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PREFACE


	



TRUE collaboration is often a strange business and in the case of the "Bizarre Fables" collaboration between my wife, Heather E. Geddes and myself, it was founded as much upon dreams and visions as it was upon discussion. We were newly-weds then, living in a farm bungalow, in rural Herefordshire, England.


	We shared our visions, day after day and night after night, while the owls hooted incessantly from nearby trees and barns. 


	For us it was an enchanted and creative time. I would write and Heather would draw and paint, while the plots developed organically, naturally, as we talked. From Heather, for instance, came the idea of a gross man who would find himself pregnant, - the theme of "Bread for Toggle". From Heather, also, came the idea of a powerful old woman whose soul was captured in a box that was then bound tight with briar. She actually dreamed this, and I was so inspired by her dream I set about writing at once. This, of course, was the origin of "Grandma's Soul". There were other strange happenings surrounding the genesis of these tales. The story called "The Blossom Maker" was written in two hours flat, almost as if I were taking dictation from a spirit. 


	Heather and I used to enjoy drinking wine in the little orchard by the bungalow, and the blossom on the trees, during our first spring there as man and wife, wasn't pinkish - it was actually shining white - quite unusual and remarkable, and it sagged down from the branches in weighty clusters. I was looking at this blossom and knew, by instinct, that a story needed to be written. I rose and explained this to Heather; I walked back to the bungalow and started to type. Two hours later, virtually without the need of a single correction, the story was finished.


	We were so inspired in those days, it is perhaps a valid question to ask why more tales were not created. I suppose the only answer I can give is that they came as if by magic, and magic must always have a beginning and an end. Its power is a blessing, but it is finite.






	Gary Bills.


	December 2017
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	THE BLANKET OF THE MOON
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	WHEN Earth was still young, she became weary of her giddy journey through space. 


	She was never sure when night came, or day, and this distressed her. 


	It meant she could not sleep.


	At any moment, a corner of the world would spin into dawn, and somewhere far from there a sunset would blaze over mountains or an empty plain, and dark would descend over vastness.


	“Oh dear,” said Earth, weary of such gliding shadows, “I am going to get a chill. I am always hot and always cold, with this poor body stroked by flame and then – by far the worst – by hands of ice.”


	Fevered, she thought of secret places of great quietness, perfect for unstirred centuries of rest. She dreamed of caves where strange white lizards, blind and listening, would snap the straying moths. She imagined the fathoms of the ocean, where the giant squid never blinks and seldom coils its great red tentacles. She called to mind the tangles of yew roots, far down in dark soil, where the bones of dragons molder in poison.


	Pondering such darkness, the planet paused in space. She stopped behind the Moon and the Moon covered her with a blanket of shadow.


	 


	Then it was always night on the Earth. The people of that far time were terrified and stayed indoors, about their twig-fire blazes. Only the dead enjoyed the lasting dark. They smelt the settling dew in all that stillness, and one by one they left their tombs to wander. 


	At first, the living would only see glowing shapes of mist, which moved past the windows. Sometimes there were sighs and sometimes whispers. Sometimes there was even a tiny knock on the door.


	Soon the cold and darkness nourished the dead and gave them back the shapes they had in life, if not the voices. 


	In the streets where nobody drew breath, phantom merchants would talk of trade and loss in wormy accents. Ghostly children, their trebles like seagulls crying, would dance around the village cross and sing of an awful plague, which took their lives so long ago…
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	Most terrible of all, spectral wives would swop their ancient gossip in the marketplace, and click and tut until their jaws fell off. 
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Inside the shut-up houses, the living listened to this din and they shuddered at the voices, which were often thick with dirt and moss.


	The dead, of course, were enjoying their time back on the surface…
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In the village church the wedding of the centuries took place. 


	The dead from all periods filled the pews and they heard the vows of two bony sweethearts, whom life had parted beyond living memory.


	The grimacing couple were married by the very same vicar who had buried them both. The bride wore a shroud for her dress and a wreath for her garland. The organ played itself.


	Old scores were settled on the village green, and settled again, as enemies fought to the death, simply for the joy of it. When those bodies rose for more, the swords were still in them, and also the swaggers. It was all quite a party. But the dead still feared the daylight. They knew that soon enough the Earth would awake and throw off the Moon’s blanket.


	“This must not happen, or we shall crumble to dust,” they would mutter to each other, and nod and tap their festering noses. At last they hatched a plan to keep the dark forever. 


	They decided, having wisdom gained from life, that bribery is often the best policy.


	For weeks, no living farmer had ventured out to any market and the barns were brimming with the finest grain.


	“Let us find the rooster,” said the wisest of the dead. “We will pay him to keep watch over the darkness. I seem to recall the power of his crowing. If anyone tries to take the night away, then surely he can warn us?”


	The rooster, who was hiding in a haystack, cold and hungry, was too weak to flee when a party of the dead came to visit. The grisly committee shuffled forward with their sepia faces. Each face was as mournful as the day it fell slack. In the hands of each corpses was a small white candle which burned with a weak red flame. No joy was in that light.


	The wisest of the dead ambled up close and attempted to grin. The rooster cackled with terror and tried not to meet the dead man’s eyes.


	“Do not be afraid,” said the walking body, “for you are hungry and we can end all hunger, as you well know. 


	“Rooster, we want you to guard the darkness so that we may exist forever, as we are. Warn us of the danger, however it may come, and the grain of the living shall be yours and yours alone for as long as you live. What do you say?”
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The rooster, who was a selfish and singular bird, was tempted at once by the offer.


	He said: “I seldom sleep, although I pretend to slumber. If the darkness starts to slip away, then you shall hear my voice. We have a bargain; now bring me grain, for I am almost dead myself.”


	By the rooster’s haystack, in a hole, the fox had heard everything. Since the long night had settled on the Earth, he had barely left his den, being more afraid of ghosts than living people. But he too was hungry:  he was hungry for the hot, wet flavors of duck or chicken. 


	Yet he knew that the eyes of the dead, which are black or violet, when most dangerous, would spot him as he stalked his prey, unless he was especially lucky. 


	The dead remembered the fox as an enemy; and sometimes they had chased him with pitchforks and whistles, over meadow and moor. The fox said to himself: “It was better when we had both night and day. In the day, I could sleep with a full belly, and at night I could kill swiftly like a ghost myself. I miss the blood, the feathers and the flutter.”


	Being a fox, the fox hatched a plan. Once the council of the dead had left the rooster, and while the bird was enjoying a bowl of very fine grain, the fox slipped from his den and padded to the river.


	While he paced he looked up for the sky and he saw how the whole earth was inside a great tent. The Blanket of the Moon, which so hid the stars, was held up by the tallest trees, the mountains and cathedral steeples.


	“I must jump almost as high as a star is,” panted the fox.


	The fox then rolled himself in the grey clay of the river bank, until his red fur was grey all over.


	“Now I am no fox,” he said, “but the ghost of a fox.”


	He returned to a slope to the haystack, which was the rooster's watchtower.


	The rooster, of course, saw the fox at once. But he was puzzled by the ghostly grey fur and he failed to crow.


	“Come no closer,” said the rooster, “unless you first tell me who you are.”


	The fox answered, “I am the ghost of the first fox killed by Man. The ghosts have pardoned me, for all my farmyard slaughters, for now I roam the darkness for the spirits. I sniff out the living, where they hide, to gain revenge; and now in the village, the dead are putting the living to the sword, and so the dead grow stronger, hour by hour.  My masters rule the Earth, and they shall rule the Earth forever, and so I mean to serve them well.” 


	“Pass by,” said the rooster, who was wary of the ghost fox. “Pass by,” he said, “but keep your distance and be quiet, for the sleeping Earth will wake and night will pass.”


	The fox did as he was told; but a little way up the stubble field, near its border with a copse, he stopped and stared at a crooked old tree. He stared and stared, his eyes on the uppermost branches.


	“What are you doing, spirit?” asked the rooster, flapping his wings and hopping from foot to foot. I told you to pass by!”


	The fox replied, “Someone living is hiding up that tree. I must jump up and see if there are any more of them, for this is my task.”


	“I see no-one, “screeched the rooster. “Come away!”


	But the fox had seen how the Blanket of the Moon was lowest at that point, held up by mighty boughs, but sagging down.


	“I must jump,” said the fox, “almost as high as a star is.” 


	So he jumped a remarkable jump for a little fox, and as he leapt he opened his jaws and snapped them to and fro, until he had the blanket in his teeth.


	He found to his astonishment that for all its great size it was as light as a moon beam. 


	Landing back on Earth, with a jolt, the fox galloped away with the blanket, deep into his den, and deeper still, as he dug in his elegant black gloves.
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So the blanket slipped away into the Earth and the light of the Sun swept over the land.


	 


	In the town, the living opened the shutters of their windows and, peering out into the streets, they saw how the gutters were ankle-deep with dust. Of the dead, there was no sign.


	“Cocka-doodle-do!” screamed the rooster in a rage; but his warning came too late.


	In his deepened den, the fox was feeling very pleased with himself. 


	“This new blanket will keep me warm,” he said. “The moon will have to make a new one.”


	The Earth awoke at last, cold without the blanket. Ashamed of herself for sleeping behind the Moon for so long, she started to spin again in space, on her eternal whirl about the Sun.


	The rooster remembered the food of the dead and he longed to taste some more, to savor only one more seed and satisfy his curious craving. This is why, every night, the rooster still keeps a dutiful eye on the darkness. 


	When the night starts to slip away, as it must, and dawn’s light runs its race across the fields, the rooster will crow for all he’s worth. But from that day to this, the dead have not paid him for his trouble; not even with a single peck of grain…


	 




 


	THE BEGGAR OF SHADOWS
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	EVERYBODY called him The Party King. Each banquet thrown by Naygud was a legend before the sweet course. How he loved company! 


	He adored the chatter, the gossip and the glances; but better still, the more his brutish neighbors were debauched, the safer was Naygud's kingdom from invasion.


	The hairiest mountain monarchs were invited in hordes to his table, and they would leave at dawn, all swearing friendship to the land of Akarmi and its ruler. 


	The kingdom could have fallen in one morning, to any rag-tag army; but that would have been a pity, for nobody threw a knees-up like Naygud. His court was an empire of pleasure. What if his people were not rich? What if, in truth, most of them were starving? 


	Thin craftsmen, thin laborers and thin beggars all praised their weakling sovereign for his wisdom. They did not begrudge him a single cup of sherbet.  After all, because of him, their children were not impaled on rusty pikes or thrown alive to the bearded god of bonfires.
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	Naygud had few soldiers, but decadence defended him. 


	Young men were not required to fight in any war.  His struggle was with boredom and amusing handsome fellows were the best troops in that battle. The land of Akarmi had no enemies. As far as one could tell, its people were content, in blessed poverty. 


	Whispers of Naygud’s jollies made everybody smile. Even a beggar could close his eyes and imagine the swallow dancers, those painted girls from the far Aemili peaks.


	Their arms, it was said, could grow to Heaven, stroking God for love or mercy. Their thighs were brown and firm and skulls could be cracked between them.  Male criminals would grin their way to death and much applause. Then there were the fish boys of Bubaq. Each lad was an expert waiter.  Their pride was to be naked, except for mist and rainbows. How they smiled between the couches, all bearing fruits and sweetmeats, all shy with servile favors. 


	Naygud kept a mighty book. It had its own table: a round one of white marble. 


	It stood by the fountain in the colonnaded hall. The binding was a triumph of pink, watered silk. Within that fine volume, the name of every guest who had sat down in the cooling spray, to hear the pipes and castanets of evening. Should any worthy lack the gift of writing, Naygud would offer to sign for him.  The book was full of Naygud’s florid scrawlings.


	Did the slim king ever pause before that volume and see there, not a folio, but the sole guarantee of little Akarmi's safety? The pages were alliances scratched on indulgence and the promise of more novelties. Soon, only one space was left. It was odd how the vellum was whiter there than any other space had been. It dazzled the darkness of Naygud's eyes until he wept. 


	Such whiteness was the desert sand at noon. “In that space,” he sighed, “one day, in that terrible space, I shall write the name of Prester John.” 


	Prester John! Lord of the Land Beyond The Mountains. Some whispered that his kingdom was the cloud about the peak; that his troops were the angels of light and silence. Prester John! - whose voice was the avalanche and earthquake. The dancing rhymes of children called him God. 


	Naygud did not believe them. He held instead that Prester John, of all the world's kings, was by far the most fortunate. By this, he meant the wealthiest. The pebbles of his land were costly gems. His gun-stones, it was said, were giant pearls. 


	So Naygud thought of such riches; and brooding in the treasuries of thought, the young monarch began to sulk. No further invitations flowed from his pen. King Aquintor of the Fertile Plain no longer tasted luxuries at Naygud’s table, at Naygud's expense. The hirsute Prince Rezan, Regent of Ozad felt quite forsaken, left to brood among his crags and goats. 


	A year passed by and Naygud's parties were talked of with nostalgia and a little shame among his regal neighbors. Those banquets belonged to the sensual past.


	But the boredom of the present was a problem to be solved. Some of Naygud's erstwhile guests began to plan campaigns of brutal conquest. The young king heard those rumors, but obsession distracted his concerns. 


	“If I cannot share a phoenix wing with Prester John, then I shall dine with nobody but myself and my few servants," Naygud would mutter, alone by the fountain and the statues. 


	How often had Naygud sent out emissaries in search of the mythical king, Prester John? Scores of courtiers had marched east, with gifts and goodwill, into the white sands and oblivion. Not one had returned, and only the wind from the dunes carried whispers. Those breezes were the sighs of Prester John. Naygud still believed in them. How lonely such a king had to be, surrounded by the uncouth lands, with no-one at hand to help refine existence.
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	Naygud stroked the green thigh of a water nymph.


	“Oh child, “he said, "tell me, who else should become the bosom companion of such a ruler? I was born to lean towards him for his wisdom, for his favor.” 


	The statue did not answer. The night set out its stars and the young king fell asleep, beneath the moon. 


	He dreaded the daybreak. The sun was a spilling bowl, not of light, but of boredom.
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	Tributes from the provinces at noon: boys and maidens; but nothing could delight him, no nervous smile, and no dance to the primitive zither. Naygud's hands were hot and restless. Copper and gilt hair would trail across them, bringing but a moment's solace. Then the disappointment would return, and his grip would tighten to a scalp. 


	Of course, there would be screams and pleas, and someone, - Bedouin page, a serving girl - whoever, would sprint from the room with a bald patch and a bleeding head.  


	“How did this hair get into my hands?” Naygud would ask. 


	"The King is quite mad…"


	Ministers would murmur to their wives, if never to each other. 


	 


	Then, at last, a day came with a promise and the young king was calm for a morning. There were rumors from the market place: rumors which told of strangers from a land beyond the mountains. The strangers were lofty and dressed in grey cloaks. On their heads were tall straight hats of grey felt. 


	Children had a name for them, the Chimney Tops. To grown-ups they were called the Whispering Ones. 
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	“What do they whisper of?” Naygud asked his courtiers, who in turn had questioned Akarmi's merchants. 


	The Duke of Corenza stepped forward, the Voice of All the Nobles. “Sire,” he said, "they whisper of Prester John. They call themselves the Whisperers of Prester John."


	The king was incredulous. “They dare to use his name?” 


	“They use it, Sire, and they claim it as their right of office.”


	 


	Merchants were brought before the King, “Tell me,” he said, “have you talked with these men, the Whispering Ones?” 


	The eldest of the merchants stepped forward. He bowed a blue silk turban. 


	“Sire,” he said in plausible, slightly foreign voice, “we have neither seen these men you seek, nor heard from them; but beggars have spoken to them, and so we have been informed of the strangers, and their purposes."


	The King leaned forward from his throne of porphyry. “And what is their purpose?” he asked, stroking his purple beard, “what do they want, these Whispering Ones?” 


	The merchant continued with a curtsy, to a ripple of giggles. 


	“Forgive me, Sire,” said the nervous old man, “we do not know a great deal at all, having no acquaintance with these fellows, but they claim to be the Lords of Prester John; or so the beggars inform us.” 


	That morning, twenty beggars were dragged from the streets and brought before Naygud. One beggar, Abgad, was chosen for their leader.  In his drape of net linen and the filth of his status, he stood the King. Naygud waved a hand at imaginary stinks. Laughing soldiers shoved the beggar back a pace or two. 


	“That's better," said Naygud. “Now tell me, have you seen the Chimney Tops, whom others call the Whispering Ones?” 


	“I have, Sire," said Abgad, “and so have my companions.” With a sweep of an arm, he gestured to the beggars behind him. 


	“I see, said Naygud. “And why should these Lords consort with old beggars, and not with the King of Akarmi?”
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