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Meet Ed Furl. Just a simple country mailman, driving his normal route.

Until his fellow letter carriers start going missing. Along one very particular route, through endless fields of corn that all belong to Kald, a local billionaire.

And now that route belongs to Ed.

Along with one very special piece of mail that must, at all costs, arrive safely in the hands of Esmerelda Kald. The billionaire’s only daughter.

But little can Ed dream the perils that await an intrepid mailman with an honest heart.

If you yearn for tales of daring and high adventure, while also finding them faintly ridiculous, don’t miss this chance to sally forth with…





The Brave Little Mailman



Until all this hullabaloo, Tuesday was my favorite day of the week. That was the day before my day off.

My day off itself generally consisted in planning to rake the yard, making final decisions on my stack of junk mail offers, and researching ingredients on Nutrition Facts panels, big banshees like “sodium acid pyrophosphate”, which I’d recently found in my crackers.

All in all, those free days weren’t much to write home about. Believe me, I know. I’m a mailman. Was, I mean.

But the Tuesdays were glorious.

All day, those Wednesday things seemed exciting, adventurous, avant-garde, and they were only a few mailboxes away. I’d drive along my route, a merry artery pumping the lifeblood of our county’s communication, singing all the while. When I was really cooking, I’d just right up and honk the horn. Two or three honks sometimes. The cows ate it up.

It was a good life. Still, something was missing. It wasn’t the best of times or the worst of times, if you know what I mean. Sort of the in-between-and-wrinkles-getting-deeper-and-yard-not-getting-raked of times.

Then the bomb dropped. (Figuratively speaking.)

It was a morning like any other morning. Old Greenbaum was perched on a stool behind the mail counter with his usual glass of guava juice. But he didn’t hand me a sack of mail. He said, “Ed Furl, you got a new route.”

“A new route?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “You hear what happened to Durgson?”

“No. Isn’t he on Old 22?”

“Was.”

“Was?” I said. “What happened to him?”

“If I knew, would I ask you?” said Greenbaum.

“You mean he’s disappeared?”

“No, he’s dead.”

“Dead!”

“That or eaten by crocodiles,” said Greenbaum. “The insurance company’s working on that.”

“Crocodiles!”

“It makes a big difference for our premiums, kiddo.”

“But there’s no crocodiles on Old 22!” I said. “It’s all land!”

“Was.”

Whenever I get nervous, I hum.

The old man flicked his glass of guava juice. (That’s how he keeps order whenever things get rowdy.) “Furl! Quit that racket!” he said. “You got a job to do!”

“Find Durgson?” I said.

“No! He’s dead, eaten, or a lousy liar. You take over for him on Old 22.”

“But you said Old 22 wasn’t land anymore,” I said.

“It ain’t.”

“How could it not be land?” I said. “Most every square inch over there is lined with the cash corn of that kooky billionaire Kald. You know, the widower with the young, single, lonely daughter Esmerelda.”

“Nice work, Furl.”

“My memory?” I said.

“No. Your plot exposition.” The old man reached his skinny hand over his lean head and prodded a precipitous stack of mail on the shelf behind him. His fingers found a blue envelope. “Here.” He flicked it at me.

It was wide and addressed by hand. “To Esmerelda Kald,” I read. “Oh.”

“The mail must go through,” said Greenbaum.

“Right now?” I said.

“It’s postmarked last month,” he said. “We’ve lost five carriers already.”

“Mmm hmm HMM ba bum bum bum—”

“Quit it!” said Greenbaum. “What is that, anyway?”

“Strauss.”

“It’s ‘stress’, you clodhopper!” he said. “Shut up and give yourself an ulcer like the rest of us.”

“Sir, is this why I haven’t seen Louie or Jack or Ivan or Gunter or Eusebius lately?” I asked.

The old man’s face went red. “No!” he barked. “They quit! And why? Why?”

“Because we’re getting eaten?”

“No! Because of this kind of tardiness!” he said. “Ruins our reputation! Now get that letter delivered, or I’ll send you to the crocodiles!”

“But sir, ah, not to split hairs—”

“Out!”

“But isn’t there any other mail for Old 22?” I said.

“There’s no one else on that road and you know it! Quit stalling!”

“I’m not stalling. Can I top off that guava, sir?”

“Out!”

“Back rub? Foot massage? You feel like telling any jokes your grandkids have all memorized?”

“Out!”

Secretly, I didn’t want to go. Still, there was that blue envelope. Maybe Esmerelda was languishing for it. Maybe it was a letter for her boyfriend—or a plea for reconciliation from an estranged fiancé! Perhaps the future happiness of two young folks like me depended on this little blue love letter!

Honestly, it’s not often I can get worked up about my job. When it comes, a little motivation goes a long way.

At first, Old 22 was normal. Just the Kald Empire—acres and acres of row corn slowly eroding the soil into wind dust. Good, flat, exploited country as far as the eye could see.

Then came the Tower.

It was tall. More than tall. On that parking lot of a prairie, the thing was a sword slicing the sky. Gray stone rose hundreds of feet and erupted into turrets. It was a medieval castle.

I had been here last month (on my way to Loquacious Ned’s Overpriced Organics in Slerryville) and there had been no tower. Nothing. Last month. Yet now, there the thing stood, impossible.

My foundations started to slide around inside. If towers could spring up in a month on a billionaire’s cornfield, maybe “laws” like gravity and the rest weren’t quite so settled as everyone assumed. Maybe the whole kit and caboodle was highly unstable, like the old stories where pixies and demons ran thick through our lives, like bees dancing over still flowers.

Then I saw something that made me hit the brakes and tumble forward into fairyland.

The road was packed.

This old country two-laner, which usually boasted two trucks an hour, was packed with three muddled standstill lanes spilling onto the shoulders. All were heading to the Tower. It was disaster movie traffic, except everyone was heading into the danger.

I rolled down my window to ask a couple guys in an SUV what the huckleberry was going on.

“We rolled for it, jerk,” said the guy riding shotgun, who wore a medieval suit of armor that seemed to be vinyl. “I’m going in first.”

“Yeah? These are my wheels, big guy,” replied the large driver. He pulled at a beer. “You want to go first, you can walk.”

That walking suggestion was what we mailmen like to call a joke. Traffic filled all but six inches of the space between the fences on either side. As Kald was a bit paranoid, the fences were high, electric, and nasty.

“Hey, gentlemen,” I called.

They didn’t answer.

The guy in armor punched the driver’s gut. “We rolled for it, you big tub of lard!”

“Ain’t no one getting ahead of me if I can help it.”

“Hey, taxpayers!” I called.

“But what about the roll?”

“Didn’t count,” said the driver.

“Hey, immature young people!” I’m only 27 myself, but nothing else was getting their attention.

That didn’t either.

“Didn’t count?” cried the would-be knight. “You think I’m going to let you cheat at a time like this?”

“Sure,” said the driver.

“But we’re talking about the princess!”

My jaw almost hit my lap. Fortunately, it was connected to my skull by several well-placed muscles.

The driver belched. “That’s precisely why I would cheat. Look, walk with me down the primrose path of logic. I’m a cheater, yes?”

“Granted.”

“Well, then, it’s my way. Why wouldn’t I use my usual methods to get a few cool millions and the hand of Princess Esmerelda Kald?”

I gave a small, incoherent gasp.

“Yeah, okay, I see that,” the other replied. “But what are you going to do about the crocodiles? Let alone the boiling tar?”

“I brought one of those self-help books—hey, wait, you hear that?”

“What?” said the knight.

“Someone’s humming,” said the driver.

“It’s a mailman!” said the knight.

“Hey, buster!” the driver shouted. “Don’t even try to cut!”

“Shut up, you dope, don’t you see that letter?” said the knight. “It’s for the princess! Let him through!”

“Oh, yeah,” said the driver. “Sorry, pal. I got trust issues.”

“I… ah… crocodiles?” I stammered.

They didn’t hear. The driver leaned on the horn and shouted, “Out of the way! Mailman! Move!”

The truck driver in front of me turned, waved, and edged left. Slowly the chaos parted, horns honked, shouts egged me on, and the wedge rippled forward. Dazed, I edged forward.

The traffic closed behind me.

The Tower loomed larger and larger. The traffic veered off Old 22 onto Kald property. Then I saw that the Tower was on an island. A month ago, this had all been corn. Now a twenty-foot-wide moat surrounded the grim, fantastic castle.

I arrived at the drawbridge. It was just being lowered. A red pickup and a green sports car were parked as if they planned to wrestle for the drawbridge when it came down, but the drivers backed graciously aside to let me pass. They looked pale.

The drawbridge slammed into the clay. I rumbled across the wood. It was impossible to see into the water, but I thought I glimpsed a dark movement. Perhaps I was skipping the crocodiles.

Waiting for me was an average-looking toll booth. Architecturally, it was slightly out of place, but it was festooned with a medievalish tapestry featuring dancing maidens and the legend, “Save the Princess. Win a Cool Million. Sponsored by Kald Korn.”

A pudgy security guard in a snug jester outfit, half black, half almost black, handed me a clipboard.

“Welcome to Save the Princess win a cool million sponsored by Kald Korn,” he said. He burped. “When you have completed and signed the form please wait for your quest assistant if you need anything just ask me I’m friendly I’m a jester yes authentic.”

“Actually, I’m a mailman,” I said.

The security guard blinked. The haze in his eyes lessened. “Oh yeah. Cool, dude. Some other guy tried that mail thing too. Worked. He got past the other cars. Not the crocs, though.” He slurped a Kald Kola.

“I just need to deliver this letter,” I said.

“Nice try, bud. Still got to sign the waiver.”

“Waiver?” I looked at the stack of slips in my lap and read, “In the event that ANYTHING AT ALL happens to me, including but not limited to dismemberment, death, or psychological trauma due to either, I hereby release from all responsibility KALD, INC. and every other person on planet Earth (except certain virulent anti-corporation groups listed below in Section 6a).”

“Sign it yet?” asked the guard. “Let’s hustle, man. I got to get back to my burping.”

“Look, I need to deliver this letter to Esmerelda Kald. If I leave it with you, will you give it to her?” I asked.

He spewed Kola. Most of it didn’t hit me. “Go up there? Are you insane? If I had that kind of motivation, would I be wearing this?”

“Will anyone here bring it to her?” I said.

“No,” said a woman.

She stood behind the guard, a slender, simply robed woman garbed in the green of a maple leaf. A light yellow veil let pass only whispers of her face, but her voice was “made of flint and roses, very odd,” as in the old poem.

“Why won’t they?” I asked.

“Because the Princess is guarded by three trials,” she said. “Only he who passes the trials may dare to look upon that face.”

“This is Esmerelda Kald, right?” I said.

“Speak not that name lightly!” she cried. “Rogue! Cad! Impostor! Were thy tongue a man, and thee a tongue, your tongue would stoop to knees it now has not and kiss the ground your foolish lips refuse, while you, a slimy refugee from light and God’s own breath would wallow sloppy, slick, and sad in cottage cheese!”

I was stupefied.

“How’d you know I like cottage cheese?” I said.

“It shows.”

“Did you sign that yet?” the guard said. “Oops, I forgot: please consider checking the box marked ‘e-mail me periodic updates about the wondrous work of KALD, INC.’ as well as the box that lets us rent this confidential information to brother companies in our monopoly—”

“Can someone explain what the hickory this is all about?” I shouted.

The guard shrugged. “Gwen?”

“It’s Gwendolen, Stevie,” the woman said. “Sir, you have reached the Kald Castle, sung in the songs of a thousand bards. Within the bowels of this stronghold lies the fair Princess Esmerelda, who was imprisoned here by her evil father as a cheap publicity stunt.”

“Don’t ad-lib,” growled the guard.

“He who would prove his worthiness must pass the three trials,” she
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