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CHAPTER 1: A KNOCK AT THE DOOR
 
     Some people think ducks spend all their time floating around in ponds, quacking at the neighbors and drinking lime fizzers. 
     This might be true on other planets, but not on Tockworld. 
     Things are different on Tockworld, a world that sprang into existence when an alien looking for a lavatory opened the wrong door in the Grand Imperial Chinese restaurant, on the planet 427. 
     In case you haven’t heard of Tockworld, see the extensive notes in Fluffy’s Guide to Tockworld at www.clockworkcat.com. 
     Anyway, ducks, being extremely clever at disguise and subterfuge, have invented decoys. 
     Decoys look just like ducks, but they aren’t. They’re bits of wood. Their purpose is to float around in ponds all day, fooling humans, while the real ducks are off designing web pages, or running large corporations. 
     People in the know can always tell the difference between a duck and a decoy. 
     Real ducks have feet. 
     If you don’t believe the part about ducks running large corporations, take a look at your own workplace. Unless, of course, you work at home; then you should examine other members of your family to make sure they don’t have any feathers. 
     If you find out one or more of your family members is really a duck, be grateful. Ducks will look after you when the aliens invade. 
     But that’s another story; we’ll talk about it some other time. 
     Anyway, there’s no shame in working for a duck. You have to remember, it was a duck who saved the world from a fate worse than death. 
     This is how it happened. 
     A long time ago, before you had your last snack even, a wimpy duck by the name of Macklin was sneaking a peek at the centerfold of Model Railroader magazine, and thinking about a session with his model railroad, when there was a knock on the door of his condo. 
     Who can that be? Macklin wondered. He hated interruptions when he was thinking about his trains. He had a really neat model of the Southern Pacific, down around Indio, California, with several fruit-packing plants, dozens of refrigerator cars, and.... 
     Ahem! You’re probably wondering what Macklin was doing at home at night, instead of toiling away in a corporate cell like everyone else, FORCED TO WORK OVERTIME JUST TO KEEP YOUR JOB, AND.... 
     You’re probably also wondering where he got the loot for this nice condo overlooking a park near Mount Pleasant, a block away from George’s Trains, a hobby shop known in every corner of the civilized world.  
     Also, where was his mother?  Why wasn’t she calling him up, telling him how all of her friends were busy with their GRANDCHILDREN? Why wasn’t he hearing her voice sweetly rasping: YOU AREN’T GETTING ANY YOUNGER, YOU KNOW MACKLIN. YOU CAN STILL FIND A GOOD WOMAN IF YOU HURRY, BUT IF YOU GET ANY OLDER, THEY WON’T EVEN LOOK AT YOU; THEY’LL LOOK AT YOUR WALLET. 
     YOU KNOW WHAT THAT MEANS, MY BOY! A TERRIBLE MARRIAGE, DIVORCE AFTER TEN MINUTES, AND I’LL HAVE TO GET A COURT ORDER TO SEE MY GRANDCHILDREN, ASSUMING SHE TOOK TIME OFF FROM SHOPPING TO MAKE ANY. AND YOU KNOW HOW MUCH LAWYERS COST. I’LL BE A PAUPER BY THE TIME THEY’RE THROUGH ROBBING ME BLIND. 
     INSTEAD OF A NICE OLD AGE RELAXING WITH MY GRANDCHILDREN IN MY COMFY APARTMENT, I’LL BE STUCK IN A POORHOUSE WITH DRUG ADDICTS AND TELEMARKETERS. IT’LL BE ALL YOUR FAULT IF I’M FOUND DEAD ONE DAY, CLUTCHING A PICTURE OF MY SON, WHO NEVER EVEN CAME TO MY FUNERAL... 
     Anyway, the reason Macklin was at home was this: he was a professional model railroader. He made model railroads for business people who had no time to make their own. 
     You’d be surprised how many busy professionals hired Macklin to build and enjoy little model railroad empires for them. 
     Macklin had just finished a very small model of the Great Northern, including everything from Seattle to Chicago, with a nicely painted replica of its flagship passenger express, the Empire Builder. He had time on his hands. 
     When he heard the knock at the door, he thrust his copy of MODEL RAILROADER under his mattress, in case it was his mom. 
     Who else would bother calling on him? 
     She was in Miami, of course, visiting relatives, but, as we all know, certain mothers can be in two places at the same time, so you can never be too careful. 
     Anyway, it was quite late. Thirteen minutes and thirteen seconds after midnight, if you want to be precise about it, and Macklin was ALWAYS precise. “It’s a feature,” he would tell people, when they complained about this aspect of his character. Be neat, be precise, and you’ll never be sorry. That was Macklin’s philosophy. 
     Who could be knocking after midnight? he wondered. Especially since it’s Halloween, a time when all good little children are supposed to be in bed, so the Halloween Duck can come down the chimney and leave bundles of Durham wheat tied in ribbons. 
     He peered through the peephole, but all he saw was Bartholomew Augustus Hoopenfrasher’s door across the hall. 
     Hoopenfrasher was not the sort of person who knocked on doors, then hid himself from view. Hoopenfrasher LIKED to be seen; he was a philosophy professor, and as you know, philosophy professors have doubts about their own existence. 
     This is because nobody ever calls them up to fix broken philosophies. It’s a little like the Maytag man.... 
     But we’ll talk about that some other time. 
     Macklin wasn’t the sort of duck who opened his door after midnight for unseen strangers. You never knew; it could be someone dangerous, like a mime, or a freelance telemarketer. 
     But something changed his mind; some mysterious force penetrated the bright, orderly regions of his brain and spread a little darkness. 
     He composed his face into a special, Hi, mom; nice to see you, smile, in case it really was his mom. 
     Once, a client who’d caught a glimpse of this special smile had called a priest to have him exorcised. 
     Macklin opened the door, and the smile froze on his face. 
     A femme fatale stepped out of the shadows. 
     Now that’s a simple thing to say; A femme fatale stepped out of the shadows. So what!  you might ask. Femme fatales are always stepping out of the shadows; it’s what they do best. 
     Well, one of the things they do best. 
     Anyway, Macklin never had a chance. This particular femme fatale was wearing a slinky red dress, and red high heels, and ruby earrings like two drops of somebody else’s blood. And her beak was exactly the same color as Macklin’s heart! 
     It was amazing. It was a sign from The Boss of all the Ducks, up there in the Big Wheatfield in the Sky. 
     “Hello Macklin,” the femme fatale said in a throaty voice. “My name is Allura. I’ve come to invite you to a little party.” 
     Macklin was stupefied. “Quack!” he said. 
     Allura moved a little closer. Her red dress made slinky noises all over her amazing duckiness. Her beak opened slightly. An exotic odor of wild rice wafted from her petite webbed feet. 
     It was unusually hot in the apartment building that night, and there was a delicate film of perspiration on Allura’s forehead--an amazing achievement for a duck. 
     Macklin was paralyzed. A small voice in the back of his mind warned him to be careful. Don’t go there! She’s dangerous. Your mom wouldn’t like her. Stay home and play with your trains! 
     But Macklin was beyond that sort of warning now. All he could see, all he could think about was the seductive Allura, like a vision of slinkiness before his eyes. 
     She put an arm through his. He tried desperately to think of something charming and witty to say, but all he could manage was, “Do you like broccoli?” 
     YOU’LL BE SORRY, warned the little voice in the back of his mind. 
     It was too late. Allura gave him a little peck on the cheek, and his brain exploded. He was hers now. He would follow her anywhere. 
     At least until his mom called.  
      


CHAPTER 2: DON’T GO THERE!
 
     Macklin had no idea why Allura would be interested in a mild-mannered duck. But there were hidden depths in his Clark-Kent-like being that he hadn’t examined yet, because he was afraid he might find something improper. 
     These depths had been handed down to Macklin by his great, great, great, great grandfather, the colorful Giseppe Macklino. 
     I know, I know! It’s difficult to hand down a slippery thing like a depth, but we’ll talk about that another time. 
     Anyway, the colorful Giseppe was kidnapped by Pictish existentialists while on a trading mission from Venice. 
     He’d come to sell real estate; he was offering a special deal on a sunken piazza, a splendid place for raising sheep, with its abundance of tangy water, and gently rippling features. 
     The Picts didn’t know what to make of him, especially when they got a better look at his hat, which, in typical early renaissance style, looked like a dented cookie tin, so they put him through the Inquisition of the Haggis. They gave him a tartan sash, a kilt, and a set of bagpipes, and set him out on a blasted heath. 
     “If ye can play ‘Scotland the Brave’, laddie,” they told him, “We’ll allow ye the use of your head a wee bit longer.” 
     Giseppe had never heard of ‘Scotland the Brave’. For all he knew, it might have been a documentary on haggis. So, always a quick thinker, he played ‘How Much is That Doggie in the Window?’ 
     There was muttering and grumbling among the Picts. Their headman painted himself blue and shook his basket of skulls, but Giseppe never missed a beat. 
     And then something magical happened. A few Picts began to hum along, then a few more, and before long, the entire clan was roaring out the lyrics. 
     “How muuuch is that doggeeeee in the windowwww? The one with the waggggelllly tale.... “ 
     In the end, the Picts liked the song so much, they made Giseppe a clan chieftain, gave him the standard nine square feet of grazing land, a genetically modified cow, otherwise known as a bagpipe, and painted him blue. 
     Even now, on the blasted heaths of Scotland, if you listen very carefully, you can hear the mournful wail of Giseppe’s bagpipes, and the ghostly Pictish choir singing, “How muuuuch is that doggeeee in the windoohhhhh.....” 
     But enough of Macklin’s colorful ancestor. He handed down some mysterious depths along with a set of hand-carved, mahogany teeth, and that should have been enough to embolden the heart of the wimpiest of ducks. 
     Macklin, however, hadn’t learned the value of his inheritance yet. He was new at the self-discovery game. But he had a feeling Allura was going to start his education very quickly, if he could just turn down the thermostat in his brain a little. 
     Allura was impatient. Ignoring the elevator, she raced down the twenty floors to the street, leaped onto her waiting Harley-Davidson, and beckoned the exhausted Macklin. 
     Her glorious blonde duck hair was already flying in the slipstream, and the big bike hadn’t even started moving yet. 
     Macklin, who panicked at the sight of mere ten-speed bikes, was terrified. 
     IT’S SNEERING AT ME, he thought. IT’S GOING TO BITE ME! 
     But Allura smiled invitingly, showing a bit of ankle attached to the slinky thigh revealed by the unusual slit in her dress, and all thought of danger fled from his mind. 
     Without a second thought, Macklin jumped up behind her, wrapping his arms around her slinkiness. There was an odor of swamp grass about her that drove him wild. Suddenly he didn’t care anymore; he could face anything, any danger! 
     This mood lasted about a four seconds, until they were a mile away from his condo. It was a terrifying ride through the gridlocked streets of downtown Toronto. A dozen times, Macklin braced himself for instant death, only to find himself, moments later, still intact and facing an even worse instant death. 
     At last, Allura pulled into a gothic forest in the heart of Toronto’s financial district. 
     I know what you’re thinking. This is one crazy writer! REAL cities don’t have gothic forests in the heart of their financial districts, tucked away among the ruined bank towers, corporate headquarters, and broccoli factories. 
     This is Tockworld, remember? 
     Not the other blue globe, the one that used to have Board Walk and Park Place, until people ruined it with bomb craters and a haze of plague virus. 
     Anyway, it was a nicely done, gothic forest, complete with werewolves, boars, financial consultants hooting like owls in the trees, and eighteenth-century ladies writing blood-curdling stories in the grotto, between cucumber sandwiches. 
     There was a gothic mansion, too; a hulking, somber pile of stones that seemed to hoard the shadows, gathering darkness into itself like a malignant entity brooding on destruction. 
     But enough of this fancy talk. It was a scary place; it looked a lot like the haunted houses you’re used to, and Macklin thought it was creepy. 
     “We’re not going in there, are we?” he said nervously. 
     Allura slinked closer, touching his forehead and nearly burning a hole through his cerebral cortex. 
     “No,” she murmured, and Macklin breathed a sigh of relief. 
     “YOU are.” 
     Instantly, all thought of passion fled from Macklin’s glands. 
      “I am?” he squeaked. 
     Allura touched his lips. “Of course you are,” she said. “That’s why I brought you here.” 
     Macklin couldn’t believe his ears. 
     “You brought me here for THIS?” he squawked. “You had this evil house in mind all along? You used your feminine wiles to woo me away from...from.....” 
     “Your toy trains?” said Allura. 
     Macklin blushed. “They aren’t toys,” he said. “They’re models. Like in museums. Everything is realistic. The GP9 diesels, for instance, have ditch lights--” 
     “Do you really think I used feminine wiles?” said Allura, cupping his face in her hands. “All I did was ask you to come with me.” 
      Macklin was on fire with passion. At the same time, he was trembling with fear. It was very confusing. 
     “You didn’t just ask me,” he said. “You SLINKED.” 
     That’s because I like you,” whispered Allura. “I’ll be waiting for you outside, when you’re finished.” 
     “Finished what?” 
     “Vlod wants to meet you. He’s the one who sent for you.” 
      At  the sound of this name, a shaft of something very cold, like ice even, went through Macklin. “Vlod?” he gasped. “Who’s Vlod? Is he a mass murderer?” 
     “Vlod Ironbeak,” said Allura. “It’s a common name in Transylvania. It has something to do with the courtly love poets of Languedoc, before soccer. 
     “Vlod is a poet?” squeaked Macklin. He knew all about poets: they were as dangerous as gang leaders. Turn your back on a poet and you’d be doggerel in no time! 
     While he pondered this, weak and weary, Allura surprised him by lifting his face up to hers and kissing him. Their beaks clacked together in fiery passion. 
     “Ohhhh....” she moaned. 
     Macklin felt his prefrontal lobes throbbing. Reason and logic dripped out of his cracked block like motor oil. He knew he was facing terrible danger, but he’d do anything Allura asked of him. He couldn’t help himself; he wanted to be near her, he wanted to touch her, HE WANTED TO...HE WANTED TO...umm.... 
     Just then, the front door creaked open, and a mysterious figure stepped out into the dim light of the forest. 
     “Vlod will see you now,” it said. 
     


CHAPTER 3: THE EVIL ACOLYTE
 
     A shadowy figure crabbed towards Macklin through the shadows. It was the strangest looking heap of duckery Macklin had ever seen. 
     There were feathers, of course. EVERYONE has feathers. But there were also two bloodshot eyes, and a beak twisted into a hideous grimace, with a bit of drool on the end. 
     He  was wearing a mold-green corduroy suit, with port-wine stains. When he turned to show his sycophantic profile, Macklin glimpsed an enormous bulge high up on his back. 
     He wore shoes like waffles, and a mold-blue bowler hat to go with his green suit. 
     Macklin stood his ground, mainly because he was too shocked to run away. 
     The creature thrust his mottled face at Macklin. There were greenish patches where he’d molted. 
     “Do you see anything unusual about me?” he hissed. “Hmmmm?” 
     “Unusual?” quacked Macklin. “Er...IS there something?” 
     One yellow eye squinted suspiciously at him. “The name is Polydoor,” he rasped. “I am Vlod’s acolyte.” 
     “How do you do?” said Macklin. “I’m....” 
     “Enough small talk.” Polydoor said, covering his ears. “Don’t inflict your personal history, anecdotes, dreams and ambitions on me. I don’t even want to know the names of people who DIE SO QUICKLY IN THERE.” 
     Macklin had the strangest feeling something bad was going to happen to him. He looked around for Allura, but she was gone. She’d vanished. Melted away into the shadows like...like.... 
     Then he noticed a pair of eyes watching him from deep within a suspiciously wolf-like patch of deeper shadow. Something glittered on either side, like two ruby earrings catching a stray bit of light, and there was a sort of beakiness about the front of this object. 
     My imagination is playing tricks on me, Macklin thought. Surely that can’t be.... 
     “Lots of strange things in the woods,” said Polydoor, grinning hideously at him. “She’ll be there when you get back. IF you get back. Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha.” 
     Macklin smiled politely, to show that he liked a joke as much as any other guy, but inside, he was tremulous and perplexed. Polydoor was a difficult person. What could he do to make Polydoor like him? 
     This preyed on Macklin’s mind, even as he followed the strange duck up the crushed gravel path to the door. Macklin wanted EVERYBODY to like him. He had to find a way of ingratiating himself. Should he buy him flowers? Or should he just compliment him on something? 
     But what? 
     Macklin’s ancestor, Giseppe Macklino, never had to worry about things like this. If someone didn’t like Giseppe, he just tore the wretch to pieces and fed his remains to the hammerhead sharks of Glasgow. It was quick, it kept the sharks happy, and Giseppe didn’t have to waste time on a lot of useless emotions. 
     This was after he’d been appointed clan chieftain, of course. In Venice, where he’d been very good at selling drowned piazzas, he’d always sent his enemies to his glass factory. 
     If you ever go to the Royal Ontario Museum, in Toronto, check out the Macklino stained glass goblets. You can’t miss them; they’re skull-shaped, with the vivid colors of internal organs. 
     The secret of their manufacture died with the great chieftain himself, ancestor of a long line of merchant princes, warriors, noble ducks and...and Macklin.... 
     “Thank you for taking the trouble to lead me to the door,” Macklin said, still trying to make Polydoor like him. “Um...you have an interesting...hat.” 
     “HAT! You think this is a hat?” 
     “Um...I meant FEATHERS,” said Macklin. “Yes...nice feathers. So...nice.” 
     “Feathers! Pah! What are feathers to me? Everybody has feathers. Wolves have feathers.” 
     “No they don’t,” Macklin said politely. 
     “Of course they do,” snapped Polydoor. “They have big, evil feathers the color of duck’s blood.” 
     “Really? I never knew.” 
     “I’m not surprised. I suppose you think you don’t need any brains, on account of, you’re going to die very soon.” 
     Macklin ignored this bit of rudeness. He was determined to make Polydoor like him, whatever it cost. 
     “Maybe it’s true about everybody having feathers,” he said. “But we ducks have special feathers; we have beautiful feathers, like yours.” 
     This compliment didn’t work at all. In fact, it enraged Polydoor. 
     “We DUCKS?” he hissed. “Who are you calling a duck?” 
     “Excuse me?” said Macklin. “You’re not a duck?” 
     “Of course not, you idiot! I’m a canard.” 
     “What’s a canard?” said Macklin, who had never been so confused in his life. “It sounds like something you paddle down a river.” 
     “It’s French for Supreme Being.” 
     “Oh.” 
     Macklin was at a loss for words. Fortunately, they’d reached the door. Polydoor tore it open, revealing an enormous hallway. 
     Flambeaux lined the marble walls, and in their shifting light, Macklin glimpsed carved mahogany benches, a long trestle table, and stained glass windows depicting ducks strapped to chairs, forced to watch mimes and folk singers. 
     Polydoor touched a switch, and the flambeaux guttered and died. Then he lit a taper, holding it under his mottled chin and grinning. The flickering light transformed his face into a thing of evil, twitching and leering in the gloom. 
     Macklin shivered. He wished he were at home in his cozy apartment, operating his museum-quality model railroad. At this very moment, instead of trying to make an evil acolyte like him, he could be picking up a cut of refrigerator cars in the yard at Vulture’s Breakfast, and getting ready to deliver them to the fruit packing plants of Indio. 
     Certain people, misguided fiends we won’t name here, think that switching cars ISN’T FUN. WHAT DO THEY KNOW; WHAT RIGHT HAVE THEY TO.... 
     Anyway, it wasn’t very nice, waiting for Polydoor to finish leering and twitching like a thing of evil in the flickering light of the taper. Macklin found himself thinking of Gladys KindHeart, the only real friend he’d ever had. 
     Gladys was a good, kind, decent duck who listened to Macklin’s stories about switch motors that kept burning out, and freight cars that kept derailing, and that new extension he wanted to build into Very Hot Water, California. She held his hand when he was sad, and kept him company, and was always nice to him, and let him pet her caymans. 
     So he’d rejected her as a girlfriend. 
     Macklin thought anybody who was interested in him was either a loser, or secretly plotting a nasty surprise. 
     Macklin was deeply absorbed in these fascinating thoughts when he heard a strange, haunting sound. A sound he’d heard many times before and recognized at once. 
     It was Giseppe, his ghostly ancestor, gnashing his bill. A ghostly voice whispered in his ear: “Forget about being liked, laddie. Sell this Polydoor idiot some real estate. We still own that sunken piazza.” 
     This was followed by ghostly bagpipes, and a mournful choir of Pictish voices: How much is that doggeeee in the windoooohhh; the one with the wagggellllyyyy tailllll.....” 
     Laddie, by the way, was not a term of endearment when Giseppe used it. The real laddie was the first robot, built on a blasted heath by Pictish engineers from the Pictish Institute of Technology and Scotch Whiskey. It was made of bagpipe parts and fossilized haggis, and was powered by a mixture of sheep dung and distilled peat moss. 
     Laddie was used against the Romans at the battle of the Puffed-up Pigeon, but the software wasn’t up to the job. A tartan screen of death showed up on the controller, then laddie went berserk. 
     At the time, you see, the Picts hadn’t invented conditional statements in programming. Things like, If you are outnumbered by more than a factor of 100, then retreat. 
     So the Picts just left conditional statements out of their programs. Laddie killed so many Romans, there was nothing left for the Pictish warriors to do. This enraged them; they’d gone to all the trouble of painting themselves blue and sharpening their weapons, and now this stupid robot had killed all the Romans. 
     So they turned on it in a fit of rage and tore it to pieces. 
     So much for the “nature versus nurture” argument! People don’t LEARN how to tear things to pieces; they just do it! 
     Laddie’s boss, Software MacBain, put him back together again, dried his tears, and promised him he’d make him a girlfriend. 
     But Lassie, as you know, had her own ideas about things. 
     Anyway, a nasty voice broke into Macklin’s reveries, which weren’t about laddie at all. 
     “What are you looking at?” 
     It was Polydoor, and he was really steamed. 
     Macklin realized he’d been staring blankly at the acolyte’s hump while lost in thought. 
      “Like my hump, do you?” Polydoor said. 
     “Yes I do, very much,” said Macklin. “It’s...um...noble. It fills out your jacket very nicely.” 
     Polydoor leered and twitched, and shook his knobby fists at Macklin. “You think I have a hump?” 
     “A hump? Er...no...no...a hump? Does someone around here have a hump?” 
     “You think I’m a camel?” sputtered Polydoor. “You think I carry around a whole canard pond in a hump, in case I have to cross a desert?” 
     “Good grief, no!” exclaimed Macklin, sweating now. Could he do nothing right with this fellow? “The thought never crossed my mind. If anyone has a hump around here, it’s me!” 
     “You have a hump?” Polydoor said suspiciously. “I don’t see it.” 
     “Um...I mean, I’m GOING to have a hump. Yes, GOING to!” 
     “This thing on my back is a mole.” 
     “You have something on your back?” squawked Macklin. “Goodness me! I never noticed. That just goes to show, perception is largely a matter of habit and culture. Have you read Martha Stewart on precognitive visualization?” 
     “I suppose I could have it removed if I wanted to, but women find it irresistible,” said Poldydoor. “I had a choice, you see. You get to choose when you go into the acolyte business. It’s either a monk’s cowl or a big mole.” 
     “You made a wise choice,” said Macklin. 
     “Nasty things, cowls. They itch. And they make me break out in spots. And they attract masses of armadillos. MASSES of them! A hump is much better, don’t you think?” 
     “Yes, much!” said Macklin. Then he clapped a hand over his beak. “I mean--” 
     “Aha! So you DO think I have a hump. I’m going to have to kill you for this.” 
     “Oh please don’t!” said Macklin. “I wish you wouldn’t.” 
     “Stop whining. I’m only going to kill you a little bit. I’m not a vengeful duck. I like killing things, but I mean, that’s normal, isn’t it? I mean, if I really got into it, if I made scrapbooks and things, and made up posters and web sites about it, THEN you could say there was something wrong with me. But this is nothing, this is just, just....” 
     Macklin wiped the spray from his face and looked around desperately for Allura. 
     “Looking for help, are we?” jeered Polydoor. “Think your pretty Allura’s going to leap through a stained glass window, take you in her arms, and carry you away to safety.” 
     “No, I....” 
     “That sloat!” 
     Macklin stopped whining long enough to ask, “What’s a sloat?” 
     “A sloat is a VOMP, you idiot! A cunning, manipulating WINCH!  A FLOZZY!” 
     “Umm....” said Macklin. 
     “She thinks she’s so special! Slinking around the master, showing her ankles, mincing and prancing like a hippopotamus.” 
     Polydoor began slinking around the room, mincing and prancing and batting his gruesome eyes, and puckering his beak. 
     “Kiss me, you fool!” he rasped. 
     Then a deep, powerful voice said, “That will do, Polydoor. You may go and play with the vipers now.      
   


CHAPTER 4: VLOD STAKES A CLAIM
 
     Macklin whirled around and found himself transfixed by the penetrating gaze of a very tall duck  dressed in a black frock coat and black, Drake Lauren trousers. 
     This was one powerful duck! 
     His staring red eyes were set into a bone-white face, like two drops of Tabasco sauce on Scarlett O’Hara’s wedding dress. His beak glimmered in the flickering light, looking every bit as deadly as a master sergeant’s trenching tool. 
     He slipped a blood-red Palm Pilot into a pocket of his frock coat, and twitched his beak in what might have been a smile, or a summons to an executioner. 
     Then he turned to Polydoor. 
     “Polydoor?” 
     “Yes, master.” 
     “Go and prepare a snack for our guest. In the Agony Room, I think. And this time, try to remember--the LITTLE fork is for salads; it goes on the left of the BIG fork.” 
     “Yes, master.” 
     “The haggis, I think. We’ll have that, along with blood pudding, blood sausage, and the special tomato sauce.” 
     “Yes, master.” 
     “Anything you don’t understand, look it up in the Martha Stewart book.” 
     Polydoor gave Macklin an evil look as he crabbed through the door. 
     Macklin watched him go nervously. Polydoor was nasty, but at least his nastiness was a known quantity. This new duck, however, was a variable, and Macklin was no good at algebra. 
     And where was Allura? 
     “So Macklin, we meet at last,” Vlod said. “Vlod Ironbeak at your service. I’ve been looking forward to this. I know your ancestor.” 
     “You do?” said Macklin, momentarily stunned. “Which one?” 
     Vlod’s beak twitched in a way that might have been a death threat. 
     “You have only ONE ancestor.” 
     “Oh you mean Macklino! But he died six hundred years ago.” 
     Vlod closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, they were bigger. “Yes,” he said. “I meant to say, MY ancestor, Vlodzille the Reptile, knew him.” 
     “Oh, good!” said Macklin, greatly relieved. “We’re practically family, then. 
     Surely this powerful duck wouldn’t hurt a descendant of the man his ancestor knew and loved.... 
     “Vlodzille and Macklino loved the same Pictish princess,” said Vlod. “A certain Lenore McBeauty.” 
     “That’s wonderful!” said Macklin. “It’s like a romance novel. Like WIND IN THE WILLOWS.” 
     “WIND IN THE WILLOWS is NOT a romance novel,” Vlod snapped. “It’s a horror novel about psychotic toads and the mistreatment of weasels.” 
     Macklin decided to keep his mouth shut. Everybody was so touchy around here. How he wished he was back home with Gladys KindHeart! Dear, dear Gladys. So kind hearted, so loyal, and her caymans were okay too, as long as they stayed in the pond in her living room and.... 
     Vlod cleared his throat. “Vlodzille and Macklino loved Lenore’s blood with...they loved LENORE passionately. Such passion is rare.” 
     “This is so...dramatic and eighteenth-century!” said Macklin, trying to please. “How did they work it out?” 
     “Badly,” said Vlod. “One day, in an attempt to avoid savage conflict, the two rivals urged Lenore to choose. She was much too sensitive for this. She couldn’t bear the thought of inflicting pain and sorrow. She loved both suitors with a mad passion.” 
     “I love this story!” said Macklin. “Does it have a happy ending?” 
     “It does not!” said Vlod. “The beauteous Lenore, unable to face the prospect of hurting anyone’s feelings, threw herself in front of a flying Haggis at the Pictish games.” 
     “That’s amazing,” said Macklin. “It should be a movie--” 
     “It was...horrible,” said Vlod. “HORRIBLE! I grieved...my ANCESTOR grieved for weeks. He was inconsolable. I, myself, am inconsolable for him.” 
     “I’m so sorry,” said Macklin, forgetting his own danger for a moment. “Have you tried grief counseling. You should look in the yellow pages under--” 
     A look from Vlod silenced him. 
     “It gets worse,” Vlod said. “In the midst of my ancestor’s terrible grief, YOUR ancestor treacherously drove a stake through his heart, tore off his head, and scattered his entrails to the howler monkeys of Edinburgh.” 
     “Oh my,” squeaked Macklin. “I’m sure it was an accident!” 
     “It was infamous! My ancestor never got over it. He moped around for a week, brooding on it, then he died.” 
     Macklin looked around for the door. These old histories had a habit of growing stronger from generation to generation. 
     “After he died,” said Vlod, “He swore vengeance and bound all of his descendants by the awesome curse of Pharaoh TutDuck--another of my ancestors, by the way--to wreak a terrible vengeance on Macklino’s descendants.” 
     “Umm, I should be going,” Macklin said. 
     “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha,” said Vlod. “Enough small talk. That’s not why I summoned...INVITED you to my humble crypt.” 
     “It isn’t?” 
     Macklin stopped eyeing the door for a moment. 
     “But what is a meeting without sustenance?” Vlod said. “The spilling of blood....the breaking of bread, I mean, to symbolize our eternal, undying friendship.” 
     The Tabasco sauce eyes held Macklin for a moment, then he found himself propelled by sheer force of will through a small door, into a freezing cold hall. 
     There was an enormous trestle table set for one. 
     How Macklin wished he were with Gladys! She’d be in her little garden now, with her John Deere tractor and her plough, planting Durham wheat, or perhaps in her garage, cleaning out the cayman stable. 
     Caymans were always pooping over everything. They couldn’t seem to grasp the idea of flush toilets. But Macklin didn’t mind. The caymans were okay. They were fun-loving creatures. 
     Fluffy, for instance, liked to bite people’s fingers off, but everyone always laughed. It was just playfulness. 
     Besides, Fluffy was a gourmet chef who’d studied with Edgar Allen Poe at Le Touquet, in Mississauga. 
     People who don’t like caymans don’t know what they’re missing. It’s like model railroads. People think model railroads are just toys. They AREN’T. They’re serious miniature replicas of the eternal verities, without which we would we would all perish in lakes of blood. 
     Ask Thulsa Doom! 
     Anyway, Macklin was thinking about Gladys. He was really surprised at how much he missed her. 
     Then he noticed that Vlod had stopped to admire an enormous portrait of a duck. 
     She was beautiful; she had flowing, golden locks, and was dressed in a gauzy, romantic sort of dress. 
     And she had honking great webbed feet, the biggest webs Macklin had ever seen. You could surf across the Atlantic Ocean on webs like those! 
     “Beautiful, isn’t she!” said Vlod. 
     Macklin shook off his amazement. “Umm, yes” he said. “That was the word I was searching for.” 
     “Notice anything else about her?” 
     Macklin couldn’t help himself. Before he could clap his hands over his beak, he blurted out, “Her feet....” 
     “Yes?” said Vlod in a frosty voice. 
     An invisible axe hovered over Macklin’s head. He couldn’t see it, but he knew it was there. 
     “They’re so...quintessentially FEET!” he managed to say. “The very essence of footdom. Eternal forms such as Plato imagined, but never saw. I, however, now have the privilege of viewing--” 
     “Don’t get any ideas. She’s taken.” 
     “She is? I mean, of course she is. With feet like those--” 
     “That is Lenore McBeauty.” 
     “Really?” gasped Macklin. “She of the flying haggis?” 
     “Indeed,” said Vlod. “She was loved by my ancestor, who was cruelly and treacherously staked by a vile, slimy armadillo...I mean FIEND, known to the world as Macklino.” 
     Macklin felt no comment on his part was called for. 
     “I hate armadillos,” said Vlod. “Come! Sit!” 
     Macklin was almost positive his ancestor hadn’t been an armadillo, at least as an adult, but now was not the time to argue. 
     Then he noticed the table setting. 
     Polydoor had worked quickly, but not well. 
     “Didn’t you consult Martha Stewart?” roared Vlod. “The water glass goes HERE! Use the crystal, not this plastic Daffy Duck glass! Now go and fetch the condiments for the blood pudding.” 
     Macklin slipped into a big, leather chair, studded with rivets. He picked up a lime fizzer with trembling hands. 
     Vlod stood behind his chair, not making any noise, not even breathing. 
     “I’m standing here so I can admire your neck,” he said. “It has a delightful, neck-like quality.” 
     Then Macklin noticed movement outside a window. A frightening shape peered in at him from the edge of the forest, which was glowing with the eerie, phosphorescent light of rotting things. 
     The shape was vaguely wolf-life, with a beaky sort of muzzle and two ruby earrings. 
     “A wolf!” Macklin squawked. 
     “What? Oh, that’s not a wolf. It’s a big, furry duck.” 
     The wolf eyed him. It made him think of Allura for some reason. Had the wolf eaten Allura and put on her earrings? 
     Macklin had a feeling something bad was about to happen....      
      
 


CHAPTER 5: DON’T EAT THAT!
 
     “You have a problem?” Vlod said. 
     Macklin twisted nervously around. “No sir...I mean VLOD,” he stammered. 
     When he looked back, the wolf had gone. Perhaps it had never really been there. 
     Perhaps Macklin, himself, wasn’t there. It was all a trick of the mind. Something to do with John Locke, and the association of ideas. 
     If you start with an idea of bagpipes, for instance, you wind up by a process of association with Macklin, a tin flute, and McBowel’s Fireproof Porridge. 
     My goodness, look at the time! Enough about philosophy, we have a story to tell. 
     “Eat!” said Vlod. “Meanwhile, I will tell you why I invited you here.” 
     Macklin glanced down at his vittles. Blood pudding. Goodness how it reeked! And it moved, too, as though some ravenous parasite was swimming excitedly around the bowl, just waiting for the opportunity to leap into a vital part of Macklin’s plumbing and bite it. 
     “I want you to build a model railroad for me,” said Vlod. 
     Huh?” said Macklin. He was so astonished, all thought of gulping down the pudding fled from his brain. Actually he hadn’t been thinking of that, but.... 
     “Yes,” said Vlod. “I’ve had my eye on you for a long time. I read your entire series of articles in RAILROAD MODEL CRAFTSMAN on building a model of the Spokane International, including the Spokane terminal, and the sawmills at Coeur d’Alene, and the Bonner’s Ferry bridge, and the crossing point at the Canadian border.” 
     “You did?” gasped Macklin, pleased and terrified. 
     “It was brilliant!” said Vlod. No one could have done it better. Not Monet, not Pellegrini. Not even Roy Rogers.” 
     Macklin was embarrassed. “Well, maybe not Monet or Pellegrini,” he said. “But Roy Rogers could have done it. I always sort of liked his theme song: Happy trails to you, until we meet again....” 
     “Enough small talk!” said Vlod. “I want you to build me a super detailed model of the Canadian Pacific Railway in Calgary, including the Robin Hood flower mill. The flower mill is important. I want that scene rendered exactly as it was on August 23rd, 1957. I WANT IT EXACT IN EVERY DETAIL!” 
     Macklin wiped the spray from the back of his neck. “Um....” 
     “Money is no object,” said Vlod. “You will have everything you need.” 
     “Hmmm.” 
     Macklin was terrified, as usual. But if there’s one thing that gets a model railroader’s blood up, it’s the offer of unlimited funds to build an entirely new model railroad. 
     “You’ll have unlimited space, too,” said Vlod. “I demolished a block of houses near your condo and built a domed stadium.” 
     Macklin hadn’t noticed a new stadium in his neighborhood, but he wasn’t going to argue about it. Mention unlimited space, and all higher powers of reasoning in a model railroader’s brain are instantly devoted to track planning. 
     “Accuracy is crucial!” said Vlod. “I have maps and drawings. Lenore foresaw everything.” 
     “She did? I mean, She of the Haggis? She foresaw the Robin Hood flower mill?” 
     “Everything!” said Vlod. “It was an act of pure psychic genius. There were no railroads in her time, of course. None whatsoever.” 
     “That’s horrible!” said Macklin, horrified. 
     “I know. I found it--my ANCESTOR, that is--found it extremely boring. Anyway, Lenore was just noodling around one day, being beautiful and radiant, and the essence of infinity--HOLY DUCK, how I worship that divine creature!--anyway she suddenly had this vision. It was devastating.” 
     “I see,” said Macklin, yawning. The minute anybody started talking about their dreams or visions, he fell asleep. 
     A violent shaking woke him up. 
     “Comfy?” said Vlod, twisting his beak in an evil simulacrum of a grin. His own beak, that is. “Good. Now in this vision, the entire world was destroyed by an outbreak of parasitical dragons.” 
     “Good grief!” 
     “Indeed. A fate worse than...well, not a very nice fate. Anyway, Allura was vouchsafed a vision of the future, in which she saw a way of defeating the Parasitical Dragons of Usher.” 
     Usher, by the way, is a mystical kingdom in a dull, dark, and dreary land, under clouds that hang oppressively low in the heavens. Cracks run through it, mad people inhabit its gloomy houses, and parasitical dragons swim in its bottomless tarns. 
     Anyway, that’s enough about Usher. 
     “Fortunately,” said Vlod, “Allura had the presence of mind to take up quill pen and parchment, and record her vision. She knew not whereof she saw, but she made an accurate record. And at length, just as she was about to throw down her writing materials in exhaustion, a voice whispered to her.” 
     ‘HE WHO DEFILES MY TOMB AND READS THIS PRIVATE MESSAGE WILL DIE HORRIBLY AT THE HANDS OF OSIRUS’...”Oops--half a moment--here we go, “HE WHO BUILDS THE MODEL RAILROAD DESCRIBED HEREIN (see enclosure)  WILL GAIN UNLIMITED POWER AND MASTERY, AND WILL IN THIS MANNER DEFEAT THE PARASITICAL DRAGONS OF USHER.’ 
     “Gosh!” said Macklin. 
     “Precisely,” said Vlod. “Lenore foresaw everything, even plastic baggies for left-over haggis. When I think so much intelligence, so much radiant beauty was destroyed in a split second by a flying HAGGIS, and all because your ancestor couldn’t admit defeat to the better man....” 
     I’m sorry.” 
     “This railroad will be a tribute to her, but it must be perfect. It must be laid out exactly as she described in her vision of the future, complete with the Robin Hood flower mill. I will provide funds. Allura will take care of the details.” 
     “Allura?” 
     Vlod leaned closer. There was a smell of dead things about him. Long-dead things, like old pretzels and bits of pizza under the sofa in the TV room and.... 
     “You LIKE Allura, don’t you!” Vlod said. 
     Macklin was embarrassed. 
     “Come on, Macklin!” said Vlod. “Be a duck!  Admit it! You like Allura a lot.” 
     Macklin found himself compelled by the implacable force of Vlod’s will, as though he were a balloon being squeezed by a child’s ruthless fingers. At last, he could resist no more. He popped. 
     This proves, by the way, that children are not the sweet, saintly innocents that some Norman Rockwell worshippers would have us believe. 
     Some children, as a matter of fact, can be quite annoying. I, myself, have seen little boys and girls eat chocolate cake with their fingers! 
     But enough about children. 
     Macklin was sweating and trembling now, in the grip of Macklin’s implacable will. 
     “Yes,” he gasped. “I like her. I LIKE HER!” 
     Then a small voice whispered inside his head. NO, Macklin! What about Gladys KindHeart? You can’t do this to her! 
     Vlod’s beak twisted in an evil grin. 
     “Good!” he said. “Because you will be seeing a lot of Allura. She will be your assistant. Tell her what you need. Money, supplies, grief counseling. Anything at all! Do you agree to these terms?” 
     Macklin knew he had a choice. Painful death, or lots of fun building a super detailed train layout, including a model of the Robin Hood flower mill.. 
     No contest. 
     “I can buy anything I need?” he said, pretending not to shiver with excitement and terror. 
     “Um, yes. Except armadillos. I won’t have any armadillos in my model trains.” 
     “Agreed,” said Macklin, wondering what an armadillo was. Some sort of winged creature native to tropical climes. Perhaps a kind of eagle. 
     “Good,” said Vlod. “It is done.” He tried smiling again. It was an eerie thing to see. He got the curve of the beak right, but there was something subtly wrong. Macklin had seen pit vipers with more feeling in their smiles. That was just before they ate the mouse, of course. 
     But he really WAS excited. An unlimited budget, everything he needed to build the mother of all super detailed layouts, and Allura at his side. What could go wrong? Lots of ducks sold their souls to the devil. It happened every day. Look at all of those writers who were making pots of money...um.... 
     And yet, it didn’t make sense. All this money, all this trouble to build a model railroad. There was something odd about Vlod Ironbeak! 
     But anybody who wanted to build a model railroad couldn’t be All bad! 
     You might be wondering about the term ‘super detailed’, by the way. This is a term used by modelers so fanatical in their devotion to realism, they’ll go out and find actual flakes of rust to glue to their weathered and battered looking creations. 
     One of the greatest super detailers of all time built a little model of a graveyard on his train layout. Then, not satisfied with the mere illusion of graves and corpses, he went out in the middle of the night to the Rosedale Cemetery and.... 
     Ghostly bagpipes broke into Macklin’s train of thought, and a mournful Pictish choir chanted, “How much is that doggeeee in the windooohh....” 
     Then a familiar, harsh voice cut through the fever mist in Macklin’s brain. 
     “Don’t be a fool, laddie.” 
     Macklin recognized his ancestor at once. 
     “You think I should back off, ancestor?” he said. 
     “Och! What a wee brain it has! I dinna ken how any descendant of mine could have made such a pinhead. Listen to me, McWeenie. The first thing ye do is make up special invoices and receipts. Hee, hee, hee, hee. We’ll drain Vlod as dry as frog dust in a witch’s pharmaceutical. 
     “Isn’t that illegal, ancestor?” 
     “Do you think VLOD is legal, sonny boy? Or that girl in the torn dress slinking around like a strumpet?” 
     “What’s a strumpet, ancestor? Is it another kind of bagpipe?” 
     Something reached out of the air and shook Macklin, very hard, until his brains rattled around in his skull like cracked walnuts. 
     “Ye’ll need six offshore bank accounts, laddie, and some dummy corporations. I’ll show ye how to make money disappear.” 
     “I already know how to do that,” Macklin said cheerfully. 
     This earned him another hard shake, and he decided to keep his beak shut for awhile. 
     “We’re going to need shekels, laddie. Lots of ‘em. “I plan on taking over the world as soon as possible.” 
     Macklin thought this was probably a joke, and because he didn’t get it, he pretended it wasn’t there. 
     “Ancestor?” he said nervously. “Do you know anything about Lenore McBeauty?” 
     “You mean Big Webs? She’s around somewhere. She was going out with a fellow by the name of Homer, last I heard. Now there’s a queer duck, laddie! Only dead duck who ever managed to smuggle an entire case of donuts into the spectral world.” 
     Macklin was horrified. “She’s DATING somebody? If Vlod Ironbeak hears of this--” 
     “Don’t you worry about old Tinbeak, laddie! Keep your mind on the important thing. His loot. We’re going to need plenty of loot, my boy. I have big plans. The world is going to be a much different place when I’m through with it. Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha och!” 
     Macklin wondered what his ancestor’s plan was, but he was too polite to ask. 
     I, the chronicler of these tales, know all about his plan, but I’m not going to tell you anything right now; it would only distract you. 
     “Hop to it, laddie,” said Macklino. “Kinko’s should be open. Get the forms. Allura is waiting. she of the torn skirt and the cheque book. Tell her to buy herself a decent Pictish kilt, by the way. It takes an acetylene torch to put a rip in them, and you can use them as weapons in a pinch.” 
     “Ancestor?” 
     But Macklino was gone, vanishing into the wailing skirl of the pipes and the  mournful chant of the ghostly Pictish choir singing, “How much is that doggeee in the windooohhhh....” 
     Macklin had the feeling something terrible was about to happen him.... 
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