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ANOTHER INTRODUCTION


Mike Ashley


I’m delighted to be able to compile a third volume of comic fantasy.


Oh hell, not another introduction!


What?


Who reads introductions, for God’s sake?


What do you mean?


People don’t want to read your waffle, they want to get on with the book.


But this is where I say what the book’s all about and what’s in it and thank people.


We know what the book’s about – you’ve already done two of them.


Yes, but . . .


Come on, cut the crap. Get on with it.


But I need to thank people.


Thank them on that acknowledgements page. No one reads that, either.


And what about revealing some of the hidden treasures here, like the rare stories and forgotten gems, and that there are thirteen brand new stories specially written for this book, and that we’ve got a mixture of . . .


We’ll find out. We’ll just read the book.


Yes, but, this is my only spot in the whole book . . .


Thank God for that. Right, I’ve had enough. I’m off to the first story. Who’s coming with me?


But there’s all that about my broad definition of fantasy, and something for all tastes, and all types of humour . . .


Goodbye!


Oh, go on then. Have fun. Don’t worry about me . . .





ATTACK OF THE CHARLIE CHAPLINS


Garry Kilworth


You might know Garry Kilworth better for his wonderful animal fantasies, such as Hunter’s Moon (1989) and Midnight’s Sun (1992). Or maybe his horror books, like Angel (1993) or Archangel (1994). Or his children’s books, The Wizard of Woodworld (1987) or The Rain Ghost (1989). Or his historical novels set in the Crimean War, starting with The Devil’s Own (1997) under the pen name Garry Douglas. Or–well, anyway, you get the picture. Garry Kilworth is prolific but his work is hard to define as he is always varied and original. So, although you might not automatically associate him with humorous fiction, it’s yet another of his many talents. Just sample the following.


SCENE 1


A subterranean bunker somewhere in South Dakota. Feverish activity is taking place within the confines of the bunker. In the centre of it all a middle-aged general is musing on the situation which unfolds before him.


Reports are coming out of Nebraska that the state is under attack from heavily armed men dressed as Charlie Chaplin. My first thought was that a right-wing group of anti-federal rebels was involved. It seemed they were using irony to make some kind of point. After all, Charlie was eventually ostracized to Switzerland for having communist sympathies.


As more accurate reports come in, however, it becomes apparent that these are not just men dressed as Charlie Chaplin, they are the real McCoy – they are he, so to speak.


“It’s clear,” says Colonel Cartwright, of Covert Readiness Action Policy, and the Army’s best scriptwriter, “that these are aliens. What we have here, General, is your actual alien invasion of Earth. Naturally they chose to conquer the United States first, because we’re the most powerful nation on the planet.”


“Why Nebraska, Colonel?” I ask. I am General Oliver J.J. Klipperman, by the way. You may have seen my right profile next to John Wayne’s in The Green Berets. I was told to look authoritative, point a finger in the direction of Da Nang, but on no account to turn round and face the camera. I have this tic in my left eye and apparently it distresses young audiences. “Nebraska isn’t exactly the most powerful state in the Union. Why not New York or Washington?”


Cartwright smiles at me grimly. “Look at your map, General. Nebraska is slap bang in the middle of this great country of ours. It has one of the smallest populations. You get more people on Fifth Avenue on Christmas Eve than live in Nebraska. You simply have to wipe out a small population and you control this country’s central state. Expand from there, outwards in all directions, and you have America. Once you have America, you have the world. It’s as easy as that.”


I nod. It all makes sense. Nebraska is the key to the control of the US of A. The aliens had seen that straightaway.


“What do we know about these creatures?” I ask next. “The President will expect me to sort out this unholy mess and I want to know who I’m killing when I go in with my boys.”


The colonel gives me another tight smile. “These creatures? Nothing. Zilch. But we have a trump card. We’ve been preparing for such an invasion for many, many years and our information is voluminous.”


“It is?” I say. “How come?”


“Hollywood and the Army connection,” says the colonel. “Army money, personnel and expertise have been behind every alien invasion movie ever made.”


“It has?” I reply. “I mean, I knew we had fingers in Hollywood pies – I’ve been an extra in over a dozen war movies – but every alien invasion movie? Why?”


[Zoom in on colonel’s rugged features.]


“Training,” the colonel says, emphatically. “Preparation. If you cover every contingency, you don’t get surprised. We’ve been making films of alien invasions since the movie camera was first invented. We’ve covered every eventuality, every type of attack, from your sneaky fifth-column stuff such as Invasion of the Body Snatchers to outright blatant frontal war, such as Independence Day. We know what to do, General, because we’ve done it so many times before, on the silver screen. We know every move the shifty shape-changing bastards can make, because we’ve watched them in so many films. Alien, War of the Worlds, The Day the Earth Stood Still, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, you name it, we’ve covered it. On film.” He pauses for a moment, before saying to himself, “That speech is a little long – I’ll have to think of some way of cutting it when we make the actual movie of this particular invasion.”


[Back to middle-distance shot.]


Something is bothering me. I put it into words.


“Weren’t they friendly aliens in Close Encounters?”


“No such thing, General. What about those poor guys, those pilots they beamed up from the Bermuda Triangle in December 1945? They kept them in limbo until their families were all dead and gone, then let ’em come back. Is that a friendly thing to do?”


“I guess not. So, Colonel, we’ve had all these exercises, albeit on celluloid, but what have we learned? What do you suggest we do with them?”


“Blast them to hell, General, begging your pardon. If there’s one thing we’ve learned it’s that if you give ’em an inch, they’ll take a planet. They’ve got Nebraska. That’s almost an inch. We need to smash them before they go any further. Blow them to smithereens before they take Kansas, Iowa or Wyoming or, God forbid, South Dakota.”


I always err on the side of caution. That’s why I’m still a one-star general, I guess.


“But what do we actually know about these creatures? I mean, why come down here looking like Charlie Chaplin?”


The colonel’s eyes brighten and he looks eager.


“Ah,” he says, “I have a theory about that, sir. You see, we send crap out into space all the time. I don’t mean your hardware, I mean broadcasts. They must have picked up some of our television signals. What if their reception had been so poor that the only thing they picked up was an old Charlie Chaplin movie? What if it was one of those movies in which he appears on his own – just a clip – and, here’s the crunch, they thought we all looked like that?”


The colonel steps back for effect and nods.


“You mean,” I say, “they think the Charlie Chaplin character is representative of the whole human race?”


“Exactly, sir. You’ve got it. We all look alike to them. They came down intending to infiltrate our country unnoticed, but of course even most Nebraskans know Charlie Chaplin is dead, and that there was only one of him. The dirt farmers see a thousand lookalikes and straightaway they go, ‘Uh-huh, somethin’s wrong here, Zach . . .’


“So they did what any self-respecting Midwestern American would do – they went indoors and got their guns and started shooting those funny-walking little guys carrying canes and wearing bowler hats.”


“I see what you mean, Colonel. They’re ‘not from around here’ so they must be bad guys?”


“Right.”


“Blow holes in them and ask questions later?”


“If you can understand that alien gibberish, which nobody can.”


“I meant, ask questions of yourself – questions on whether you’ve done the right and moral thing.”


“Gotcha, General.”


I ponder on the colonel’s words. Colonel Cartwright is an intelligent man – or at least what passes for intelligent in the Army – which is why he is a senior officer in CRAP. He has obviously thought this thing through very thoroughly and I have to accept his conclusions. I ask him if he is sure we are doing the right thing by counter-attacking the aliens and blowing them to oblivion. Have they really exterminated the whole population of Nebraska?


“Every last mother’s son,” answers the colonel, sadly, “there’s not a chicken farm left.”


[Gratuitous shot of a dead child lying in a ditch.]


“And we can’t get through to the President for orders?”


“All lines are down, radio communications are jammed.”


“The Air Force?” I ask, hopefully.


“Shot down crossing the State line. There’s smoking wrecks lying all over Nebraska. Same with missiles. We were willing to wipe out Nebraska, geographically speaking, but these creatures have superior weapons. We’re the nearest unit, General. It’s up to us to stop them.”


“How many men have we got, Colonel?”


“A brigade – you’re only a brigadier general, General.”


“I know. Still, we ought to stand a chance with four to five thousand men. They . . . they destroyed our whole Air Force, you say?”


[Zoom in on TV screen showing smoking wrecks.]


The colonel sneers. “The Air Force are a bunch of Marys, sir. You can’t trust a force that’s less than a century old. The Army and the Navy, now they’ve been around for several thousand years.”


There had never been much call for the Navy in Nebraska.


[Back to half-frame shot.]


“Are we up to strength?”


“No, sir, with sickness and furlough we’re down to two battalions.”


“Okay,” I state emphatically. “We go in with two thousand, armour, field guns and God on our side.”


“You betcha!”


[Enter Army corporal carrying sheet of paper.]


“Yes, Corporal?” I say icily, recognizing her as the extra who upstaged me in the remake of The Sands of Iwo fima by obscuring my right profile with her big knockers. “I’m busy.”


“I thought you ought to see this message, sir.” She offers it to me. “Just came through.”


“From Washington?” I ask, hopefully.


“No, sir, from the alien.”


“The alien?” I repeat, snatching the signal. “You afraid of plurals, soldier?”


“No, sir, if you’ll read the message, sir, you’ll see there’s only one of him – or her.”


The message is: YOU AND ME, OLIVER, DOWN BY THE RIVER PLATTE.


“Looks like he’s been watching John Wayne movies, too,” I say, handing Cartwright the piece of paper. “Or maybe Clint Eastwood.”


The colonel reads the message. “How do we know there’s only one?” he asks, sensibly. “It could be a trick.”


“Our radar confirms it, sir,” the corporal replies. “He’s pretty fast, though. It only looks like there’s multiples of him. He seems to be everywhere at once. He’s wiped out the whole population of Nebraska single-handed.”


“Fuck!” I exclaim, instantly turning any movie of this incident into an adult-rated picture. “What the hell chance do I stand against an alien that moves so fast he becomes a horde?”


“Fifty per cent of Nebraska was asleep when they got it,” says the colonel, “and the other half wasn’t awake.”


“What’s the difference?”


“Some of ’em actually do wake up a little during daylight hours.”


“You think I stand a chance?”


The colonel grins. “We’ll fix you up with some dandy hardware, sir. He’ll never know what hit him.”


“But can I trust him to keep his word? About being just one of him? What if he comes at me in legions?”


“No sweat, general,” says the colonel. “This baby—”


[Close-up of a shiny gismo with weird projections.]


“—is called a shredder. Newest weapon off the bench. One squeeze of this trigger and it fires a zillion coiled razor-sharp metal threads. Strip a herd of cattle to the bone faster than a shoal of piranha. You only have to get within ten feet of the bastard and you can annihilate him even if he becomes a whole corps.”


“Can I hide it under my greatcoat?”


“Nothing easier, sir. And we’ll wire you with a transmitter. He’s only jamming long-distance stuff. You can tell us your life story. Oh, and one more important thing.”


“What’s that?”


“We have to give him a nickname, General.”


I stare at the colonel. “Why?” I say at last.


“Because that’s what we’re good at. We always give the enemy a nickname. It demeans them. Makes them feel self-conscious and inferior. It’s our way of telling them that they’re the lowest form of human life.”


“Or, in this case, alien life.”


“Right, General. So we have to give him a humiliating nickname – like Kraut, Slopehead, Raghead, Fritz, Dink or Charlie . . .”


“We can’t nickname him Charlie, he’s already called Charlie.”


“Okay, I take that on board. How about we call him Chuck?”


“Doesn’t sound very demeaning to me. My brother was called Chuck.”


“Depends on how you say it, General. If we’re talking about your brother, we say ‘Chuck’ in a warm kind of tone. But if we’re talking about Chuck, we use a sort of fat, chickeny sound – Chuck – like that.”


“I think I understand, Colonel. Well, let’s get me armed and wired. It’s time I taught Chuck a lesson.”


Stardom, here I come. A part with lines. My part. A lone, courageous part, if they let me play myself in the movie – providing I live to rejoice in it, of course.


SCENE 2


Somewhere out on the plains of Nebraska. A man is walking down towards the River Platte. The night is dark but studded with bright stars, giving the impression of vast distances and emphasizing the insignificance of the brave lonely figure. The brave lonely figure is apparently talking to himself.


Are you listening, back there in the base? The moon is gleaming on my path as I reach the banks. Here in the humid Nebraskan night I wait for my adversary. Single combat. Mano a mano. The old way of settling differences in the American West.


Hell, what am I saying, we didn’t invent it. The old, old way. The chivalric code of the knights. A tourney. A duel. An affair of honour. Rapiers at dawn. Pistols for two, coffee for one.


[Aside: We’re kind of mixing our genres here with Westerns and Science Fiction, but I think we can get away with it since the two have always had a close relationship, being drawn from the same source – the conquest of frontiers by American pioneers.]


And I am ready. You didn’t send me out unprimed, Colonel. You made me submit to brainstorming. Masses of data has been blasted into my brain in the form of an electron blizzard. Every extraterrestrial invasion movie ever filmed is now lodged somewhere inside my cerebrum, waiting to be tapped. Any move this creature makes, I’ll have it covered. Hollywood, under secret Army supervision, has foreseen every eventuality, every type of Otherworlder intent on invading and subduing us Earthlings. They’re all in my head.


[A solitary charred and wounded chicken crawls silently across the landscape.]


Swines! Uh-huh. More movement up there.


Chuck’s coming up over the ridge! Thousands of him doing that silly walk with the cane and twitching his ratty moustache. This is really weird. A swarm of Charlie Chaplins. Did he lie? Is he going to come at me in hordes? Boy, can he move fast. They’re all doing different things. One’s swinging his cane and grinning, another flexing his bow legs, yet another pretending to be a ballet dancer. Multitudes of him, pouring over the ridge now, like rats being driven by beaters.


“Don’t let him get to you with the pathetic routine,” you warned me, Colonel. “You know how Chuck can melt the strongest heart with that schmaltzy hangdog expression. Don’t look at him when he puts his hands in his pockets, purses his lips, and wriggles from side to side.” Well, don’t worry, I hate Charlie Chaplin. That pathos act makes me want to puke, always did. If he tries that stuff, I’ll shred him before he can blink.


He’s getting closer now, moving very slowly. He’s suddenly become only one, a single Charlie Chaplin. I can see the white of his teeth as he curls his top lip back.


My fingers are closing around the butt of the shredder. I’m ready to draw in an instant. The bastard won’t stand a chance. Wait, he’s changing shape again. Now he’s Buster Keaton. I never liked Buster Keaton. And yet again. Fatty Arbuckle this time. I detest Fatty Arbuckle. Someone I don’t recognize. Now Abbot and Costello. Both of them. The Marx Brothers.


Shit, he’s only eleven feet away, and he’s changing again. He’s gone all fuzzy. He’s solidifying. Oh. Oh, no. Oh my golly gosh. God Almighty. It’s . . . it’s dear old Stan Laurel. He’s got one hand behind his back. I guess he’s holding a deadly weapon in that hand.


“Hello, Olly.”


Did you hear that, Colonel? Just like the original. He . . . he’s beaming at me now, the way Laurel always beams at Hardy. And I . . . I can’t do it. I can’t shoot. He’s scratching his head in that funny way of his. Of all the comic actors to choose. I loved Stan Laurel. I mean, how can you shoot Stan Laurel when he’s beaming at you? It’s like crushing a kitten beneath the heel of your boot. I can’t do it. The flesh may be steel, but the spirit’s runny butter.


Tell you what I’m going to do – I’ll threaten him with the shredder. That ought to be enough for Stan Laurel.


Oh my gosh, he’s burst into tears.


“Don’t point that thing at me, Olly. I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to be your chum.”


I’ve put the weapon away. He’s smiling again. He’s offering me a cigar. Hey, you should see this, Colonel. He’s done that trick, you know, flicking his thumb out of his fist like a lighter? There’s a flame coming from his thumbnail.


He’s still smiling. He’s friendly after all, though he’s still got one hand hidden from me. Maybe he’s realized he’s made a mistake? I have to show willing. I’m taking a light for the cigar. Hell, he could be a really nice guy.


I don’t know what this thing is, but it’s not a Havana cigar. Tastes kinda ropy, like the cigar that producer of a low-budget B-movie once gave me, when I played Young Ike. What was his name? Ricky Hernandez, yeah. Good movie that. Pity it was never released.


Jesus, this thing is playing havoc with my throat. Can you still hear me? It has a familiar smell – now where did I – oh yes, in the Gulf. Shit, it’s nerve gas! The bastard has given me a cigar which releases nerve gas into the lungs.


Oh fuck, oh fuck – I’m getting dizzy. I feel like vomiting. There’s blood coming from my mouth, ears and nostrils. He’s reaching forward. He’s taken my weapon. I’m . . . I’m falling . . . falling. Oh God, my legs are twitching, my arms, my torso, my head. I’m going into a fit spasm. I’m dying, Colonel. I’m a dead man.


Wait, he’s standing over me. I think he’s going to speak. Are you listening, Colonel?


“You’re supposed to say, ‘Another fine mess you’ve gotten me into, Stanley’, and play with your tie.”


Hollywood, damn them. He’s speaking again. Listen.


“I suppose you think I lied to you, Olly?”


Yes I do, you freak, you murdering shape-changing bastard. I do think you lied to me.


He’s giving me one of those smug Stan Laurel smiles, showing me his other hand, the one he’s had behind his back all the time. He’s . . . he’s got his fingers crossed.


“Sorry, Olly.”


Hollywood covered every contingency except one. In all the alien-invasion movies they ever made, the attacking monsters are always as grim as Michigan in January. As I lie here dying, the joke is on you and me, Colonel. There’s one type of extraterrestrial we didn’t plan on. An offworlder just like our own soldiers.


An alien with a sense of humour.


FADE OUT





MOTHER DUCK STRIKES AGAIN


Craig Shaw Gardner


I am a dedicated fan of the adventures of the apprentice Wuntvor and his master, the wizard Ebenezum, who is allergic to magic. I have reprinted two of their tales in the previous two anthologies, and I don’t apologize for presenting a third. If you want to track down the full corpus of Ebenezum and Wuntvor then you’ll need to find six books: A Malady of Magicks (1986), A Multitude of Monsters (1986), A Night in the Netherhells (1987), A Difficulty with Dwarves (1987), An Excess of Enchantments (1988) and A Disagreement with Death (1989). In An Excess of Enchantments, from which the following episode comes, Wuntvor has travelled to the far Eastern Kingdoms in search of a cure for Ebenezum’s allergy but has fallen foul of the witch, Mother Duck, who robs Wuntvor of his memory and casts him into a series of fairy tales, of which this is the first.


Once upon a time, a young lad named Wuntvor travelled far from his native land, seeing the sights and having many adventures. So it was that he came over a hill and saw a bright and verdant valley spread before him. Brilliant sunlight shone down on green trees and golden crops, and Wuntvor thought that he had never seen a place as beautiful as this in all his travels.


He left the hilltop and began his descent into the valley. But he had not gone a dozen paces before he saw a hand-painted sign hanging from one of the beautiful, green trees. And on that sign, in large red letters, someone had painted a single word:


DANGER.


Wuntvor paused for a moment, and stared at the sign. Was someone trying to warn him? But danger of what? And where could any danger be on such a fine day as this?


So Wuntvor continued upon his way, whistling merrily as he studied the wild flowers that bordered the path on either side. He came to a broad field of wild grass and clover, and saw that on the far side of that field wound a lazy blue river.


Wuntvor looked along the trail he followed, and noted that in the distance it led to a narrow bridge that crossed the wide expanse of water. Well then, he thought to himself, that is the way that I must go. But he had not walked a dozen paces before he found that a giant boulder blocked his way. And on that boulder was painted a single word, in red letters three feet high:


BEWARE.


Wuntvor paused for a long moment to regard the message on the boulder. This was the second warning he had received since he had entered the valley. But what were these messages trying to tell him? What, or whom, should he beware of?


At length, Wuntvor decided that it was much too fine a day to beware of anything. Let the fates do what they must, he thought. On a sunny afternoon like this, he could best whatever was thrown in his path!


And with that, Wuntvor skirted the boulder and continued down the trail to the bridge. He had not gone a dozen paces, however, before a large man stepped out from behind a concealing hedge. Wuntvor studied the newcomer with some surprise, since he was the largest man the young lad had ever seen, being massive in girth as well as height. The large fellow was dressed in a bronze breastplate, which was somewhat dented and tarnished, and wore an elaborate winged helmet on top of his massive head. He raised a giant club above his head, and uttered but a single word:


“DOOM.”


Wuntvor took a step away, being somewhat taken aback by this new turn of events. Was this the danger that the first sign spoke of? Was this what he had to beware of, as the boulder had cautioned? Yet the large man did not attack. Instead, he simply stood there, the giant club still raised above his massive head.


“Pardon?” Wuntvor said after a moment.


“What?” the large man asked.


“I beg your pardon?” Wuntvor expanded.


“Oh,” the large man answered. “Doom.”


“Yes,” Wuntvor prompted. “But what kind of doom?”


“Oh,” the large man answered again. “Down at the bridge.”


Wuntvor smiled. Now he was getting somewhere! “What about the bridge?”


“Doom,” the large man replied.


But Wuntvor wasn’t about to give up. “At the bridge?” he prompted again.


The large man nodded his head and lowered his club.


“That’s where the danger is?” Wuntvor added. “That’s where I have to beware?”


The large man continued to nod.


“But what is the danger?” Wuntvor insisted. “What do I have to beware of?”


“Doom,” the large man insisted.


Wuntvor began to despair of ever getting any real answers out of the large fellow. He gazed down the path at the distant bridge. It certainly looked peaceful enough. Just what was this big fellow trying to warn him about? Wuntvor decided he would try to gain a definite answer one more time.


“Indeed,” he began, for there was something reassuring to Wuntvor about beginning sentences in this way, “you tell me that my doom waits on yon bridge?”


The large fellow nodded again, smiling that Wuntvor had understood his plea.


“And yet,” Wuntvor continued, “there is no way that you might explain to me what that doom is?”


The large fellow shook his head sadly.


“Doom,” he agreed.


“Why not?” Wuntvor demanded, upset with this turn of events.


The large fellow looked all around. When he was convinced they were all alone he spoke to Wuntvor in a voice barely above a whisper.


“I am here as a warning,” was all he said.


Wuntvor bit his lip so that he would not scream. After he had regained his composure, he asked:


“But can’t you at least inform me what you are warning me about?”


“Doom,” the large fellow replied sadly.


“Why?” Wuntvor demanded.


“Because that is the way fairy tales work,” the large fellow answered.


Wuntvor blinked. Fairy tales? What was this about fairy tales? The lad felt some faint memory stirring at the back of his brain. A word floated toward his consciousness. Mother. Mother what? Of course, now he remem—


“Once upon a time.” Wuntvor’s lips moved, saying words he could have sworn he never thought. “Once upon a time.”


He shook his head violently and stared at the large man again. “Can you tell me nothing about the bridge?”


“Doom,” the immense fellow pondered. “Perhaps I can ask you a question or two. Would you by any chance have a good deal of gold?”


At last! Wuntvor thought, I shall get some information.


“No,” he answered. “I am but a penniless traveller, out to seek my fortune in the world.”


“Doom,” the other responded. “Still, all is not yet lost. Are you good at riddles?”


What was this large fellow talking about? “Riddles?” Wuntvor demanded. “What do riddles have to do with anything?”


“Doom,” the immense one replied, nodding to himself as if he had confirmed something he’d known all along. “I suggest you turn around and go the other way, unless you fancy yourself as troll fodder.”


And with that, the large fellow turned and disappeared behind a sizeable hedge.


“Indeed,” Wuntvor mumbled to no one in particular. Somehow, he did not feel he had gained much information at all.


But after a moment’s thought, Wuntvor decided to go to the bridge anyway. After all, hadn’t he left his native land to seek adventure? He had the feeling that this bridge he was approaching, as small and innocent-looking as it was, might contain so much adventure that he could return home immediately after crossing it.


He was not a dozen paces from the bridge when he heard a voice.


“Ho, young traveller!
We have advice:
If you want to cross,
You will pay a price.”


And with that, a horrible creature leaped from beneath the bridge and landed less than a dozen paces away from the startled Wuntvor. The creature’s skin was a bright shade of yellowish green, but that was nowhere near as startling as the horrible fact that it wore clothing filled with purple and green checks, not to mention that it held a brown, smoking thing between its teeth.


The creature removed the brown, smoking thing (which was quite foul-smelling besides) from between its jaws, and spoke again.


“Now that you’re here
You won’t get old,
Unless you give
This troll some gold.”


“Indeed,” Wuntvor replied. So this, at last, was what he was being warned about. Wuntvor thought, somehow, that he should feel more cheered by finally learning the truth. The truth, though, left something to be desired.


The hideously garbed creature smiled with even more teeth than a creature like that should have, and sauntered toward the lad. Wuntvor decided that what he mostly wished at this precise moment was that the large fellow he had so recently spoken with had been more specific in his details of the danger’s exact nature, so that Wuntvor might be currently pursuing his adventures in an entirely different location from where he was at present.


The creature pointed at Wuntvor. More specifically, its sharp yellow claws pointed at Wuntvor’s belt as it spoke again.


“Gold need not be
My only reward,
I’ll take instead
Your meagre sword!”


Wuntvor looked down at his belt. He had a sword? It came as a total surprise to him. Shouldn’t a person remember if he was wearing a sword?


Well, he reasoned, as long as he had a sword, he might as well defend himself.


“What are you doing?” the sword screamed as Wuntvor yanked it from the scabbard.


The sword spoke! Wuntvor almost dropped the weapon. He definitely should have remembered a sword that could talk. The lad frowned. Something, he thought, is not as it seems.


“I would like an answer,” the sword insisted. “As your personal weapon, I think it’s the least I deserve.”


“Indeed,” Wuntvor responded, wishing to grant the magic sword’s wishes. “I was merely drawing you forth to slay yon horrible creature.”


“Merely?” the sword began, but whatever it had to say next was lost beneath the creature’s new rhyme.


“Ho, young traveller,
Your valour growing.
Sad to say,
I must be going.”


And with that, the garishly garbed creature dived under the bridge.


“Merely?” the enchanted blade repeated.


Wuntvor glared at the sword. “Who are you, anyway?”


“Is that a trick question?” the sword responded, a suspicious edge to its voice.


“Nay,” Wuntvor insisted, although he doubted, under the circumstances, that he would know a trick question even if he spoke it. “I fear I am under a spell of forgetfulness, and hoped that a magic sword might know the truth.”


“Why didn’t you say so?” The sword brightened perceptibly. Wuntvor had to shield his eyes not to be blinded by the glow.


“That’s exactly what we magic swords are for,” the blade continued. “My name is Cuthbert, and I’m a first-class example of sorcerous weaponry. What else do you need to know? Your name is Wuntvor. You do remember that? Good. Do you recall that you are on a quest for your master – Hey!”


The sword screamed as it fell from Wuntvor’s hand, which had gone suddenly numb. But the lad had no more thought for his discarded weapon. All he could think of were the words upon his lips.


“Once upon a time,” he said. “Once upon a time.”


And, as if in answer, he heard a second voice come from beneath the bridge.


“Ho, young traveller,
No need to fiddle!
You’ll simply die
If you miss this riddle.”


And with that a second creature leaped onto the path, less than a dozen paces from Wuntvor, who was nowhere near as startled this time, having come somewhat to expect such occurrences. The second monster was a bit different from the first, a tad shorter and more of a putrid grey-green in colour. Its clothing was more conservative as well, as it wore dark, almost monastic-looking robes that ballooned around its short body in great folds.


“Riddle?” Wuntvor inquired. This must be the second thing the large fellow had warned him about. A riddle that, according to this creature, he could simply die from. Wuntvor suspected the creature was not speaking metaphorically.


The sickly green thing smiled broadly and pulled a piece of parchment from beneath its robes. It read in a clear, high, annoying voice:


“With this riddle,
The seeds are sowed:
Why did the chicken
Cross the road?”


The monster licked its chops, obviously intending a quick and tasty meal. The lad had a difficult time even thinking about the riddle.


Wait a second. Wuntvor stared hard at the riddling horror. A chicken crossing the road? That wasn’t difficult at all. His aged grandmother had told him the answer to that one a thousand times.


“To get to the other side!” Wuntvor shouted triumphantly.


“Get to the other side?” the green thing mused. “Well, I suppose that’s possible. Just a moment.” The creature reached within its voluminous robes and pulled forth a sheaf of parchment.


“No, no, I’m afraid the answer is as follows—” It cleared its throat and announced portentously:


“A newspaper.”


What? Wuntvor thought. What was a newspaper?


“It is not!” the lad insisted angrily. “Everyone knows that chickens cross the road to get to the other side!”


The creature shook its head sadly, reaching within its robes with its free hand to draw out a knife and fork. “Perhaps that sort of thing happens wherever you come from,” it answered as it scanned the sheaf of parchments. “I do remember seeing that answer somewhere. Ah, here it is: ‘To get to the other side.’ I’m afraid though, that it’s the answer to another riddle entirely. Uh – here it is – ‘What’s black and white and read all over?’”


“What’s black and white and red all over?” Wuntvor repeated.


The creature nodded triumphantly. “To get to the other side!” It paused, waiting for some sign of recognition from the traveller. “You see now, don’t you?” it prompted at last. “You see, because it’s black and white and read, it has to cross—” The thing paused and stared for a moment at the parchment. “Well, perhaps it is a little difficult to explain. It has to be correct, though. I assure you, Mother Duck uses nothing but the very latest equipment. So there’s no chance for a mistake.” The thing blinked, as if it couldn’t quite believe what it was saying. “Well, not that much of a chance.”


Mother Duck? The lad frowned. Where had he heard that name before? And why did he have an almost uncontrollable urge to say “Once upon a time?”


“Other side?” the thing said, more to itself than to Wuntvor. “What kind of stupid—” The creature stopped itself and, after a moment, coughed discreetly. “Well, perhaps, in the very slight chance there was an error, we should give you another opportunity. It’s your life at stake, after all.” The green thing riffled through the pile of parchment. “Oh, here’s the old chestnut about four legs, two legs, three legs. She’s got to be kidding. There must be something with a little more verve than that.” The creature turned the page. “Let’s try this one.”


The monster cleared its throat and spoke in a loud, even more annoying voice: “How many elephants can you get into a Volkswagen?”


It paused, staring at the parchment in disbelief. “Where did she get these questions, anyway?” The creature flipped another page, frowning as it quickly read the text. “Let’s see. I don’t suppose you have any idea what a – ‘light bulb’ is? I thought as much.”


The thing crumpled the parchment in its green claws. “I’m sorry, this is ridiculous. What am I doing in a stupid fairy tale, anyway?”


Fairy tale? Wuntvor remembered the Brownie. And that woman the thing had mentioned. What was her name? Mother something. It was on the tip of his tongue. Mother—


He had it!


“Once upon a time!” Wuntvor cried in triumph. Wait a second. That wasn’t the point he was going to make. Was it?


“Once upon a time,” he said again for good measure.


And again, as if in answer, a third voice, far gruffer than either of those that spoke before, came from beneath the bridge.


“Ho, young traveller,
Not yet beaten;
Prepare yourself now
To be ea—”


But instead of completing the rhyme, the third creature began to sneeze.


“Are you just going to leave me here?” the sword demanded.


The sword? The sword! He looked down to where he had dropped it. Somehow, Wuntvor had forgotten all about the magic weapon again.


“Yeah!” the green thing shouted at Wuntvor. “And just what are we doing in this stupid fairy tale when we’re supposed to be on a quest?”


A small brown fellow appeared by the lad’s foot. ‘I couldn’t agree more! Fairy tales! Just think how much better it would be if it were a Brownie tale!”


The green thing had recoiled at the very sight of the little fellow. “Don’t ever agree with me!” he shouted, then looked back to Wuntvor. “There are simply certain things I cannot cope with.”


“I suppose I’m just going to lay in the dust for ever,” the sword moaned, “left here to rust, forgotten by my owner—”


The checkered monster was suddenly in their midst. “Are you tired of your lot in life, enchanted sword? Well, come with me, and I’ll offer you foreign sights, adventure—”


“It’s ruined! It’s ruined!” a woman’s voice called from somewhere far up the hill.


Wait a second, Wuntvor thought.


There was something about all this chaos that was disturbingly familiar. He looked around and remembered that the robed creature was Snarks, a demon who was forced to speak nothing but the truth, no matter how unpleasant that truth might be. And there, in his checkered suit, was Brax the traveling Salesdemon, purveyor of previously owned enchanted weapons, “Every one a Creampuff!” And the sword was Cuthbert, a weapon that was unfortunately a bit of a coward. And he had seen Tap the Brownie during his last fairy tale.


His last fairy tale?


That’s right! He was a prisoner of Mother Duck, who was currently storming down the hill toward them, pursued by a hairy fellow who looked rather like a wolf standing on his hind legs, sporting a green cap. Hadn’t he seen this fellow before somewhere, too? Wuntvor shook his head and wondered what else he didn’t remember.





THE BLACKBIRD


Jack Sharkey


Since the death of Jack Sharkey in 1992 his work has become all but forgotten, which is a great shame as he was a gifted writer, especially of short stories. In fact, he spent the last twenty or so years of his life working in the theatre, writing over eighty stage plays and musicals, so his output of fiction was curtailed. So far as I know, none of his short stories has been collected into book form, so here is another rare and forgotten treat.


THE Turk, true to traditions established by writers of Arabian adventure stories, was a giant. The villagers of East Anchorville – named from its geographic relation to the larger town of Anchorville – were sure from the moment he’d first appeared in town that no good would come of it. No one would admit to being actually afraid of him, but everyone was of the mind that caution was the prime consideration when dealing with him. So it was only natural that, when the horrors began, all minds should arrow like iron filings to the magnet of the Turk’s mysterious nature.


The horrors began in the autumn, when the dry leaves clogged the irrigation ditches of the hinterlands, and cold grey dust sifted underfoot on the nubbly dirt roads about the town, and nightfall was an occurrence to be watched from inside one’s home, with door bolted and fireplace glowing with burning logs.


Harriet Cord, the belle of the village (and bane of the womenfolk) had gone out for a buggy ride with Marvin Sply, son of the late village blacksmith, toward sundown. Old folks in the town could be seen to purse their lips and cluck their tongues as the couple clattered out of town on Marvin’s buckboard, an heirloom from his father, Marvin with one hand on the horse’s reins and the other quite definitely on Harriet.


Two hours later, Marvin had come back into town alone, his eyes wild, clothing awry, and lips spouting a dreadful tale. The rattle of the buckboard entering the main street with the horse at full frantic gallop had brought out a curious crowd, including the town sheriff, who, on hearing Marvin’s hysterical tale, had turned at once into Grogan’s Saloon to round up some help, and was seen no more that night.


Villagers, men and women alike, had gotten aboard wagons, horses, and into the few automobiles the town boasted, and taken off for the scene of the crime, for such they were already convinced it was.


It was a terrible sight that met their eyes.


Harriet lay by the side of the road, stone-cold dead, her face for ever frozen into a bewildered sneer. There was not a mark upon the body, but clutched in the left hand they found a single black feather, large and shiny . . .


The coroner’s verdict was, “Death of an unknown and mysterious nature, at the hands of person or persons unknown.”


Suspicion immediately fastened upon the Turk.


His landlady, who “ran a respectable place,” was of a mind to put him out at once. Mrs Balsam didn’t want “no truck with monsters” in her boarding house. But she somehow felt that walking up the three flights to his attic room alone was not the easiest of tasks, and could find no one to accompany her upstairs – her husband suddenly decided to mow the lawn although the grass was yellowed and sere, and “didn’t ask to have that fellow room there in the first place” – so she thought she’d bide her time and wait.


Thelma Bracy, her next-door neighbour, was of the opinion that Mrs Balsam should dope his food and call the police to take him, and it was then for the first time that the odd fact came to light that the Turk had never taken a meal in Mrs Balsam’s establishment, though dinner and supper were included with the room rates. Within an hour after Thelma heard this bit of information, the word was out all over town, and the even more amazing fact came to light that no person in the town had ever seen the Turk take a meal, anywhere.


The sheriff (who had eventually arrested Marvin Sply for want of any other suspects) was informed of this turn of events at once. Or, rather, as soon as he was located, in Grogan’s Saloon. And he informed Mrs Balsam that the best thing to do under the “circumstances” – the Turk was seven feet tall and about 250 pounds – was to wait and watch.


Marvin, when he awoke the next morning in his cell at the East Anchorville jail, had demanded that he be let out at once, denying any knowledge of the means or motive of Harriet’s death. His story was that they’d taken a stroll across a field, and it had grown too dark for Harriet to navigate the field back to the buckboard without turning a well-turned ankle, so Marvin had cut across to the other side of the field after their transportation, and driven the buckboard back to where she should have been standing. He’d at first thought she’d gone, till he espied a pale white hand upon the edge of the roadside ditch, and, on investigating the hand, located Harriet on the other end of it.


The sheriff was adamant. Marvin was there; no one else was. So Marvin did it. The sheriff was quite positive in his accusation, and determined to keep Marvin in jail till he rotted. And he probably would have done so, had not a group of the sheriff’s constituents – irritated because their horses were losing shoes like mad, and wagon spokes were falling out, and fenders needed undenting – insisted that Marvin be released to his blacksmith duties. The sheriff gave in, albeit grudgingly, but made Marvin promise to return to the jail at nightfall, which promise was given with alacrity.


The townsfolk were shocked that afternoon to learn that Marvin, on the pretext of going to Anchorville for supplies of some sort, had instead boarded a westbound express for San Francismo, undoubtedly never to return.


The sheriff was about to put out a national alarm for the fugitive when a panicky farmer dashed into the sheriff’s office to announce the second horror.


Abel Stanley, the town’s leading hog-raiser, had been found dead in his pigpen, his noble heart for ever stilled, his terrified blue eyes staring sightlessly into a trough of swill. And stuck into the brim of his hat was a shiny, blue-black feather.


And even as the sheriff was running toward Grogan’s saloon for deputies, Tom the Barkeep came running out to meet him with news of horror number three.


Edward Forbes – who, while not the town drunkard, was next in line for the office – had been discovered under the bar at Grogan’s, his open mouth beneath the spigot of an emptied whisky keg, with a shiny black feather in his buttonhole, completely deceased. But this time the barkeep – under the clear-sighted direction of the sheriff (from the far end of the bar) – found a mark on the body; a strange-hued star-shaped discolouration beneath the left armpit. But on the coroner’s report that this was a birthmark, the town threw up its hands in despair.


The panic began to spread through the heretofore placid village. Thelma Bracy’s significant remarks about the Turk began to take their toll of credible people. Mothers in the town, hoping to discourage the apparently passionately neat killer, began to belt, whip and otherwise mar their children, as a safety measure. “Bruise ’em or lose ’em!” became the battle cry.


The Turk – and not strangely at all, since he was not on speaking terms with any of the villagers – had not yet, on this the third day after Harriet’s demise, heard a thing about the horrors. So it was not strange that he dared to show his face in the town square, striding along mightily toward Gulby’s Drugstore. He thought it unusual that the town children, whose wont it was to dog his patient footsteps while chanting some abominably rhymed ballad about cranberry sauce and people from Turkey, did not do so this day. Indeed, they all vanished into houses, up trees, and around corners as soon as the measured clump of his heavy boots announced his imminent arrival at the town square.


As he ducked his prodigious torso enough to permit passing his head through the door of the store, all the customers turned and stared at him, white-faced and speechless.


Gulby the Druggist, who was the excitable type, blurted out, “It’s him!! The fiend!” and made his short speech memorable by collapsing upon the toothpaste stand, his paunchy frame carrying the hapless display to the floor, where the weight of his body pressed resolutely downward, causing him to sag amid a spreading wiggle of fluoridated dental cream.


“Evil eye!” screamed the villagers in the store, and, covering their eyes with one hand, outstretched the other like stiff-arming football players and rushed pell-mell from the drugstore.


Now the sheriff was really on the spot. An angry body of citizens came to his office and demanded that he arrest the monster (for who could it be but the Turk?) at once, or they’d put their democratic powers of recall into immediate effect and elect a new sheriff.


That settled him. Bolstering up his courage for an hour at Grogan’s Saloon, he proceeded to Mrs Balsam’s boarding house, up the stairs, called out the Turk (who came along amiably enough), and ensconced him in the cell so recently vacated by Marvin Sply. When the sheriff became sober enough to realize the enormity of what he’d done, he headed for Grogan’s at once, to try and blot out the memory.


Well, the fat was in the fire.


With the arrest made, there had to be a trial.


The whole village perked up at the news. Ladies all went out and bought new dresses, new bonnets, new shoes, and new coats, and men all went over to Grogan’s to discuss the facts of the case.


The sheriff was there, as usual, and as the men talked, and the conversation became more uncertain and faltering, the horrible truth came out that no one at all knew anything about the case.


Immediate action had to be taken.


The sheriff’s brother, who was also Assistant District Attorney, was the editor of the town paper. A quick phone call from the sheriff, and the Contest came out in the next issue of the East Anchorville News. The good word spread throughout Massachusetts.


Entries, mostly from women, started pouring in.


BE A WITNESSS! proclaimed the paper. ENTER NOW!


Testimonies were chosen on the basis of thought, creative imagery, and knowledge of the English language. Thelma Bracy’s was by far the best – due, she admitted freely, to a correspondence course she’d once taken in Novel Writing – and the town knew it had a star witness in Thelma


Excitement was at its zenith. It was like the good old days of witch-hunting all over again.


The sun rose and set and rose again, and it was the day of the trial.


Everyone in town was packed into the narrow courthouse. People from neighbouring townships had driven all night to get there for the gala event. Popcorn, cotton candy and cold beer – to the annoyance of the local clergy – were sold on the steps of the courthouse, and the judge, who owned the local brewery, was out there pushing the sales along until almost time for the trial to begin.


The widows of the deceased men – Gulby had passed away during his sensational tumble into the toothpaste, leaving the bereaved widow with her memories and thirty thousand dollars’ Life Insurance – sat well up in front, waiting to see justice done. To ensure a fast pyrotechnic trial and a verdict of “guilty”, they’d been careful to have the DA (the town’s sharpest lawyer, and the brother-in-law of the local editor) send off to Anchorville for three of the greenest lawyers that could be found, fresh from Anchorville U. Law School, and from the three the widows had picked what they hoped was the dullest one.


Thomas Bit, their choice, now sat with the silent Turk, fingering his collar nervously and sharpening his pencil every five minutes. The eyes of the eastern seaboard were upon the courthouse that day, and he’d be an overnight success if he could bring in a verdict of “not guilty”.


He wished that the town had been a little larger, for it had been impossible to get anyone on the jury who didn’t seem to be either a relative of one of the dead men or a good friend of Harriet Cord. As far as that went, all the people seemed to have known Harriet Cord. Had she been the only victim, and had he been able to select a jury of the local women . . . Thomas Bit sighed.


His Honour, wiping a bit of foam off his chin, hurried up the aisle toward his chambers, vanished within them, then the court clerk called everyone to order, and the judge appeared in his solemn black robes, lurched up the steps to the bench, and sat with a loud thud, his eyes somewhat glazed and lips smiling inanely.


Thomas Bit noted this and groaned in his soul.


His Honour rapped sharply for order, dropped the gavel accidentally upon the bald pate of the court scribe, had it recovered and handed back to him, rapped again, and the trial was on!


Ervin Burns, the DA, approached the nervous Mrs Balsam, his grey eyes steely and stern, and manner impeccably modelled after a movie he’d once seen of an infamous trial. Mrs Balsam, no bantamweight by any stretch of the imagination, still managed to shrink to a more compact size as he loomed over her, pince-nez held between right forefinger and thumb.


“You are Nettie Balsam?”


“I am Nettie Balsam,” she answered, after a thoughtful pause.


“You run the boarding house where the murderer lived?”


“Objection!” yelled Thomas Bit, springing to his feet. “The guilt of this man is what we are here to prove!”


The laughter in the courtroom was deafening until His Honour raised a tolerant hand and waved it to a chuckling murmur. “Please, Mister Bit, you must not interrupt Mister Burns at his work, if you wish the same consideration when she is your witness. Then you will have your chance.”


Abashed, Thomas Bit sank shakily into his chair. “It looks pretty hopeless,” he whispered to the Turk. The Turk merely shrugged his great shoulders and remained stolidly silent.


“You run the boarding house where the alleged murderer lived?” asked the DA.


Thomas Bit sighed, softly, and chewed his nails.


“I do,” said Mrs Balsam. “I run a respectable place!” she added.


There were a few cheers from the front row, where some of her other boarders sat. Mister Balsam hadn’t come that morning. He was at home, asleep.


“And did you ever note anything . . . mysterious . . . about this man?”


“Yes,” said Mrs Balsam severely. “He never ate any of my cooking.”


“Nothing mysterious about that!” came a sotto voce comment from the rear.


The DA cleared his throat, and stared the impertinent one into red-faced silence. Then he smiled at Mrs Balsam.


“And why is that odd?”


“Because the meals’re included in the room rates. Seems funny a man’d spend money for something and then not use it.”


The DA smiled and nodded wisely. “Very funny, indeed. What, in your opinion is the reason for this?”


“Objection!” Thomas Bit was on his feet. “We’re here to get facts, not opinions!”


The judge gave him a baleful stare. “Oh, come now!”


Thomas Bit sank into his chair, completely defeated. “This is awful,” he said to the Turk.


The Turk shrugged again and scratched the back of his head.


“In my opinion,” she said, shuddering, “he didn’t eat or drink anything because he lived on human blood! . . . Or worse!” she added, darkly.


Thomas Bit hid his face in his hands and manfully resisted bursting into tears.


“That will be all,” smiled the DA. “Your witness.”


Thomas Bit composed himself as best he could and approached the witness stand. Mrs Balsam looked at him warily, like a duck watching a woman stitching up a new pillowcase.


“Mrs Balsam . . .” he began.


“Objection!” thundered the DA.


“Sustained!” said the judge.


In the rear row, the editor of the paper smiled happily and wrote furiously in a small pad on his knee. Things were going indeed well, and it was an election year, too.


“Er . . .” Thomas Bit faltered, then tried again. “You are Nettie Balsam?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Has the accused ever given you any trouble as a boarder?”


“Well, no . . . but—”


“Has he ever done anything positively unusual?”


“He didn’t eat my cooking!”


“Then why—” Thomas Bit leaned forward, narrowing his eyes, “did you charge him for it?”


Nettie Balsam faltered. This was a side-issue the DA hadn’t covered in rehearsals. “Because—Because with the extra money, I could buy more food for the other boarders!”


“Then,” said Thomas Bit, pressing his point home, “you never did cook any meals for the Turk. I’ll bet if I were to subpoena your boarders, it would turn out you never even set a place at the table for him! Is that correct?”


Nettie Balsam burst into tears. “Well, I did at first, for the first week he st-stayed at my place, b-but when I saw he wasn’t going to eat, I j-just used the extra money.” She broke into uncontrolled sobbing at this point and couldn’t go on.


Thomas Bit paused until the flood had abated somewhat, then said in a more kindly tone: “Then the loss of this man as a boarder – if he is convicted – is taking money out of your pocket?”


Nettie’s tear-blurred eyes widened at this insidious aspect of the thing, heretofore unconsidered. “Why . . . you’re right!”


Thomas Bit took a step back and indicated the Turk, sitting unperturbed at the table before the bench. “Then do you think this man had anything to do with the horrors?”


Before the shaken DA could object, Nettie Balsam shouted, “No! A thousand times no! He’s innocent as a babe, and, when this is over, he’ll have his own little room waiting for him same as always . . .” She hesitated. “At the same rates, of course.”


“Of course,” said Thomas Bit. “You may step down.”


Nettie Balsam did so, quite contented with herself. In the back row, the editor gnashed his teeth in impotent fury. And the three widows were frozen in stony hatred. Who did this young upstart think he was? The first good murder case in years and he’s making out that the killer is innocent! One of them even wished, momentarily, that her husband were still alive.


The DA, fairly recovered from the near-mortal blow dealt him, called Thelma Bracy to the stand. A hush fell over the room as she waddled proudly up to the small railed-in witness seat. After all, she was something of a celebrity, the star witness whose picture was all over the front page of the local paper, looking knowing and wise.


She immediately crossed one knee over the other. Her knees were not visible, due to the wide slats of the railing, but she crossed them anyhow.


“Your name?” the DA was unctuously charming.


“Thelma. Thelma Bracy.” She looked out to where reporters from neighbouring towns were clustered, pencils poised over notebooks. “T-h-e-l-m-a B-r-a . . .”


“Miss Bracy—” the DA interrupted swiftly, “will you please tell the court where you live?”


“I live at 115 West Pike – P-i-k-e – right next door to the house where the murderer lived!”


All eyes in the room turned instantly to Thomas Bit, who now had his chance to louse things up. He sighed, shrugged, and shook his head. A murmur of relief went up, and one of the widows even smiled a little. Things were looking up.


“Would you please tell us,” continued the DA, “exactly what you saw on the night of the late lamented Harriet Cord’s demise?”


A profound hush settled over the room, and all eyes riveted on Thelma, who cleared her throat carefully and began her tale.


“It was hard upon the hour of midnight,” she said, almost in a whisper. Even Thomas Bit was magnetized by her tone. “Chill was the night, but fain did I long for a current of air to relieve the unwonted stuffiness of my bedchamber. Went I then toward my casement, to ope my room to the night air . . .” She paused, and added, less studiedly, “My window’s right across from the side of Nettie’s boarding house . . .”


The hush grew more profound.


“The window of that man’s room!” She stabbed a finger dramatically and accusingly at the Turk. “It was closed, but lo! there was a flickering light inside. I, of course, do not make it a practice to look into the windows of men with whom I am hardly acquainted, so I was about to turn back to my bed, when suddenly—” Her face went blank. “When suddenly—” she repeated miserably, looking at the DA, who had closed his eyes in exasperation.


Thelma drew back a pace in her monolgue, and tried taking a running start to get over the hump. “I-was-about-to-turn-back-to-my-bed-when-suddenly . . .” She brightened. “When suddenly, the window flew open, banging the sash quite loudly, and that man—” some of the folks in the Turk’s vicinity edged away from him furtively “—peered out in a very suspicious fashion, then stepped he back from the window. Frozen to the spot by nameless apprehensions, waited I there, and then—Something big and black and horrible flopped onto his windowsill from within his room.”


The DA – albeit having heard the tale at rehearsals – had still to moisten dry lips before speaking. “What was it?” he asked, his voice shaky.


“A giant blackbird!” said Thelma.


(Careful research on her part into Arabian customs and history had unearthed the fact that the raven was considered an almost sacred harbinger of dire things by the Arabs and Turks, and she’d changed the name of the bird into a species conforming to her listeners’ experience.)


“It flapped its great black wings, rose into the air, and then, as though sensing something, it flew away.”


“Which way—” the DA made the question assume great importance by his tone, “—Which way did it fly?”


Thelma paused dramatically, then looked upon the Turk with the eye of a basilisk, rose to her feet and said, “Straight east!”


A furore broke out in the room. The body of Harriet Cord had been found almost due east of the Town; in the minds of the townsfolk, the guilt of the Turk was as good as written on the court record.


Thomas Bit shook his head. There was nothing to do but sit tight and wait for his turn at Thelma.


She hadn’t finished. “Something made me stay there, watching, for almost a quarter of an hour. Finally, it had grown too cold to stand by the window, so I closed it. And just as I did, the blackbird flew back, and it heard the window closing, because it turned and looked at me. And suddenly I was terribly afraid, and I ran back to my bed and did throw myself under the blankets!”


“And then?” asked the DA.


“. . . I fell asleep,” she finished lamely.


“Your witness,” said the DA to Thomas Bit.


Thomas Bit took a deep breath to steady his nerves and approached the stand. “Miss Bracy,” he said, “are you aware that it was early evening when Marvin Sply went out with Harriet Cord on her ill-fated ride?”


“Of course,” she said. “Everyone knows that.”


“And are you further aware that he was back in a matter of hours?”


“Sure,” she said.


“Then how could there possibly be any connection between the blackbird you claimed you saw and Harriet Cord’s death, if the blackbird’s nocturnal flight was shortly after midnight?”


Thelma drew herself up, proud and confident. “A supernatural creature is not bound by the ordinary laws of time and space,” she replied.


There was considerable applause from the spectators, which the judge indulgently permitted to die down of its own accord, while Thomas Bit gritted his teeth to keep from breaking down and sobbing.


“Supernatural!?” he said, fiercely. “Do you expect a court of law to recognize such a statement?”


“Son,” said the judge, not unkindly, “this is the State of Massachusetts . . .”


Approaching despair, Thomas Bit tried one more query.


“Would you kindly tell the court just what you think this ‘blackbird’ of yours did to cause the deaths of Miss Cord and the three men, Stanley, Forbes and Gulby?”


“Certainly,” said Thelma. “That man is a werebird!”


“A werebird?”


Thelma nodded. “Human by day, feathered fiend by night. Flying the countryside after sundown, in hideous unnatural guise, sucking the souls from helpless people that cross his gruesome path!”


“Your Honour,” said Thomas Bit, “I move that this testimony be stricken from the record as irrelevant, fanciful, and just plain ridiculous.”


“Overruled,” said His Honour.


Shoulders drooping, Thomas Bit said, “No further questions,” and returned to his seat, beside his client.


“I call Herbert Hoskins, MD, to the stand,” said the DA. The town corner arose and made his way to the witness seat.


As Thomas Bit doodled hopelessly on a pad of paper, hardly listening to the testimony of the coroner, a hand fell lightly upon his shoulder. He looked up into the face of a stranger, a sporty-looking fellow with a pink-tipped nose and thick muttonchop sidewhiskers. The stranger winked his eye.


“Having a bit of difficulty, eh?” he smiled.


“Who are you?” asked the lawyer.


“Wallen’s the name, son. Wilbert Wallen. I’m sort of a specialist in rare diseases. That’s why I’m here.”


Thomas Bit cocked an eyebrow at the stranger. “I’m afraid I don’t see—”


“You will, son, you will,” said Wilbert Wallen, seating himself beside the young lawyer. “I’m your star witness.”


“My what?” said Thomas Bit.


Wallen began to explain, in a low, urgent whisper. As his meaning became clear to Bit, the lawyer’s eyes grew round, and the subtle beginnings of a smile touched his lips for the first time that day.


“You’re kidding!” he said to Wallen.


“Scout’s honour,” said the specialist. “Soon’s I read about the case in the papers, I got to East Anchorville fast as I could.”


“Zowie!” said Thomas Bit, reverently.


Burns, the DA, finished with Hoskins.


“Your witness,” he said.


“No questions,” said Thomas Bit.


“Not giving up, are you?” asked the DA with a tiny simpering smile.


“I call Wilbert Wallen, MD, to the stand,” said the lawyer. The courtroom buzzed, and the DA and the judge exchanged looks, raised eyebrows, and shrugs as Wallen took the stand.


“Your name?” asked Thomas Bit.


“Wilbert Wallen.”


“Occupation?”


“Pathologist. My specialty is rare diseases.”


The room grew strangely quiet.


“Can you perhaps throw some light on these four deaths which the accused is supposed to have brought about?”


“Light?” Wallen chuckled. “I can tell you exactly what caused them!”


“Would you please do so . . . ?” said Thomas Bit.


“Well . . .” Wallen cleared his throat, loudly. “I have just come from the Ogilvy Funeral Parlour, wherein Miss Cord, and Messieurs Gulby, Forbes and Stanley are lying in state. It seems as if the employees of that establishment were all over here at the trial – in fact, this whole burg looks like a ghost town today – so I took the opportunity to examine the four.”


“That’s against the law!” thundered the judge. “Without a court order, bodies of deceased persons may not be subjected to—”


“Your Honour,” Thomas Bit interrupted smoothly, “in this case, there was no time to await a court order.”


“No time?” said the judge. “What do you mean, no time?”


“For the sake of the town – which includes Your Honour, of course – Doctor Wallen had to move quickly.”


The spectators murmured, louder and louder, until the judge rapped for silence. “Mister Bit! Are you implying . . . There’s something ominous in your tone.”


“If Your Honour will hear Doctor Wallen out?”


“Most irregular . . .” His Honour hedged. Then his curiosity got the better of his jurisprudence, and he nodded. “Very well. But it better be good.”


“I found,” Wallen continued, “that Miss Harriet Cord was what you might call a ‘carrier’. A sort of Typhoid Mary.”


The judge’s face paled. “A carrier of what?” he said, in a hoarse whisper.


“A very rare disease, known in the trade as Leprosis Arboris, a sort of cross between Jungle Rot and Chestnut Blight. The victim’s innards turn to sawdust. It’s more or less painless. There’s no approach in this disease, no warnings. One moment you’re full of vigour, the next moment . . . ‘Foosh’.”


“Foosh?” asked the judge.


Wallen nodded. “All the internal organs crumble into a nice oaken dust.” He sighed, and scratched his nose. “It’s rather painfully obvious what happened. Somehow, those unfortunate men came in contact with Miss Cord—”


The three widows stiffened and gasped in unison.


“—And they were goners.”


All over the courtroom, men were losing colour, and wives were narrowing eyes. The judge, his face the colour of buttermilk, asked, with a break in his voice, “Is – is there any cure?”


“Oh, certainly.” Wallen smiled. “Rose petals.”


“Rose petals?” A note of hope had crept into the judge’s voice. He had a rosebush on his estate, and he was certain the autumn cold had spared a few tiny buds.


“Yup,” said Wallen. “No processing, either. Just pop one in your mouth like candy, chew it, swallow it, and presto! – you’re as good as new.”


At the rear of the room, a man slipped toward the door, then another man, and another. His Honour’s eye caught the motion, and he remembered that his rosebush was near the roadside where everyone in town must have admired it.


Judge, DA, coroner, sheriff, editor and every last townsman in the room clawed, punched and kicked his way out the door.


When the thundering died down, and the dust began to settle, Thomas Bit shook Wallen’s hand.


“I guess the case is dismissed,” he said. “You’ve made me a success. I’ve won my first case. Is there anything I can do for you? Can I buy you a beer, take you to lunch, pay for your transportation to your home?”


Wallen laughed and clapped Bit on the back, shaking his head. “No, thanks, son. Don’t drink beer, brought my lunch, and my transportation’s arranged for.”


He picked up a small bag, tied with twine, and began to undo it. The Turk, smiling happily, sat down beside Wallen. “Thanks, Uncle Wilbert,” he said, fondly.


“Least I could do.” Wallen smiled. “You being my sister’s boy, and all.”


“You’re related?” Thomas Bit gasped.


“Well, of course.” Then Wallen frowned. “Gad, son, don’t tell me you fell for that mumbo-jumbo on the stand?”


“I—” Thomas Bit sank weakly onto a bench. “You mean it wasn’t true? The disease and all?”


“Heck, no,” said Wallen. “Made the whole danged thing up outta my head. Good, wasn’t it?. . . Gosh, boy, I ain’t even a doctor.”


Bit’s heart sank slowly into the quicksand of dread that oozed into his breast. “But all those people – out in the cold – eating roses!”


“Won’t hurt ’em none,” said Wallen, smiling. “Fresh air’ll do ’em good.”


“But why’d you do it?” asked Thomas Bit.


Wallen finished unwrapping his lunch, and indicated the Turk with a tilt of his head. “Couldn’t let him down. My only sister’s boy, you know. She died. I brought him up.”


“You brought him up . . .” Thomas Bit mumbled blankly.


“Sure,” said Uncle Wilbert. “Raised him from an egg.”


As icy horror began to tickle Thomas Bit’s frayed nerve-endings, Uncle Wilbert leaned over to him in a friendly manner and extended the box of lunch.


“Have a worm?” he asked.
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It was a typical midwinter’s day in the city of Koumas. The muddy, litter-strewn streets were packed with carts, wagons and drays. Traders, shopkeepers and barrow boys bickered and haggled with their customers. Children squabbled and shouted. The pavement taverns echoed to the laughter of warriors, merchants, travellers and even the occasional dwarf or elf, all sitting on wooden benches beneath the rain-spattered canvas awnings, drinking wine or beer from pewter tankards and swapping stories of daring deeds in far-off places. The clatter of hooves, cursing of draymen and the squeaking of wooden axles filled the air, and the clamour of a thousand voices spiralled up towards the leaden skies. It was like Bedlam, only it was louder and it smelled worse.


In his tiny office on the top floor of the main police station, Inspector Heighway was trying to do the crossword on the back page of the Koumas City Chronicle and finding it hard going. It wasn’t that he was bad at word games; on the contrary, he could usually finish the difficult crossword in the Lampa Sanda Times inside ten minutes. But there were three factors conspiring against him today.


Firstly, the sheer tumult of noise pouring in through the window was making it difficult to concentrate. Secondly, he knew from experience that the crossword’s current compiler wasn’t exactly the most literate person in the world. In fact, the guy couldn’t spell to save his life, and Heighway had spent ten minutes trying to think of a three-letter word for a wriggly fish beginning with o before realizing that the compiler must have spelt six across schewl instead of school. And thirdly, Heighway was being “helped” with the crossword by his assistant, Sergeant Raasay, a man completely unencumbered by even the merest hint of intelligence.


“Fifteen down,” Heighway muttered. “Digging tool. Six letters.”


“Pickaxe?” suggested Raasay.


“Six letters. And if the compiler has spelt ‘mince’ like I think he has, it begins with an S.”


“Spade?”


Heighway sighed and laid his newspaper down on the desk. He had learned to be tolerant, especially since the time when the sergeant had been writing a report and had blacked out whilst trying to spell “misappropriation”. But there were moments when it became a little wearing.


“I need a break,” he told Raasay. “You stay here and hold the fort while I nip downstairs for a spot of lunch.” Bracing himself for the ordeal of a trip to the canteen, Heighway left his office, his stomach rumbling hungrily.


At first, he thought he was in luck. It was blissfully quiet as he trotted apprehensively down the police station’s rear staircase, and the only sound that could be heard was the tup, tup, tup of his feet on the stone steps. But then, all at once, a series of agonized screams came hurtling up from the basement dungeons, the desperate sounds of a human in mortal agony. The shrieks echoed around the stairwell and set Heighway’s skin crawling like a tankful of cockroaches.


Taking the last flight of stairs at a run, the inspector burst through the double doors and strode along the corridor leading to the canteen, his hands over his ears. But it was too late. Once again, his appetite had disappeared without trace, to be replaced by a vague queasiness and a desire to take up a kinder, more honourable profession than being a member of the Koumas City police force. Slave-trading, perhaps, or possibly assassination.


Heighway had always thought it was a big mistake to have the police canteen on the ground floor, directly above the Department of Interrogation. He couldn’t understand how anyone could enjoy the canteen food when it was accompanied by the distant sounds of someone having their fingernails forcibly removed.


But then, he couldn’t understand how anyone could eat the canteen food, full stop. The current cook was a half-orc whose idea of cuisine was to boil food fiercely for several hours until it gave up. The only reason Heighway came here at all was because the superintendent had banned him from visiting taverns during working hours.


Pessimistically, Heighway pushed open the canteen door and wandered across to the servery. The table here was liberally strewn with cracked and stained serving dishes that held congealing piles of unidentifiable grey items that might once have been recognizable as food. Behind it, Ratshagger the cook was on patrol, a food-encrusted serving spoon at the ready in one hand, the other wedged down the front of his pants, absently scratching his scrotum.


Heighway stared down at a bowl of round, pallid objects that huddled together in a pool of black gravy and realized with a shock that they were meant to be dumplings. He prodded one doubtfully with a knife and decided that he’d seen softer, moister granite.


“You want dumpling?” asked Ratshagger, eagerly. Extracting his hand from his pants, the half-orc picked up one of the items in his grimy fingers and offered it to the inspector. “ ’Ere, you all right?” he added. “You gone funny colour . . .”


Heighway shook his head and gestured weakly as a wave of nausea swept over him. The sight of a coarse and suspiciously wiry hair poking out of the dumpling had caused the last few traces of his appetite to melt away, leaving him feeling as though he would never eat again. He could still hear muffled screams coming through the floor from the basement, and for a moment he wondered whether some poor soul was being forcefed some of Ratshagger’s cooking.


“Afternoon, Inspector Heighway . . . sir,” growled a familiar and detested voice, and with a sinking heart Heighway turned to find the vast, loathsome bulk of Sergeant Hogman standing behind him, idly cleaning dirt from behind one of his fingernails with the tip of his dagger.


“Ah . . . Sergeant. Good afternoon.” Heighway tried not to stare at the dried blood on Hogman’s hands. “I thought that had to be you at work in the basement.”


“Ah, that.” Hogman paused as more screams filtered through the floor. He listened with his head on one side, his piglike eyes unfocused and a faint smile on his lips, as though he was savouring the sound. “No,” he continued, after the screams had died away. “That’s Constable Zaglin, or ‘Fingers’, as he likes to be known. He’s just joined us from the Lampa Sanda force. A very promising boy. Looks like being an excellent interrogator.”


“Why is he known as ‘Fingers’?” Heighway asked, then immediately wished he hadn’t.


“He likes to keep a memento of all his . . . customers,” leered the sergeant. “He’s got quite a collection. It’s started a bit of a trend amongst the lads downstairs.”


Heighway winced. All at once he understood why the members of the Interrogation Department had recently taken to calling Hogman “Knackers” . . .


“He keeps himself in shape, too,” added the overweight Hogman, with obvious admiration. “He’s got us all on a bit of a health-and-fitness kick . . .”


Heighway was about to mutter something devastatingly cutting about ill health and fatness but then the screaming started afresh and, suddenly, he couldn’t stand it any more. He felt that he had to get away from the barbarity of Hogman and his cronies and, even though the superintendent had expressly forbidden it, Heighway knew that only the soothing atmosphere and the finest beer of some friendly hostelry would calm him.


So, pushing past Hogman and ignoring his scornful sneer, the inspector headed away from the horrors of the basement dungeons and the canteen food, and out onto the teeming streets, in search of the blissful peace and relaxing atmosphere of his favourite tavern.


Two hours later, Heighway was sitting in The Green Manticore, his third tankard of Old Organs bitter in front of him, a bowl of hot chicken stew inside him and his crisis of conscience behind him. The good food and the smooth, creamy beer had produced their usual soothing effect, and the inspector was feeling a great deal happier.


After all, he thought, there were plenty of positive aspects to the job. The work was varied and interesting. And in a world where a sizeable proportion of the population consisted of large, muscle-bound warriors with short tempers and long swords, there were more than enough murder inquiries to go round.


Heighway also liked the fact that he was getting quite a reputation as a bit of a maverick amongst the other detectives. They were amused by his insistence on trying to find the real perpetrator of a crime by discovering clues, questioning witnesses and using his brain, but the fact that he frequently succeeded elicited a grudging respect. And on those rare occasions when the superintendent considered it vital to find the actual criminal, as in the recent blackmail case at the Pink Centaur Club, it was always Heighway who was put on the case.


Picking up his beer, Heighway downed half of it in one long swallow. He was just thinking that maybe life wasn’t that bad after all when the distant shouting of a familiar voice reminded him of yet another negative aspect to his job. Sergeant Raasay.


“Inspector Heighway! Inspector Heighway, sir!”


The shouting was coming from outside the door of the tavern. Heighway sipped his beer and waited for the sergeant to enter, but the door remained closed. Instead, the shouting seemed to be moving along the outside of the tavern towards a nearby window, and showed no signs of stopping. If anything, it was becoming more agitated.


“Inspector Heighway! Sir!”


Sighing, the inspector stood up and crossed to the window, which was closed and shuttered against the heat, the noise and (most particularly) the smell of the city. Unlatching it, he thrust the stout wooden shutters outwards, catching Raasay neatly on the forehead in mid-shout.


“Inspector HeighwOUCH!” yelled the sergeant.


“For the sake of the gods, man!” muttered the inspector. “You obviously know I’m in the tavern. Why don’t you just come in?”


“Can’t do that, sir. My Uncle Billy . . . erm, I mean, Superintendent Weird has ordered me not to go into taverns during working hours, sir.”


“I know that, Raasay, but I’m ordering you to come in.”


“Yes, sir.”


Raasay took a hesitant step towards the door, then halted, locked into immobility as his brain struggled to sort out the conflict caused by two contrasting commands from his superior officers. Heighway watched with fascination for a moment before taking pity on the sergeant.


“Raasay, listen. The superintendent ordered you to stop drinking in taverns while on duty. He didn’t say you couldn’t come in to deliver a message, or whatever you’ve come down here for.”


“Coo, yes, sir,” said Raasay, brightening. “I’ll be right in, sir.”


He trotted off towards the tavern’s door, and Heighway went back to his seat. To be honest, he felt responsible for the trouble Raasay had got into. He was painfully aware that the sergeant had developed a touch of hero-worship and had started imitating many of his habits, convinced that they would help him become as good a detective. But whereas a few lunchtime beers relaxed Heighway and helped him to think, Raasay usually got so relaxed that he couldn’t stand up and needed to be carried back to the police station to sleep if off under his desk.


Heighway drained his tankard and looked up as his sergeant sidled uneasily across to the table.


“Inspector Heighway, sir . . .”


“The superintendent wants me back at the station right away.”


“. . . The superintendent wants you back at the station right away, sir.”


There was a pause, and then a look of awe began to spread across Raasay’s broad face like the tide creeping in across a long, flat beach.


“It wasn’t that difficult to work out, man!” Heighway told him. “After the bollocking you got last week, the only thing that could have forced you within fifty yards of a tavern is a direct order from the superintendent himself.”


The sergeant flinched at the memory, and Heighway wasn’t too surprised. Only the fact that he was the superintendent’s nephew had enabled the sergeant to hold on to his job (and to a couple of other things, for anyone else who had thrown up all over Sergeant Hogman’s boots would have been singing falsetto in the police choir by now).


“Come on,” Heighway continued, “we’d better get back and see what your Uncle Billy wants. Let’s hope I’m not in too much trouble, eh?”


Clapping the sergeant jovially on the shoulder, he led the way out of the tavern.


Half an hour later, the inspector was feeling anything but jovial. They had found Superintendent Weird in his office, but after a quick (and unusually benign) “Dragged you out of the pub again, have we?” to Heighway, he had gestured to a chair, ordered Raasay to “go and do something useful, like topping yourself” and had then followed the sergeant out, leaving the inspector to become more and more apprehensive.


It was his superior’s air of quiet preoccupation that Heighway had found unsettling. Usually, the superintendent had an in-your-face, no-nonsense manner that was, at best, forthright and, at worst, downright insulting. But today there was an untypical thoughtfulness about him that Heighway found deeply worrying. Something was seriously wrong, and the inspector could only hope that it was nothing he had done.


By the time the superintendent returned ten minutes later, Heighway had convinced himself that he was about to be fired. He fidgeted in his chair as Weird sat down behind his desk, and waited for the blow to fall. But his boss seemed to be having trouble in getting started.


The seconds piled up into minutes as the superintendent sat staring into space, all the while tapping unrhythmically with one fingernail on the desk’s polished surface. And then, all at once, he spoke.


“Avago, we’ve got a problem,” he said. Heighway blinked, taken aback at the rare use of his first name. Whatever this was about, it was very serious indeed.


“I’m putting you on the case,” the superintendent went on, “because it calls for qualities that none of my other officers possess.” He paused and looked at Heighway quizzically. “How can I phrase this without hurting your feelings? Well, let’s put it this way. You may be an uncooperative miserable old git who drinks far too much, but you’re a talented uncooperative miserable old git who drinks far too much.”


“Don’t worry about sparing my feelings, sir,” muttered Heighway. “Give it to me straight.”


“And you’re honest. Well, for a policeman, anyway. I can trust you, as long as it’s not to do with keeping away from taverns. And you’ve got brains in your head.”


“Thank you . . .”


“Let’s hope you manage to keep them there.”


“What?”


The superintendent smiled humourlessly.


“Somebody,” he said, “is murdering my best officers. Three have died in two days. I want you to find the murderer before he finds you. Or anyone else. Or, more importantly, me.”


The lifeless body of Constable “Fingers” Zaglin of the Department of Interrogation lay on the flagstoned floor of one of the gloomy basement torture chambers where it had been discovered. Even in the dim, flickering light of the single burning torch wedged into a nearby sconce, it was plain that his death had not been easy, for his body was contorted and twisted, and his face was resting in a pool of vomit.


Heighway grimaced and looked away, feeling his own stomach threatening to rebel. Behind him, Superintendent Weird was pacing restlessly up and down, occasionally pausing to examine one of the unpleasantly sharp implements that rested on a table beside the interrogation chair. Nearby, Sergeant Hogman leaned against the wall, looking ill. Shock had drained his skin of what little colour it had contained, and the muscles beneath the pendulous jowls had sagged completely. His face looked like a wax mask that had been left too close to a fire.
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