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If you read this missive, know that we here are in grim peril. I implore you to come to our aid with all dispatch, for a dark blight has come upon our land. Though it means my death if my deed is discovered, I must tell you what has befallen us. 

A short time ago, strange tales came to us of a beautiful, ageless, maiden who lay in an eternal, enchanted sleep, guarded by mysterious followers in some dark forest shrine. My adventurous lord, the Prince, being of marrying age and full of the vigor of youth, vowed he would make a pilgrimage and discover the truth of these tales. His father, the recently widowed King, allowed his desire in this. 

Our merry group rode out under a bright morning sun. The minstrel sang lively tunes, and our lord’s spirits were high. It took several hot, tiring hours in the saddle to dampen our ardor. 

As we delved further into hitherto unknown areas of the forest, we were struck by its endless, quiet density. We could barely catch the light through the thick branches overhead. The air was thick with the dank smell of decay. Our fancy seemed to play us tricks, giving us glimpses of odd scuttling things in the long shadows. We grew ever more uneasy in the gathering gloom.

Our minstrel had long since fallen silent, when we suddenly emerged into a magnificent clearing. It spread before us as a verdant sward, before coming to a stop on the far side, over which loomed the sheer stone face of a mountain. Though the sky was the ruddy color of blood, and mere minutes remained until nightfall, we cheered, and our spirits were lifted.

Our herald rode ahead and ceremoniously declared our arrival. We were met by small, bearded men on foot, armed with axes, picks, and short knives. They spoke our tongue, though with crude phrasings that told us they were not native to this region. Their beards and clothes were encrusted with dirt that bespoke of common labor, yet our lord, the Prince, dismounted and met these grubbers of the earth as though they were barons of the forest. We stayed at our distance and watched in disbelief, for they were sly-looking creatures. They seemed as like to furtive animals that scurry out of sight and into the brush.

Our lord returned to us, slapping his gloves against his leggings, grinning in triumph, and beckoning us forth. We left the horses with the groom and followed the little men into a gaping cavern in the side of the mountain. Where they had passed easily, we had to stoop to enter. But once inside, the cave became more spacious, so that even my lord could stand with ease.

Torches flickered on the stone walls of the chamber within, lighting an altar. Upon the altar was a wondrous long glass bell, fashioned to cover the body of the maiden who lay beneath. One would have thought her to have left the world of the living, but for the flush upon her cheek. Her garments were costly, and of noble making, but of a style long past. Her features were beyond fair, with a pale complexion that all but glowed white, even in the dim cave. Her hair was the color of night, blacker than the wing of a raven. One could not help but notice her lips, full and blood-red like the darkest roses. She was indeed a rare beauty. But of a kind that made us uneasy. 

The little men told our lord how she had come thus. They spoke of a noble family torn apart, and of a jealous new Queen who sought this maiden’s life for her beauty. The maiden had fled her father’s castle to escape the Queen’s wrath, and had wandered to this forest, to be found and cared for by these men. 

They told how the spiteful Queen’s unearthly powers had created an enchantment that struck down the maid as though dead, never to rise again. In sadness, the little men had entombed her thus, in hopes that someday she would revive. 

The more my lord gazed upon her, the more he was smitten. He bade the little men remove the glass, that he might touch her cheek. They did as he commanded, and he stood by her side. He bent and placed a kiss upon her lips as the last of the sun slipped from the sky, outside the cave entrance. We saw her stir, and all gasped in astonishment. Her eyelids fluttered, and opened. The little men burst into tears of joy as they rushed to the altar, babbling to her, telling her how our lord’s kiss had awoken her from an endless sleep. They helped her to sit up, and she gazed about her. 

When her glance fell upon our Prince, she smiled, and so he was lost. For she was beauty incarnate, with all the promise of love a woman can offer. Our lord was struck dumb with the power of it. Now it was he who was under the enchantment, as she held out her hand and thanked him for saving her from the spell under which she had long lain. He fell to one knee and declared that she should be his wife. She smiled again, and clasped him close, as we stunned retainers looked on. Thus it was done, a moment of passion in the heat of a miracle. Our lord was to marry a maiden of whom he knew nothing, not even her name. We exchanged uneasy glances, wondering how our lord’s father, the King, would feel about the odd fashion of this betrothal.

Taking the maiden’s hand, our Prince helped her to stand. They stood together on the altar, as if addressing the Kingdom already. We all bent our knee to give homage, and our Prince declared that we needed a feast to celebrate. We knew not what to do, having brought scant provisions. But the little men clapped and bowed, and began dashing off in all directions. We were amused at their bustling, wondering what rude entertainment they would provide, but they soon proved our folly. 

They soon led us to yet another chamber of even larger dimensions, with space aplenty for thrice our numbers. Whatever the origins of these curious fellows, they had hewn a magnificent chamber out of the mountains’ heart. They brought forth long tables and benches of wood, decorated with exquisite carvings of strange, animalistic figures. They produced plate and settings of gold, inlaid with jewels, and of a higher value than those used in the royal court.

We were given numerous bottles of a drink, some intense and intoxicating nectar, and we were soon quite merry. Ere long there came forth food, and such food as if this feast had been planned a fortnight. There were roast meats, fish, fowl, endless bowls and platters of rich fare. We were amazed, but the strange drink made us accepting of all, as part of the grand adventure. Our Prince bade the minstrel sing, and we properly celebrated a royal betrothal feast. Our heads were quite full with wonder, but there was more. 

The little men dragged forth a stout chest, and opened it to show our unbelieving eyes a hoard of priceless treasure. Mounds of gold coins provided a bed for dark jewels of rarity and color. Huge they were, and of better quality than those set in our own King’s crown. With but one such jewel a man could buy an estate, and there were as many as pebbles in a stream. 

This store of wealth overwhelmed us, but the little men shrugged, as if it were no matter. They told us they had dug these jewels for years, from secret mountain vaults, selecting only the best for polishing and cutting. Some they had traded, for tools and food and gold. All this they gave to the Prince as a dowry for the maiden, that she should not come to the marriage a pauper. Our lord was near overcome with joy, for no man loves treasure more than one already wealthy. He and his betrothed sat billing and cooing together like newly nesting lovebirds.

The little men seemed everywhere at once, serving, clearing, refilling our goblets. They brought forth exotic instruments, and commenced to play a sort of music that was strange to our ears. The sound filled our heads, putting us to mind of far-off places and other times, of flying through the air at night, of age and sadness, of danger and blood. Tunes one would not play in the market under a shining sun, but which seemed fitting in this dark-shadowed cavern. 

With our stomachs full, and heads thick, we made merry until our eyes drooped and mouths yawned. Sleep called to us, and the little men led us to yet more inner chambers. They showed us sleeping quarters with places for all upon thick furs, and a warm fire set in a stone niche. Gladly we stretched ourselves upon these soft piles, for we had expected naught but cold stone for our beds this night. Our lord was taken to a separate chamber, as was his betrothed to her own, and the little men hied off to their own secret warrens. Sleep took us quickly, despite the wonders we had seen. 

Morning brought our aching heads only shadowy memories of the previous night, along with pasty mouths like the insides of boots. We found basins of water set out for washing, and a privy chamber for our needs. Our groom, and one of the horses, could not be found. We assumed he had simply ridden away, for what reason, we could not guess. 

Our lord was in ill humor, for the little men had told him that due to the maid’s long confinement, she shared their common ailment and could not be exposed to the sun’s harsh rays. They told us to return whence we had come, and that they would convey the maid by secret, shaded ways through the woods, and so come to the forest’s edge, near our castle, soon after the sun had set. Our lord was loathe to leave his new-found love, but could arrange nothing else. 

And so it was we set off for home. Two of our number were bidden to ride ahead and herald the news to our King, that proper reception might be made. Our return journey was swifter, for now the length of our path was known, and our lord was in great haste. We arrived in good order, in the late afternoon. 

Our lord went to see his father, the King. What passed between them is not known to us, but at length the King came forth and proclaimed a holiday and a betrothal feast to be held that very night. From that moment on, the castle was the center of unceasing activity, as riders were sent to invite noble guests to the sudden happenstance of joy. All were involved in preparing our homeland for the arrival of the Prince’s beloved. 

By the time night o’ertook the land, great fires had been lit, and innumerable torches made the courtyard almost as bright as day. Despite the shortness of time to prepare, it was a grand reception assembled to greet the party that emerged from the woods, not long thereafter. The little men had been true to their word, and brought forth a covered conveyance, from which the maid stepped forth. With joy and regal bearing, she was met by our King and our Prince, and welcomed to our land. 

The King declared a month of celebration, to culminate in a grand wedding. Our lord was in more haste, and convinced him to shorten the time to a fortnight. Many knowing looks and nudging elbows were shared at this news, for it was true our lord was a prime young rutting buck, and his betrothed a healthy young beauty.

The ensuing feast proved that in so short a time, even our experienced and well-stocked royal kitchens could not supply food to the scale of the endless bounty of the evening before. Indeed, the wine flowed, the food was fine, and songs of joy rang out, but it was a pale imitation. Our heads were clearer, but our bodies weary after our journey, and we sought our rest far sooner than most. 

Thus began a fortnight of joyous revelry, with games, feasts, and opulent balls that overwhelmed the senses. Nothing was spared to welcome our Prince’s lady, and to make her life in our Kingdom a pleasant one. Even her strange, dour little men were welcomed, though their plain dress and manners engendered much gossip. 

Overshadowing the gaiety was the odd fact that all our celebrations were held at night. Days became for sleeping, all to honor our new lady and to help her bear her affliction. We learned to bear constant torchlight, and hide ourselves away when the sun came into the sky. We lived as in a dream, and held each masque as though it were the last.

The wedding, also at night, was like none before. Kings and nobles of other lands attended, and lavished gifts upon the fair couple. All marveled at the beauty of the maid, and her complexion like the pure snow of the mountain. Her smile, with those rich, full, red lips, ensnared all. 

But all dreams must end, and hard on the heels of the wedding came loss. Our beloved King was found dead one morn, pale and shrunken in his life’s passing. The sadness was great, for he had done much good, and his hand had been light upon his people throughout his reign. He was laid to his rest with full honors and rites befitting his stature. Scarce had the bunting been removed from one ceremony, when new black was draped o’erall, which in turn made way for yet more, as our Prince ascended to King, and his bride became our new Queen. 

Still dizzy at the changes we had been through in the passing of a single moon, we were beset by still more troubles. There had been strange disappearances of some twoscore folk who had never made it to our various ceremonies, or having attended, not reached their homes again. We were puzzled, for long since had the wolves and other wild creatures been hunted from these forests, and no known cutpurses or bandits troubled these lands. 

When children of the villagers began to be among the missing, the hearts of the yeomanry turned to panic and fear. Searchers scoured the forest, the river, and all the land, looking for some trace of those who had vanished. Crops in the field began to suffer for lack of care. The mutterings in the taverns and the corners grew louder and more insistent, and suspicion turned against the little men, and our new Queen. 

Our lord, though newly crowned King, did little to allay the fears of the populace. He grew ever more distant, seeming to no longer care for his people. He who had always loved the delights of the day was now denied them. He shunned all sunlight, and held his audiences in the flickering gloom of evening fire, his cold, pale Queen ever by his side. His response to being told of unrest was to add more guards to the castle, with weapons ever at the ready. 

The little men now acted as spies for the Queen, scurrying everywhere and reporting to her of people who spoke against her, and blamed her for the evil happenings. Resentment soon flared into outright rebellion. Several of the Court who made unfavorable remarks regarding the Queen were seized and tried as traitors, their heads impaled above the castle gate as lessons to others. 

And then last night, a party of searchers discovered one of the little men, like an animal, with bloody mouth over a dying child. After a fierce struggle, a stake was driven through the heart of the creature before he was beheaded and torn asunder. Hearing the news, the Queen ordered her soldiers to burn the village and slay the people there. We heard this but hours ago. As she spat this evil command, our lord, the King, sat by her side, but spoke not a word to stay her. She went on to issue dire warnings to any of us so bold as to raise our hand against her, or those who served her, and stated that none may quit the castle but upon her leave.

We are ruined. Naught but death and devastation will befall us, unless someone comes to our aid. 

And so I have sealed my fate. I am not a brave man, but I have taken the key to the cages holding the royal messenger birds and brought the birds to my room. I have made hurried copies of these happenings, and will send them to the nearby Kingdoms. 

I hear shouts and screams from other parts of the castle. I implore you, please come to our aid.

***
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On a dark and dangerous street in the ancient city of Crankhmore stood the Pig’s Snout Inn. It didn’t stand, actually, but rather leaned at a pronounced angle. Travelers stayed away, if they had any sense whatsoever, and not just because of the noxious smell emanating from the streets. Vicious characters lurked in shadowed alleyways, ready to slit the throat of any unwary wanderer who jingled purse silver. Those foolish enough to venture down these mean streets without adequate protection would be found later floating in the filthy river that wound through the city.

Our tale begins, unfortunately, inside the ramshackle inn, where the scum of the earth met to drink, conspire on ill deeds, and fight. The door of this iniquitous establishment opened to frame two men. Though secretively shrouded in hooded cloaks, one could tell they were not your average cutpurses. The larger of the two was a portly giant, who had difficulty squeezing his bulk through the narrow doorway. The smaller man wisely waited for the other to get through. 

Eventually, the hefty one made it. Though winded by the effort, he regained his composure and waddled to the bar. The gods of Crankhmore, however, were not smiling upon him this eve, for his sheathed sword entangled in the wooden legs of a barstool. He uttered an oath and attempted to extricate himself. His ears blushed a furious red at the titters, chortles, and outright guffaws of those who witnessed his predicament. He whirled to glare fiercely at the mockers. His companion, who had been sighing heavily until a moment before, produced a wicked-looking dirk and pointedly began cleaning his fingernails. The merriment ceased abruptly. This odd pair must be none other than the legendary team of Fatbird and the Gay Louser. No one else would be brave or stupid enough to menace an entire roomful of such riffraff.

Satisfied that they had intimidated the vile crowd, the two turned to survey the wares of the bar. Fatbird bellowed for ale and food while the Louser asked for a glass of chilled Chardonnay. The innkeeper scuttled off to fill their orders. 

The two took their drinks and strolled to an empty table. When the food came, the Louser deftly snatched a drumstick from the platter a moment before Fatbird descended upon the victuals. The giant quickly devoured all the food and immediately signaled for more. Several platters and flagons later, the two sat back with contented sighs. 

A stranger entered the inn, cast a piercing gaze about the room, and spotted the two. Seeing the stranger approach, the Louser unsheathed his dirk beneath the table and kept it at the ready. The stranger spoke in a hushed whisper.

“Fatbird and the Gay Louser, I presume?” 

“Who wants to know?” rumbled Fatbird, pleased at his witty response.

“I represent a person of high standing, who for the moment, wishes to remain anonymous,” the stranger intoned. “I wish to offer you temporary employment. It involves great risk, but promises greater rewards.”

“Then sit and quaff an ale and tell us of your offer.” The Louser motioned to a vacant chair with his free hand. The stranger sat, and Fatbird frantically waved for more ale. 

“I am prepared to offer you a great sum of money and a full Imperial pardon for all your crimes.” 

“All our crimes?” Fatbird and the Louser exclaimed together. They grinned broadly at each other. This promised to be good work indeed.

“You must, however, swear yourselves to secrecy in this matter. It is a highly delicate affair,” he said earnestly.

“Our lips are sealed,” Fatbird wheezed. 

As the stranger caught a whiff of Fatbird’s breath, he fervently wished it were so. Reluctantly, he leaned closer.

“The Princess of Crankhmore has been kidnapped,” he whispered hoarsely.

“Hmmm. From what I hear, that would seem a relief,” said the Louser.

“Yes, well. The Emperor, however, loves his daughter and wants her back.”

“Why doesn’t he just pay the ransom?” 

“She was taken by the evil Count Limburger, and the terms for her safe return are the Emperor’s abdication so the Count can claim the throne of Crankhmore. 

“We cannot let the Princess be harmed. She is held in the Count’s palazzo on the edge of town, and it is too heavily guarded to be taken by storm. Our only chance is two such as yourselves who may achieve by stealth what force cannot.”

“We would need information,” said the Louser. 

“Here is a map of the palazzo,” said the stranger. “Though the man I bribed to get it was discovered floating in the river this morning. He was wearing ladies’ undergarments, and had been subjected to merciless hazing before he expired.”

Fatbird and the Louser exchanged glances. 

“Perhaps we need a little more time to consider,” the Louser offered.

“There is no more time. The Count has given us only until tomorrow night. Then he says he’ll send back the Princess. One piece at a time.”

“How many guards does he have?” 

“Tenscore well-trained troops.”

“Hmmm. After we spring the Princess, how do we get her to you and receive the money?”

“Contact me at the Five Seasons. Ask for Major Dinero. I’ll have men waiting and everything set.” 

“We accept,” spoke the Louser. “But we’ll need special equipment, bribes, weapons, and whatnot. Perhaps an advance...?”

“I think you’ll find this sufficient,” the stranger handed over a fat purse. The Louser quickly snatched it away and concealed beneath his cloak.

“Fool!” he hissed. “Any show of wealth in a place such as this can mean the death of those who show it.”

“Sorry,” the stranger said, duly impressed. “If you can survive here, you might have a chance. The spies of the Count are everywhere, and will kill you if they feel you are a threat. The Count is so sure of himself, he’s having a victory banquet tomorrow night.”

“We’ll be in touch. Come Fatbird, we must make plans.”

Fatbird rose with swaying difficulty and followed the retreating Louser. The stranger watched them thoughtfully, wondering if he had made a mistake. When presented with the bill they had cunningly skipped out on, he realized he had.

—-
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Fatbird and the Louser discussed their plans, whether or not they should just skip town and keep the money. After all, the assignment was dangerous. After consuming more strong drink, however, they decided to make the attempt. After all, a full pardon could save them an immense amount of trouble. And if successful, they might be rich enough to retire to a life of pleasant debauchery. They toasted to their success until the wee hours.

The noon bell roused the two from where they had passed out, causing violent reverberations in their aching heads. They moved painfully and carefully. After a thorough dousing with cold water, and a quaffing or two of the hair of the dog, they felt somewhat more able to face the day. 

They decided to reconnoiter the Count’s palazzo, and made their way through the streets to the edge of town. Once there, the imposing edifice loomed menacingly above them. As they surveyed the unscalable walls, they could discern no point of entry, no weakness.

“Looking for something?” a voice beside them made them jump. They turned to see a heavily armed guard addressing them.

“Ah, we ah, we just uh...that is we...” stammered Fatbird.

“We were just admiring this lovely place,” crooned the Louser. 

“Is that a fact?” the guard sneered.

“Well, yes. I mean, why else would we be here?” said Fatbird.

“Why indeed?” the guard said, fingering the hilt of his sword. 

“Well, we were just commenting on the intricate stonework,” the Louser said. More guards sauntered up, having taken an interest in the proceedings. 

“Tell you what,” the guard said, rubbing his chin and winking at the others. “Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll give you a tour of yon fine place. You might even get to see the Count himself. You could stay awhile and sample the hospitality.” 

While the guards laughed evilly, the pair conjured up images of a deep, dark, dungeon, with large, crawly things gnawing on their chained limbs. 

“Thanks, but we have to get home. Have to shear the sheep, you know. Nice talking with you,” said the Louser.

“Oh, no, I insist,” said the guard, stepping forward. “Here, let me carry your swords for you.”

“Run for it!” yelled the Louser, as he stomped on the foot of the guard. The man cried out as his compatriots drew their weapons and charged forward. The Louser pushed the guard into the others, entangling several of them. He took off after Fatbird, and caught up with him in a few strides.

“Is that as fast as you can run?” he said, slowing to match the lumbering gait of the big man. Fatbird bobbed his head in the affirmative, sucking wind like a trout on a riverbank.

“Well, we’d better stand and fight, then, since we can’t outrun them,” the Louser sighed.

The two drew their swords and turned to face the onrushing attackers. The Louser flashed a throwing knife and suddenly one guard was down, while two more tumbled over him. Another beset the Louser, who expertly parried and riposted, his fierce blade thrusting home with a lethal stroke.

A large group went for Fatbird, who windmilled his blade in panic as he retreated. None of the minimum-wage security men ventured close enough to press the attack singly, but they forced him to retreat. They smiled as he backed against a merchant stall with an overhang. When Fatbird tripped, the guards rushed in, but his flailing arm cracked a support beam, bringing a section of roof down upon them all with a loud crash.

Meanwhile, the Louser had finished off his last opponent. He cleaned and sheathed his blade with the odd tip called the Pawer, and went to retrieve his partner.

“Fatbird, you great lout, where are you?”

In response, a meaty hand poked up through the rubble. The Louser cleared away debris until his companion was free.

“By the striped undergarments of Ythgar!” Fatbird exclaimed, “We’re alive!”

“Yes, but if we want to stay that way, we’d better get out of here,” the Louser replied. They melted into the shadows and were gone.

Oddly enough, they devised a real plan, to enter the palazzo disguised as banquet helpers. They made several purchases in various shops and returned to their rooms. 

Fatbird would go as a scullery worker, since no one expected much of a peasant. He donned ragged, dirty clothes, and smeared his face with soot and grime, more so than usual. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A 15 STORY COLLECTION

L, THE

Al
FABLES AND

FANTASIES






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





