." He shifted his weight in the chair. "To
business." MacDwarfen cleared his throat. "My orders were to break
your army -- which I have done –- and end the
rebellion.”

"You can kill me, but I won't
renounce the rebellion. Not until my husband’s confiscated estates
are returned to me. I’ll die first.”

MacDwarfen started. “Is that what
the rebellion is about? The Duke’s estates?”

Stilken nodded.

MacDwarfen stroked his beard-braids
and stared into the distance. “I wrote to the Council advising it
not to confiscate the lands. I had a feeling nothing good would
come of it.”

“You always were one of the more
perceptive people I’ve ever met. The Duke and I considered you a
valuable friend.”

“Do you play chess?”

Stilken started and blinked at the
change in topic. She nodded. “I always beat the Duke when we
played.”

“So did I. And now, it’s time to
end the rebellion.” He took a gulp of wine.

Stilken’s eyes widen and her
complexion turned pale.

“No, Duchess,” MacDwarfen
chuckled. “I’m not going to execute you.”

Stilken eyed him warily.

“I’ll arrange for the return of
your estates if you give me your word to end the
rebellion.”

“You have that much
power?”

“I have a blank scroll from the
Council. They’ll honor whatever I write on it.”

Stilken tapped a purple nail on the
arm of the camp chair. “Why am I receiving this
charity?”

“Friendship is a precious
commodity. I won’t squander it needlessly.” He grinned at her.
"It’s not charity. The estates come with conditions.”

Stilken stared at him with a look
of disdain.

“You and I will hold a chess
tournament at my castle. One game a day.”

“So, I’m to be your
prisoner.”

“Never! You’ll be an honored guest
free to come and go as you choose.”

She tapped her finger some more.
“How many games in this tournament?”

“Let’s say one . . . or two
hundred.”

“I’ll agree to five hundred games.
Half in your castle, half in mine.”

“Let us not quibble, Duchess. A
thousand games. We alternate castles every hundred
games.”

“Done.” Stilken gave MacDwarfen a
ravishing smile.

MacDwarfen decided he didn't need
to keep his command. He now had something to occupy his time and
energy.
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