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“OH, FOR THE LOVE OF God, not again!”

That was me, telling the universe what I thought about its sense of humor. I had just gotten off the bus within sight of home, ready to rest and recuperate after being grilled by unsympathetic Metro Detectives and bureaucrats and then I find myself back in that same godforsaken fairyland where we were while trying to find the Wizard Landau Bain. The only thing I needed to make my day complete was that fop of an elf lord showing up, what was his name? Oh, yeah, Titus... something. In his own way, he was even more irritating than Frankie on a tear.  

Instead of looking down a quaint San Francisco residential city block lined by century-plus old Victorian homes, I was staring open-mouthed at that same hideous brick walkway that curved away from me toward a hill shaped like some clichéd Hollywood designer’s fantasy.

Me? I’m Tony Mandolin, Private Eye to the weird and not so wonderful. I’d just finished up a case dealing with Santa’s less than congenial twin, Krampus Klaus where that thorn in my side Agent Radlum was revealed as one of Lucifer’s lieutenants and had the immense satisfaction of sending said demon on his way to an extremely uncomfortable eternity. Do I need the work? No, not really. Not since I got paid for a case where the original vampire, Count Dracula himself was the client. Seems guys like that pay in ancient gold coins, lots and lots of ancient gold coins. Melted down, they’d make me a millionaire many times over, sold at auction as collectibles, the dollar amount gains dizzying Bill Gates heights. So it’s no wonder I’m keeping that stash under the watchful eye of a Norse God by the name of Odin. In his human guise, he’s the owner of my favorite neighborhood watering hole, The Snug.

My home, San Francisco, Fog City to the long-term residents, is lousy with people like that. You can’t spit without hitting a Wizard, witch, elf, fairy, or any number of inhuman peoples and things. Maybe that’s why it has the personality and reputation it has. Go ahead, wander on down into the Castro District during the Halloween season and try and tell me that’s all human. I’ll wait.

As weird and rotten as it is, it’s still home, so it’s no wonder I was seriously pissed at being shunted from my reality to... whatever this was.

Just like before, the colors were all wrong, it was like being in the original Wizard of Oz with the color knob turned just too far. Frankly, it was giving me a headache.

You can only stand and fume so long. A hell of a lot of practice dealing with the comic book that had become my life taught me that movement was more conducive to survival than standing still. Besides, there was a chance, however slight, that I just may run across someone, or some... thing that could point me, or even send me toward home. I started walking.

I also kept my eyes and ears open. It was almost as if those senses had been turned up to eleven. Guaranteed it was nerves, not magic. With the word magic rattling around in my brain, I reached for the pendant Bain had made for me when I was dealing with a certain out-to-get-Mandolin faerie Queen by the name of Medb. It contained what the faerie world calls cold iron, pulled from my own blood, and the Wizard crafted it as a form of protection against magic. I don’t know how he did it, and I was there watching. Regardless, the thing worked, and me being alive proves it.

Thinking of the pendant and its ankh shape took me over to thinking about the world Medb came from. She called it Tír na nÓg, in Gaelic it means, Land of Youth because those who live there never die of natural causes. That doesn’t mean they aren’t dying from unnatural causes every damn day, but, well, it’s Irish. But wherever I was wasn’t there, this was somewhere else. It had more the look of what had been bled into Medb’s world when we ran into all sorts of Grimm’s fairy creations, including an old witch with her own cauldron. And then there was the old forest and the carnivorous grapes. Don‘t ask.

Figuring I had nothing better to do than mooch on down the yellow brick road, well... more baby poop color than anything else and see what was on the other side of the hill. Turned out the other side looked much the same as the one I’d left behind me.

As I walked, my eyes caught the assorted bits of evidence flitting here and there proving this wasn’t my beloved Fog City. Also, there was no horizon I could see and the identically-shaped clouds scudding by in a far too blue sky cemented the notion. The flitting bits were not insects unless insects come bipedal with perfectly matched female breasts.

When I hit the flat at the bottom of the other side of the hill, I saw a dark line off in the distance. Stretched to either side of me, as far as my eyes could see was wave upon wave of grass with pink and violet flowers showing, again so evenly spaced it could not be natural.

A splash of color hit the sea of grass and began to come in to view as I walked. And after a bit more walking the color began to show as flowers, poppies, I thought. Now, why did that ring an alarm bell in the back of my mind? There was something about poppies that signaled danger. I decided to look and not touch, but that had also been the rule the last time I visited.

There was a scent coming from the poppies. It was also familiar and very, very inviting. I kept reminding myself to just keep walking. The dark line was now recognizable as a line of trees. I focused on that and quickened my pace away from the field of flowers.

“Bastard!”

“Stink lover!”

“Eat grass and die!”

The tiny cries came from the direction of the poppies. It seemed wiser to imagine what the mouths issuing the insults looked like rather than finding out for sure.

The tree line was quite clear once I was past the petulant poppies, and something vaguely pinkish came out of the trees. At first, I thought it looked like a guy riding a large pig. And then, as it got closer I realized it was actually a guy riding a large pig. 

The guy was dressed in some kind of Middle Ages costume including a Robin Hood-style hat with a red feather stuck in it. The pig was... well... a pig, with a bright pink ribbon tied around its neck, and it had something jutting out of its mouth. 

Small pinkish clouds of smoke puffed up from the other side of the pig’s mouth, like little clumps of cotton candy. As I got even closer I could see it was smoke coming from an ornate meerschaum pipe.

The guy on top of the pig reined in as I drew near.

“Well, good day to you, traveler,” He said.

I replied, “Uh... yeah. Same to you.”

“Would you be interested in a trade?” He asked, smiling down at me from the pig. Yes, I said down, because his head was about a full foot above mine. This was one huge hog. Said pig was eyeing me as the rider and I talked.

The question caught me by surprise. I said, “Trade? Trade for what?”

The rider waved a hand in the air, “For what, indeed! That is the game, my friend. I,” He placed the hand on his chest, “Am know as Clever Hans. I trade this for that and that for this and never once have I come out the lesser for the play.”

Something told me to not trust this guy the slightest fraction of an inch. “Yeah, well...” I said, “Good luck with that.”

“You will not trade?” He sounded disappointed, almost desperate.

I shrugged, and replied, “From what I can see, Hans, is you have nothing I’m interested in. Thanks anyway,” I finished and turned to keep on walking.

I heard what sounded like muffled hooves on stone, a kind of a kliph-kloph, kliph-kloph and then the pig was galumphing past me and then it turned and blocked my way.

Han wasn’t smiling this time, “You... have... to... trade,” He rasped out.

I slowly felt around in my coat for my gun. Quite a ways back, Landau Bain, the scariest Wizard in all creation, had umm... enhanced the gun and its ammo. It was an FN 5.7 with a bullet that looks like it came from some kid’s beginning .22 rifle and the recoil is next to nothing, but when it hits it has an impact like that of a fifty caliber sniper round. It also seems to works on the magical types ordinary human weapons won’t touch.

I asked as I put my fingers around the gun’s butt, “Why?”

Hans stared at me as if I was speaking profanity. He sputtered, “Y-you can’t ask that! No one can ask that. Not here!”

Seems I’d touched a nerve, so, because I am who I am, I pressed, “Why?”

Hans flinched and looked over his shoulder, “Stop... saying that!” He hissed in a whisper.

I was tempted to begin repeating it in a sing-song, but as I’m a mature, healthy, okay, healthy anyway, male I didn’t. Instead, I asked. “Again, why?”

The pig broke in with a voice very much like Danny DeVito’s, “G-wan, tell ‘im.”

Now you would think that a giant pig smoking a German-style pipe that puffs out cotton candy-colored smoke would give a guy pause. You would think that unless you’ve had the sort of life I’ve had this past decade. As far as I was concerned a talking pig was way down there on the weirdness scale. If you want details, ask the dragon who runs the San Francisco library system. Better yet, ask Santa, he’s a chum.

Hans looked down at the pig and said, “But—.”

The pig repeated itself, “G-wan, tell ‘im.” This time making it an order, not a suggestion.

Hans sighed, looking very put upon and then said, “There are rules...”

“Screw da rools. Tell ‘im.”

Hans asked me, “Do you know where you are?”

I shrugged, figuring that, at this point, brevity was a good survival skill.

Han made a wide sweep of his hand and declared, “This is Märchenland, where every dream has come to life.”

I nodded, and then a thought struck me, so I put it to words, “Why are there rules?”

“Pu-leese do not say that word,” Han pleaded in a hoarse whisper.

I tried going at it from another angle and asked, “All right, what is the problem with that word? Do the rules have anything to say about that?”

“Tell ‘im, buttboy,” the pig grunted, “G-wan.”

“I’m trying!” Hans nearly shrieked out the phrase.

“Try harder,” The pig grunted.

“All right!!” Han screamed, and then he settled himself down and said, “The W word is forbidden to be spoken here because it causes... ripples.”

Yep, I blinked. “Ripples? I asked.

“Changes then,” Hans said, in a calmer tone, “It causes changes, and changes are not allowed to be caused by those who live here.”

I nodded, understanding none of this. “Fine,” I said, then I guess I’ll be going.”

The pig shifted to block me, “Gotta trade somethin’,” It croaked.

“Because its the rule, right?” I replied.

“Hey,” The pig said, smiling, yes it smiled, really, “Youz a bright guy.”

I fished around in my pockets and came up with a quarter. I thought, “What the heck?” And held it out, “What’ll you give me for this?” I asked.

The pig reached out with its snout and sniffed, “Can’t eat it,” It grunted.

Hans reached down with an open palm, “May I?” He asked.

I dropped the quarter into his hand, “Yeah, sure,” I replied.

Holding it up against the light, he squinted as he examined the coin. “Hmm,” He murmured, “Lovely sculpture work. Is this a man of some importance?” He asked.

I nodded.

He flipped it over and exclaimed, “What a beast! Did he ride that?”

The beast was the buffalo on the other side of the quarter. I seriously doubted if George Washington ever knew they existed, but it was damned impressive.

I lied, “He had millions of them, so who’s to know which one he rode?” Well... technically it was a supposition, not actually an outright lie.

“Ah...” He said, still looking at the coin, “then this has value.”

The way he said the word value meant he wasn’t thinking about the two bits in the same way I was.

I asked, “All right, what would you trade for the coin?”

Hans smiled broadly, “Ah... now it begins.” He reached down onto the other side of the pig and pulled up a frilled soft leather satchel.

“What do we have... what do we have,” He muttered to himself as he rummaged. 

The pig got restless, “C’mon, c’mon, we’re burning daylight here and I ain’t getting any younger. We got to get there in time, y’know.”

“Okay... okay...” Hans replied, still rummaging.

I would not have been surprised to see him climb in and then pop out of the satchel head first with his find.

“Here we are!” He exclaimed, holding up a small pouch. He upended it over his hand and three familiar-looking beans poured out.

I looked at them and Hans watched me looking at them. Together we shook our heads, saying, “No...”

The next thing he held up was an old Persian style lamp.

I said, “Oh, hell no.”

“O... kay...” Hans said, diving back into the satchel. “How about... a map!” He declared, holding it high above his head.

Now that could prove useful. I held out a hand, and asked, “May I see it?”

He held the quarter closer to his body and then slowly extended the map. I took it in a quick snatch before he could change his mind and then opened the thing up.

It looked to be hand-drawn with dark brown ink on a pale ochre type of paper or perhaps parchment. Who knew, based on where I was it could have been anything. It had the various roads laid out with nifty drawings of forests, creeks, rivers, mountains and so on. It looked like your basic fantasy map like the ones in the hardback Lord of the Rings copies. Some of the names were in red and others were a darker brown than the lines. The trees were in green and there was one road done in a sort of golden brown.

I said, “Yeah, this could work. Deal.”

Hans laughed and declared, “Done, and done.”

The pig grunted, “Finally. Good talkin’ to ya, stranger.” And off they trotted.

I watched the still amusing sight of the guy riding the pig for a few seconds and then turned my attention back to the map. Something told me there should be more folks on the road. It had the look of being maintained, but in the past couple of hours, all I’d seen was Hans and his hog. Well, there had been the foul-mouthed poppies, but really, who considers the flowers as part of the gathering? 

I mumbled, as I looked the map over, “I wonder where in the dickens I am on this thing?”

The map twitched and then a spot appeared as if an ink drop hit wet paper and then it shrank into a small red dot.

I asked the air, “Is that dot supposed to be me?”

The dot swelled and then shrank back into its original size in a sort of pulse.

I asked again, “Was that... a yes?”

It pulsed again, a repetition of the first one.

I remembered something from my childhood when mom would read me stories. I asked, “What if the answer’s a no?”

The dot pulsed twice.

“I got it,” I said, “Once for yes, twice for no.”

One pulse. 

The dot was on the yellowish colored road. I looked down. The bricks were the same color as the drawing.

I said to myself, “Well, this could be interesting...”


♦ ♦ ♦ 
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After a couple more hours of walking, the trees began to look more like trees instead of a dark line on the horizon and there seemed to finally be someone else on the road coming my way. And this one wasn’t riding a pig. As the figure drew nearer, it was another guy. He looked tall, thin, and had something held in his right hand and balanced on his shoulder.

When I could see details the thing he had on his shoulder was a stick with a good-sized sack tied to its end. He was wearing rags, it seemed, including a floppy patchwork cap. When he saw me looking at him he waved and smiled.

“A grand good morning to you, sir,” He said, coming to a stop just a few feet from me.

I replied, “Good morning.”

Keeping the stick balanced on his shoulder, the guy gave me a bow straight out of the Shakespearian Festival, “The Patchwork Man... at your service kind sir.”

I thought, “What sort of place is this? Everyone has titles instead of names.”

I replied with a nod and said, “Tony Mandolin.”

He gave me an odd look and asked, “What is a Tony Mandolin?”

I said, “It’s my name.”

He grew still, and then whispered, “Is that your full name?”

Something Bain had told me a long time ago about names and the world of magic. Because my parents were Italian and loved the old country, they had loaded me down with about a half dozen middle names. If what this patchwork fella was going on about had any relation to what Bain told me, I was in no danger. In order to control someone, a fairyland creature had to know the true name of that someone, and Tony was not even the formal form of my first name and therefore didn’t count.

I said, “What do you think?”

“Ahh,” Patchwork replied, “Very good. Very good indeed. As you may or may not be aware, Tony Mandolin, there are rules in this land and those rules are absolute. One does not live long in their breaking. Rule one is to never reveal your true name. By our exchange, I can see you are a man of caution.”

I shrugged and said, “Yeah. Got that one, and I’ve already been told about the W-word too.”

He looked confused, “The... W-word?”

I waved a hand, “The word that begins with W when you ask a question about how something came to be?”

Patchwork’s face went blank just like Han's had for a second and then his eyes widened in understanding. “Ahh...” He exclaimed, “Yes, THAT word. No... one does not say that word. Things happen. Change happens and change... must not happen. Do you understand?”

I didn’t answer. Mostly because this guy irritated me even more than Hans did. What does it say about a world when the best person you’ve met is a pipe-smoking pig?

The guy must have seen something in my face, because he shifted his stick a bit and then waved a hand, “Well, I must continue my journey, Tony Mandolin. Fare you well.” And he walked off.

While I wasn’t answering Patchwork’s question, I noticed the pendant Bain made for me out of some junk and my own blood had gone cold, really, really cold. It was a form of protection against magic. Had Patchwork tried something and then took off because it hadn’t worked? This... side trip was becoming the polar opposite of a keeper.

It seemed like forever, but I eventually made it to where I was standing just outside of the forest entry. This one did not look at all like what I was used to back in Northern California. For one thing, they all had the look of something out of a British fantasy epic, the trunks were thick, gnarled and coated with moss. Ferns grew thickly along the forest floor. Well... that bit was really familiar, but in my forest, the trees are huge, straight and redwood. And, to be honest, I usually see mushrooms and toadstools there as well, but mine do not sing songs like that patch in the 10th Kingdom. It seemed the question, “what in the hell is going on here?” was very appropriate.

The trees formed what appeared to be a sort of leafy arch over the path. I took out the map and checked it before moving forward. There I was, the red dot was in the same spot on the map before the drawing of the forest as I was in reality, but in this case, I was thinking that reality was a highly subjective term.

I looked at the map a bit longer, and asked, “Is there any place where a guy can get something to eat and drink?”

Right after it twitched, another dot bloomed on the surface of the map. This one was blue, the same blue as the snaking lines that had to be creeks and rivers. It sat inside the forest, and just about an inch away from the line of the road. From my perspective, it didn’t look like it was all that far from where I was standing.

“Once more into the breach,” I muttered, thinking it was a shame Frankie wasn’t there to appreciate the moment.

After passing under the branches forming the arch, the trees seemed to open up a bit. The daylight, I still had no proof there was a sun or even a moon here, being filtered through the leaves was a lot less glaring and unreal than it had been out on the plain.

“It’s kind of nice in here,” I said. If anything had answered me right then, I think I might have turned and run. It’s one thing to be working a case involving elements of what ordinary folks call fantasy, but it’s something else entirely to be dropped into the middle of the fricking book.

I decided to enjoy the moment and changed the pace of my walk into that of an amble suited more for sightseeing than traveling. 

Mostly the path was lined with green things, ferns, moss, and assorted berry bushes of the type that grow best on the edges of a wood than the interior. Sometimes, however, I saw clear signs that I was not in California, or even Kansas anymore. No, it wasn’t the singing mushrooms. It was the tiny little houses built into the base of the trunks, with miniature cobblestone walkways curving past the ferns and flowers toward the main path. No, I did not knock.

And then there was the occasional six-inch-high door set into the base of the odd tree, minus the house. A couple of them also had windows set into the tree further up the trunk. As sightseeing trips go, not bad... so far...

Further into the trees, on either side of the path things dimmed to the point of near-black. I saw the odd bit of movement here and there, but for all I knew it could be deer or squirrel, fox or something a hell of a lot further up the totally-weird-crap scale.

Up ahead of me, the same sort of odd deepening of the shadows hid the path after about ten or fifteen yards. It was as if the light was following me.

I stopped and pulled out the map one more time. According to the red dot’s location in relation to the blue dot, the place where I could find something to eat was literally around the next bend.

Putting the map back into one of my coat’s inner pockets, I continued on down the path. The bricks curved slightly and then sharply to the left, and there it was, a walkway jutting off the right-hand side of the path. A small sign nailed to a short post stuck into the ground said Gretel’s Cauldron.  

The way this was going, I wouldn’t have been at all surprised at seeing a bar next to the place called The Witch’s Tit. I also wondered why Hansel wasn’t mentioned.

Gretel’s Cauldron was not visible from the main path, so I left the bricks and hit the cobblestones. One turn later and there it was.

It had the look of one of those English country pubs with a thatched roof and white-washed walls. A sign hug perpendicular to the front entrance with the painting of an old black iron cauldron on it. Over the cauldron was painted the name, Gretel’s.

“Must be the place,” I said and headed toward the door.

Well, I now knew why the road was practically empty, every damn body, human and otherwise was sucking down the suds in Gretel’s pub, and those looked like German-sized mugs, not the puny little 22 ounce schooners the USA thinks are big. No, these things hold an entire liter, or in American measurements, 33 freaking ounces in one throw.

The room looked like, under current San Francisco fire code, it should safely hold about thirty people. This place had to have at least three times that number of bodies and they were all having, apparently a wonderful time. Steins were waving, songs, in competing keys, pitches and meters were being sung, and at least two, possibly more full-on brawls were being fought with complete abandonment.

Waitresses, again, some human, some not, (tell me, does four breasts nearly falling out of a peasant blouse count as human?), wove through the entire throng as if they were master pilots on the Mississippi.

One of them caught sight of me as she deposited a half dozen steins onto a table ringed with a pack of dwarves and a girl with suspiciously pale skin. “Be right witcha, hon.” The waitress sounded like she was right out of the South Bronx.

I looked around for someplace to sit and only saw crowd. What was I going to do, hang from one of the beams on the ceiling?

“Hey, buddy! Over here!”

I turned around, just in case whoever was calling was meaning me. One of the dwarves at that table was beckoning. I guess it was me he wanted.

I squirmed my way through the crowd, getting a few muttered and louder objections as to where my feet went, but no one or thing made any move to stop me.

When I finally got over there, the dwarf looked up at me and asked, “Is your name Mandolin?”

A scene from a couple of years back flashed through the recesses of my brain. It included a whole pack of the little guys and one barking mad scientist attempting to clone for them a Frankie they believed was the key to breeding a whole new Dwarf King.

I answered, “What if it is?”

The whole table, including the woman...up close there was no way she was a girl, even though she had the figure, erupted in laughter.

The dwarf who’d called to me barked out, “Yep, it’s him all right!” He slapped the tabletop several times as he laughed.

For whatever reason, these dwarves, and their own version of what had to be Snow White were not inclined to jump on me and start pounding. I relaxed, just a bit and asked, “So where do you fellas know me from?”

“Oh, we never saw yez before,” A dwarf with a scowl on his face muttered from the back of the table.

“Naw,” Another one said, this guy was chubby and had on round gold-frame spectacles, “We just got a real good description.”

The smallest of the fellows, this one looking like he’d prefer being back in bed mumbled, “A real... yawn... good description...”

“I see,” I said, lying through my teeth, “And who gave you this description?” 

“Tell the guy, Snow.” This was the one with the permanent scowl.

“Sure.” She pronounced it, show-wha, with the emphasis on the last syllable. Then she looked up at me and said, from around a small gob of well-chewed gum, “It was one’a dem little buggers what was trying ta bring back dere king, see?”

I did see. Seemed dwarves talked to dwarves, but this batch didn’t at all seem inclined in the way of their cousins.

One of the dwarves blew his nose noisily into a well-stained handkerchief and then said, “Yeah, dey said you was gonna be droppin’ by. Said we should look ya up.”

“Yeah?” I asked, “What for?”

“Dunno,” The one with a smile on his face said, lifting one of the steins as if it was a shot glass, “Have a drink and you can tell us.”

“What the hell,” I thought, “It’s a table.” I said, “Yeah, why not?”

All of the dwarves put a finger to their mouths and said, “Shh! Don’t say that word.”

“Sorry,” I muttered, settling into the chair they had produced from somewhere, “I’m new here.”

“No shite,’ Snow White muttered.

I shrugged and said to her, “Please excuse the observation, but you don’t act at all like you’ve been portrayed in my world. There you’re this virginal princess who sings to the birds.”

She threw back a good third of her stein, belched and then laughed, saying, “No shite Sherlock. You think a broad like me can live with seven guys an’ stay a virgin? Hell, I can’t sing a note, can’t cook to save my life, but there’s one thing I’m real good at. Ha, haa!” Her laugh had a distinct donkey quality to it.

I looked from the seven dwarves to her and back again, “Are you telling me, you and they...?”

All the dwarves gave me a grin right out of Wisconsin.

Snow White snickered, “They ain’t little guys where it counts, gumshoe.”

TMI...TMI...TMI. I fished around desperately for a change of subject. “Uh... ahem... What is this place? Not the bar, but this world, and how do you folks know about companies like Disney? Does that mean there’s a way back to my world?”

“It ain’t got a name,” Snow White drawled, “Not as such it don’t.”

The really sleepy one mumbled, “Yuh, it... just is.”

I looked around the table, they all nodded. I said, “What about the other part of my question. The about finding a way back home?”

Snow White said, “You’d best ask Gretel about dat one, or maybe even da witch.” She chomped her gum a couple of times and pointed toward the bar where what looked like several members of Robin Hood’s Merry Men were whooping it up with an orangutan. 

My next question, one assuring me that Gretel wasn’t the monkey, was interrupted by, “Okay hon, what’ll ya have?”

I turned and found myself confronted with those four breasts I’d seen packed into a two breast top earlier. I’ll just bet this one’s name is Daisy.

“I said, “Uh...”

The waitress didn’t notice my San Francisco charm at all. She asked, “So, whadda ya want?”

I asked, “Can I get a burger and a beer?”

She replied with, “Ya want fries with that?”

I shrugged, “Yeah, sure.”

She nodded, made a note on her pad and then asked, “How ya want the burger; bloody, cooked or burnt?”

“Cooked,” I figured was the safest response here.

I noticed the dwarves nodding in approval at my choice.

“And the fries?”

I assumed cooked also worked, but if she asked me the same about the beer, I was canceling the order.

She didn’t, all she did was say, “That’ll be a buck.”

I paid and then sat back and looked at Snow and the dwarfs. I was thinking about what would Prince Charming look like in this place.

They looked back at me. It was kind of like being watched by one of those extended families in Appalachia, where everyone looked but no one spoke.

I turned to face Snow White and asked, “So, Gretel knows how I can get home?”

“Naw,” Snow said, chewing away, “But she knows da guy what can get ya there.”

I got a flash of what it must be like to watch her eat and threw the image into my deepest sub-basement.

“Here ya are, hon,” Daisy slid the burger and the beer onto the table in front of me. I really should not have been that shocked, but I was. I was expecting just about anything and instead I got a meal that could have been delivered in nearly any one of the city’s burger joints, fries included. The beer glass was bathtub size, but that just meant I didn’t have to ask for a refill before the food was gone.

The dwarf with a permanent grin said, “Now there’s a meal!”

I agreed. Before seeing and smelling the burger, I had not realized how hungry I was. I decided to dig in and then go find this Gretel and see what she could tell me.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 3
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I didn’t spend that much more time talking to Snow White and her randy dwarves, mainly because my mouth was full of really good burger and fries, and unlike Snow, I didn’t talk while showing everyone around me what I was eating. When I had chewed the last fry and glugged the last drop, I thanked them for their hospitality and worked my way through the crowd toward the bar. 

If anything it was even more crowded than before and because of that, I happened to step on someone’s toes.

“Owww!!” 

The guy... I’m pretty sure it was a guy, there was a beard... stood up, pushing his chair back into the table behind him. The folks at that table were considerably larger and a whole lot less human-looking. For one thing, a couple of them had Minotaur heads and one was decidedly a lizard. They all had weapons.

One of the Minotaurs bellowed, reached out and spun the guy I’d stepped on around. It snarled, “Whadda ya think yer doing, runt?” and pushed the guy’s right shoulder.

The guy was my size, but that thing’s horns gouged the ceiling.

Instead of acting like any normal city dweller would, this fellow pushed right back and said, “And who are you to challenge the Huntsman?”

It seemed that name meant something. The bull-headed beast stepped back, stammering, “N-n-no one, sire. I’m begging your pardon if you’ll allow me.”

The guy calling himself The Huntsman, puffed out a breath and then muttered, “All right. This time... all right. Now, where’s that clumsy clod who trod on me?”

Oops.

As the table full of beasts tossed coins onto the top in payment for their drinks and left the bar post haste, the rest of the room focused on me as the new source of entertainment.

I said, “Hi, let me apologize for stepping on your toe. It’s crowded and I couldn’t see where my feet were going.”

He bent and pulled something out from below the table he had been sitting at. Shaking his head, he growled, “Apologies do nothing for my feet. Only the hunt will suffice.”

I heard the words, “The hunt” bounce around the room.

One of the dwarves had come over and was tugging on the guy’s coat.

The Huntsman glanced down and snapped, “What is it, dwarf?”

It was the chubby one with glasses, Doc, I think, “I just wanted to say goodbye while I had a chance,” The dwarf replied.

“What are you blabbering about?” The Huntsman asked.

“Well,” Doc answered, smiling up at The Huntsman, “Seeing as you’re going up against Tony Mandolin...”

The Huntsman reacted as if he was a gunfighter being told his formerly unknown opponent was Doc Holiday. His hands twitched as he dropped the crossbow he’d just picked up. “M-Mandolin,” he stammered, and then he asked Doc, in a whisper, “Are you sure?” I think his voice squeaked on the last word. There was so much murmuring going on in the place I couldn’t quite tell.

“Sure as I’m standing here,” Doc replied from below, completely missing the irony in his statement.

The Huntsman turned to look at me and said, “Please forgive my rudeness, Mister Mandolin. I really shouldn’t have been taking up the walkway.”

I don’t know what bothered me more, his sounding like a simpering coward, or me feeling lucky he was sounding like a simpering coward. By that point, really, all I wanted to do was get away from these people. I said, “Yeah, well... let’s call it even, okay?”

His eyes lit up and he smiled, “Really? Oh, thank you, Mister Mandolin, thank you!” Then he turned and yelled to the crowd, “Three cheers for Tony Mandolin! Hip, hip...”

“Hoorah!!!” The whole crowd roared out.

As they went through the next two cheers, all I could do is wonder how in the hell I got a rep in this place?

Once the cheering was done, The Huntsman backed away saying, “Thank you, Mister Mandolin,” repeatedly. Again, what the hell...?

Someone said as I found my back against the bar, “So, you’re the guy with the rep. Who woulda thought?”

I turned around and looked down at a blousy dishwater blonde of indeterminate age. She could have been a worn out 25 or a well-preserved 55. She was slightly plump and extremely top-heavy and had the handle of a knife sticking up from her substantial cleavage.

She noticed my glance and shrugged, saying with a grin, “Last guy what tried that’s now called lefty.”

I took a chance and asked, “Would you be Gretel?”

She leaned on the bar and said, with a well-defined leer. “You’re a real sharp character, ain’t’cha? Maybe I oughta let ya see what the ladies can do after all.” She winked.

“And maybe they’ll be seeing ice fishing spots coming up for sale in hell,” but I didn’t say that out loud. I wanted that blade kept right where it was. Instead, I said, “I’m told you know where I can find the way back home.”

She shifted, leaning on the bar and said, to the fingertips of her other hand, “Maybe... maybe not. What’s it worth to ya?”

The first thought that came to mind was, “Not that much it isn’t.” Then I said, “Depends on what you consider a fair price. If you know my reputation, you how I feel about cheats.”

She winced. What was my reputation? Then she murmured, “Yeah, yeah. I hear ya. Can’t blame a gal for tryin’ now, can ya? I don’t know nothing about a way back, but from what I hear, the cook does, but she’s a tough old broad. I mean, me an’ my brother stuck her in a pot of boiling water an’ she pulled through. Can ya beat that?”

My brain’s card index was building up a good wind as it riffled through the memories. Gretel, brother, pot... there it was. I said, “You have the witch as your cook.”

Gretel shrugged, “Hey, she’s good with the recipes.”

I nodded, and then it felt like I was being watched. The entire place had gone quiet. Turning, I saw every eye, and a few eyestalks focused on me. Talk about having control of a room.

Grunting, I turned back to Gretel, “Is it all right if I talk to the cook?”

“Oh yeah,” She replied, “Yeah, yeah.” She pointed over her shoulder, “Right back there.”

“Thanks,” I said, and made my way around the bar and headed toward the back. Behind me, the room’s murmur rate accelerated.

Gretel’s kitchen had to be the source of the name for the place. Right smack dab in the middle of the room was this humongous cast iron cauldron, black as night and glistening with baked-in grease.

A couple of drudges were shuffling around in the kitchen, carrying dishes from the counter where the waitresses dropped them to a big copper tub where another drudge scrubbed away, washing them. Lots of activity, so where was the cook?

“You need something honey?”

I turned around and there was this girl... no, correct that, just a very pretty young woman standing there holding what looked like an entire ham in her arms.

I answered, “Yes... I need to talk to the cook.”

She smiled, “So, talk.”

I blinked and said, “You’re... the cook.” 

She nodded.

“The cook, as in the wicked witch, the crone who wanted to have Hansel and Gretel for supper. Not eat with them, but eat them,” I said all this while making gestures with my hands.

She looked at me and then shook her head. As she passed me, carrying the ham over to a chopping block, she said, “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

Yeah, I had to ask, “Tried what?”

She pulled a knife out of a holder and as she held it, said, “Young human, long piglet, kinderbraten, or whatever you choose to call it. One of the sweetest and most succulent proteins around. And, there’s no law against cooking them as long as you have the parents’ permission,” She said that brandishing a perfectly manicured finger.

I grunted noncommittedly and asked, “Uh, didn’t they kill you by stuffing you into your own pot?”

She laughed, “Yes, they sure did, the little scamps. Gotta give ‘em credit for initiative. That’s for sure.”

I felt like I was getting further behind here. “Umm, so how do you explain...?”

“You mean why aren’t I an old crone with a wart on my nose and one tooth in my lower jaw?” Her smile showed perfectly white Hollywood starlet's teeth.

“Uh, yeah,” I replied. There was something in what she’d said...

She shook her head, “You got a lot to learn about witches, fella. Being shoved in a pot or in an oven or even dropped down a well can’t kill us. No, it’s worse than that, we gotta start all over again. I’ll tell you one thing,” She said, looking at me, “I hate potty training.”

“Right,” I said, wondering where I’d lost the narrative. “And you’re cooking for the girl you tried to cook, because...?”

“Have to,” She said as if pointing out the sky was blue. “Part of the deal. Gotta work for the one who beat you. At least until they die or set you free.”

I thought about what I’d been told on the road earlier, “Part of the rules?”

She nodded as she began slicing paper thin pieces off the ham.

Things were beginning to make sense, at least in a sort of eye for an eye way. I broached the subject, “I’m told you might know where I can find someone who can help me get back to my own world.”

She kept on slicing for several seconds before she muttered, “Might. What’s in it for me?”

“What do you want?” I asked. Might as well get all of the hassle of negotiation out into the open.

She laughed, “Well, I’d sure like to be outta this dump, but we know that ain’t happening. Can’t break the rules.”

I asked, “So then... what?”

She paused, and then stopped slicing. Turning, she gave me one of the more serious looks I’d gotten in my life. “Would you...?” She stopped and then tried again, “Would you ask the Wizard something for me?”

This wasn’t what I was expecting, but, it seemed a reasonable request. I said, “Sure, what is it?”

She stopped again, looked down as if thinking and then looked at me and asked, “Would you tell him, I’m sorry?”

“I will,” I said, “You can count on it.”

She nearly collapsed in relief. “Thank you,” she gushed, leaning back against the counter.

I added my ass-cover, “I can’t guarantee when, of course.”

She nodded, “Of course.”

“Can I ask something?” I asked.

She nodded, going back to her slicing.

“What happened to Hansel?”

“You’ll have to ask the Wizard,” Was the answer.

It figured. But if I ran into Munchkins I wasn’t going to be responsible for my actions. “Right,” I said, “and how about where I can find this Wizard?”

She smiled and pointed in a vague direction, saying, “Just follow the yellow brick cliché.”

I decided to leave the pub by the back door rather than trying to swim upstream through the crowd in the main room. Then it hit me. The witch had used the W word.

“Avoiding the brawl, eh, Ace?”

I turned and looked down at a trio of goats. Well... goats carrying musical cases and walking on their hind hooves. The one with the drum set on a dolly had spoken. One of the drums had lettering that read, B. Gruff Trio.

Not knowing what to say, I nodded and asked, “Jazz?”

The goat with the sunglasses and the French beanie said, “What else?”

I took a chance and pointed toward the main road and asked, “You fellas know which way I turn to find the Wizard?”

They all pointed the direction I had been walking. Deeper into the forest, of course.

I said, “Thanks. You fellows have a gig tonight?”

The one with the shades replied, “Yeah, but we don’t go on until after the brawl.” He pulled out an ornate-looking pocket watch, “Should be starting right about... now.”

The sounds of breaking furniture and various pitched yells filtered out of the back door.

The goat that hadn’t spoken, this one had a longer beard than the others, sighed and pulled out a small zippered purse. From it, he extracted a packet of rolling papers and began sifted suspiciously familiar vegetation into one of the papers.

“Might as well wait,” He muttered. He looked up at me and asked, “Doobie?”

I shook my head, “No thanks. Looks like I’ll be needing to spend my time walking.”

“Well...” the one with the shades said, “If you hurry, you’ll make it to the castle before dark. That forest’s no place to be after dark.”

I said, “Appreciated, fellas.” And headed back toward the main road. That remark about the forest at night got me thinking, would this, for want of a better word, rep I had here make any difference? I also wonder what the difference was between the witch’s use of why and what everyone else seemed to think.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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I DIDN’T ENCOUNTER any other travelers on the road between the pub and the castle, lending credence at least to the goats’ warnings about the forest at night. If the people who lived here avoided the place, I saw no reason to try to disprove them wrong.

The thing I was approaching as the sky began to redden was a for real castle all right, and I ought to know. I’ve seen castles up close and personal. I’ve slept in a castle, fought in a castle and even turned into a werewolf in a castle. Don‘t believe me? Just check my notes in casebook number 4. I’ll wait.

See? I only make a habit of lying when my skin’s on the line. But even as huge and fancy as the Viscount’s castle was in Redwood City, this one was somehow... more Vincent Priceage, if you follow me. It had the black and white horror flick thing going on with reels to spare. The Viscount’s castle was more Disney Musical in tone. This thing hunkered down against the landscape with Hammer House written all over it.

The overall color theme was grey, with a few touches of grey here and there for contrast. Unlike the edifice the Vampire Viscount had, this one was minus the moat, but it did have a honking huge entryway into the courtyard with a spiked portcullis that looked like it could handle the T-Rex out of that dinosaur movie. From what I could see through the gate, there were bodies moving around in there.

A pair of hulking guards, each about eight feet tall were standing just outside the entrance. As I got closer it became clear they were badgers. They both stood the same way, their weapon held in one hand and resting on a shoulder. One had a really heavy-looking sword and the other an even heavier looking mace. Again I was struck by how entranced the big guy would be with this place.

Without seeming to look at me, the badgers side-stepped to block my entering the courtyard.

The one on the right looked down at me and, in a shockingly urbane upper-class British voice asked, “May I ask what your business is this evening, sir?”

Taken just a bit aback from the contrast between the guards and what I’d experienced at Gretel’s pub, “I said, “Excuse me?”

“He seems a bit tongue-tied, Chauncey,” The other badger suggested, in the same public school tone.

The one called Chauncey smiled, showing very pronounced canines, and nodded, replying, “Could be, could be Nugent. Perhaps I should clarify myself.”

“Indubitably, Chauncey,” Nugent answered, “Indubitably.”

Chauncey bowed toward Nugent and said, “I shall endeavor to do so.”

Turning back to me he said, “To clarify, good sir, may I inquire as to your intentions while visiting this abode?”

I said, “I wish to rent a room for the evening. I’m told the forest is not safe at night.”

“Oh, tis true, tis true,” Chauncey replied, putting down his sword and pulling out a notebook with a feathered quill pen attached to its cover. Removing the quill, he asked, with it poised over the page, “And sirs, nom de guerre?” 

The only reason I knew the answer to that question was because Frankie had a tendency to wax fancy now and then. I said, “The name’s Mandolin, Tony Mandolin.”

Both badgers froze and the only sound was the notebook hitting the bricks and then rustling a bit.

Nugent stammered, “C-Chauncey? What do we do?”

You have to picture this, I’m roughly half these guys size and about a half a ton shy in weight, and they’re acting like I just might eat them in one bite.

Chauncey took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, almost as if he was doing the serenity now mantra. He said, “Steady on, Nugent, we’re still living here, maybe he has no wish to harm us.”

He looked down at me and asked, “Mister Mandolin, Tony... sir, are your intentions peaceful?”

Hidden in the tone of voice was the phrase, “Please, please let it be peaceful?”

I shrugged and replied, “I don’t see why not. All I want is something to eat and a place to sleep.” I waited to see if saying why had the effect it had on Hans and the pig.

Chauncey’s muzzle split into a wide smile and he exclaimed, “Well then, hail and well met, friend Mandolin. Welcome to Wicked Castle, a rest and haven for the weary and the wayfarer.”

I filed the built-in oxymoron in the name and the description for later and replied, “Thanks. Where do I go to check in?” Seemed that forbidden word wasn’t so forbidden after all.

Nugent chuckled, a tiny edge of hysteria to the sound, “Heh, heh, heh, heh... check in. As if he needs to check in...”

“Perhaps it would be best if we allow Mister Mandolin to continue on his way without further impedance, Nugent,” Chauncey murmured, with just a touch of asperity.

Nugent stepped aside, visibly gulping, “Oh, oh yes, please sir, by all means.”

I touched the brim of my fedora, “Thanks, fellas. I appreciate it.”

It would have been a bit less uncomfortable if I hadn’t heard two nearly explosive sighs of relief as I left the gate behind me. I was definitely going to have to find someone to have a long talk to about what they’ve been spreading around about me in this place.

I think I was carrying some of the irritation on my face when I walked up to the front door of the castle’s keep because the doorman there at the foot of the steps blanched and jumped back a bit.

“Y-yes sir?” it squeaked. This one was a mouse, so, I guess squeaking was permitted. Standing about a foot and a half tall, but still a mouse.

It went on, tipping its little pillbox cap with a trembling hand, “H-how may we serve you?”

I asked, “Where’s the manager?”

“M-manager?” The mouse repeated, backing up a bit more.

I just knew if I said boo, even quietly he’d be up the steps and into a tower before I could blink. So I eased back a bit and asked in as gentle a tone as I could, “I’m looking for information. Do you know where I can go to ask questions?”

He pointed, his hand still twitching like a branch in a hurricane, “U-up there.” The direction was up the steps and into the front door.

I shrugged and walked on past Squeaky, figuring I’d best cool it with the name stuff for a while. Inside the main door, I found myself in a cavernous room, lit by dozens of torches or possibly gaslights. The floor was highly polished tile of a sort of golden and dark brown blend and it reflected what was on it almost like a mirror. One of those fairyland curving staircases arched upwards to a mezzanine style floor from both sides of the room. Beneath the balcony was what looked like a maître de station, or a reception desk. Behind it was another pig, but this one was wearing a bell captains uniform, complete with cap and standing on its hind ... hooves.

It glanced at me as I approached and muttered, with a derisive snort, “Full up.”

I began to feel comfortable. Something about being sneered at by uppity staff made me feel right at home. It must be an urban thing, kind of like the folks who retire from the cities of New York or Jersey to live in the Southern California sunshine and find themselves unable to communicate because everyone thinks shouting is rude.

When I put both of my hands onto the reception desk’s top, the pig looked up at me and snorted, “I said, we’re full up.” Then it turned its attention back to what looked like a crossword puzzle etched into the scroll it was holding.

“Really?” I said, turning my head to look around in an obviously rude manner, “And the fact that I did not ask for a room, or mention a reservation means nothing at all? You just know by looking at me?” 

It was looking like I was going to have to use my somehow frightening name after all.

I tapped the surface of the desk with my forefinger, “How about checking the book first. See if there’s a reservation for a Tony Mandolin.”

The pig pulled out a large ledger as it shook its head, muttering, “Now why would a heavy hitter like Mandolin want a reservation in a dump like—“ the pig paused and slowly lifted its eyes to meet mine.

I smiled, waved my fingers and said, “Hiya.”

“I... uh, I... hope you didn’t take anything I might have said as an insult... umm... Mister Mandolin?”

I didn’t move or even change the expression on my face. All I did was say while tapping the book, “My room...”

Pages flipped like a mechanized Rolodex as the pig’s front hooves zipped back and forth. He stopped at one and said, “Yes, we have a suite already prepared, sir. Do you require bell service or anything else?”

I shook my head, and replied, “No. Just give me the key and some directions.”

After taking the key and being handed a small map I headed to the left-hand stair just as a good-sized group of elves came in hauling about twice the amount of baggage they should have needed. Some of it was being hauled along in an old-fashioned wooden barrow. The whole group was rubbernecking just like that batch of gnomes I saw once in Below. It figured that even a place as weird as this would have its country hicks.

The pig watched them approach his station with such an expression of disgust I wished I could have snapped a photo. 

On the way to finding the room, I was struck time and again how it all seemed so oddly familiar and mind-numbingly weird in one single magic mushroom stew. The corridor leading to the room had that same resort hotel carpet that covered all of the places on the Las Vegas Strip and most of the high rent towers in Frisco. The way the rooms were numbered seemed familiar, but the doors had these faces in them that greeted you and asked for your name after you put the key into the lock. And just like the one I ran into back in one of my oddball cases, they had attitude issues.

“Whats yer name, bud?” The face before me muttered.

“Mandolin,” I replied. Twisting the key. The door wouldn’t budge.

“Mandolin?” The door sneered, “What? Is you some kinda musician? You gotta roomie named banjo?”

I tried the key once more, it was still stuck solid. I said, “Last time, and then I get mad. The name’s Tony Mandolin. Now unlock or I use my gun.”

The eyes in the face went round, showing white all around and then, looking down, it muttered, “Alright, alright, geeze. Can’t take a joke...” The lock released with a click and the door opened.

As I passed by I could hear the door growl, “Don’t lemme hitcha on the way out... azzole...”

I said, “Tell you what, you treat me with a bit of respect and I’ll make sure those hinges get some fresh oil, all right?”

The door replied, “You’d do that? After I... gee, yer a heck of a guy. T’anks.”

I nodded, not knowing if it could tell or not, and then I checked out the room. It was a suite all right, there were three separate bedrooms with their own doors, something that could be called a sitting room with chairs, a couple of tables and a wet bar with regular-sized bottles, not those samples a San Francisco hotel will charge you a ten spot for. There was a bathroom with a tub big enough even for Frankie to get a nice soak and a for real garderobe. That’s basically an in-house outhouse. It consisted of a door, three stone walls and a bench with a covered hole in it. I dropped a penny into the hole, which was about the right size for its intended use and listened. I didn’t hear the penny hit, but the aroma wafting gently upwards told me all I needed to know.

There was no kitchenette, which wasn’t surprising. I mean, would you want patrons roasting haunches of meat in your hotel suites?

Giving the rooms one more pass, I decided to head back down and see where some food could be had. That burger I’d eaten back at Gretel’s had become a distant memory and my stomach was complaining of loneliness.

Walking down the hall, an idea hit me. I pulled out the map I’d traded for with Hans and the pig and opened it. There was my dot, but instead of the landscape, it showed a floorplan. I asked the map, “Where’s the restaurant?” While thinking, “Does this place even know what a restaurant is?”

And just like that a blue dot bloomed and centered in on a section of the floorplan down two flights of stairs and a hallway to my right.

“O...kay,” I thought, “Let’s go see if Tony can find a steak he recognizes.”

The stairs were easy. I had a choice, up or down. The first flight down was mainly just me and the carpet. The second flight, I became part of a crowd. For the most part, I was about twice as tall as the rest of the guests except for the two who were twice as tall as me. I guess that explained the rather high ceilings in the halls.

I saw pixies, gnomes, fauns, leprechauns, and other assorted members of the height-challenged fae community. I had no idea what the two potential NBA all Stars were. They were kind of greenish, had two sets of arms each and tusks jutting upwards out of their lower jaw, kind of like a troll, but these two were thin to the point of being skeletal. They were also gawking like newly dropped off tourists at the Embarcadero.

When I left the foyer where the stair emptied out and turned into the hallway, déjà vu rushed over to share a memory. There was, or still is an undead casino in a pocket dimension just off one of the docks in San Francisco Bay. The corridor I stepped into had the same look as the corridor in Baron Samedi’s casino Bain and I were led down just before the Baron sic’d his thugs on us. The walls were unadorned and the doors were few. I felt around for my gun. Bain had done something to it then and it had a real impact where magical things and beings were concerned.

The hall went on for quite a while, and the crowd never diminished, it merely shifted in demographics, exchanging fae for anthropomorphic animals and back again. What got to me, more than anything else was not the visual assault from the assortedcostumes, etc... but the noise. It was like being forced to wear a set of headphones at the UN, with barnyard sounds added and then having the sound turned all the way up. It seemed whispering wasn't a social grace here.

I was just about to start shooting things when the hall emptied out onto a fricking Vegas-style casino.

It was all there, the lights, the sounds, the rank smoky atmosphere, and the deadpan concentration of the various beings feeding tokens into the slot machines. I was asking myself if the Baron had moved shop when I felt extreme cold burn my chest.

I felt the area where the pendant Bain had made me hung. It was radiating subzero temperatures which meant that something, thing, not body and there is a difference, was trying to do something to me with magic.
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