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Zendo wanted to be out in the countryside
trading. He needed to make money so he could marry Illy and also he
had a debt to the star traders. The Sultan interrupted his plans
when the troops messed with Zendo's customers and came after him.
It was time to put a stop to this nonsense. But how could two
ordinary citizens stop a well-armed army? What would the star
traders do? How would the four young maidens from under the sea
enter in to this conflict? It was time for action as the country
erupted into civil war and Zendo became the key to end it.
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Chapter 1

 


 


Movement of the truck made Zendo look up from
the computer. Puri, his cousin and trading helper, must be starting
supper. Zendo glanced out the truck window at the sun setting in
the west where wisps of clouds turned green and gold in the fading
light. The lengthening shadows were bringing the jungle alive with
the nocturnal animals.

He had spent the last hour scrunched up in
the rear of the truck cab working on the books for his trading
company. He grinned as he looked at the bottom line on the computer
screen and stretched to relieve cramped muscles. Two more months
like this and he would be able to marry Illy, his mountain
sweetheart.

He thought back to how he had met her when he
accompanied the star traders as a guide. Illyad and her cousin
Odessa had been hunting the gemstones for the healing bracelets
when the Guardians had scented blood from Odessa's accident. The
Guardians were shark-shaped beasts with four legs which had all the
attributes and attitudes of their water cousins. When they went
into a feeding frenzy, they could rip a person apart in just a few
seconds. Zendo remembered how Ron Calvin and Gus Ghaolh had fired
their stingerrays to stun the Guardians while he got Illy and the
injured Odessa loaded onto the star traders' fliter. His first
meeting with Illy hadn't gone very well.

First impressions had been overcome though;
they had fallen in love and were now engaged. After several
adventures, the star traders had helped expand his trading company
before they left. For the last three months, he had taken advantage
of the unrest across the country. People still needed food, spices,
flavoring oils and other luxuries he traded and sold. His business
grew and he prospered because he tried to meet their wants and
needs.

The truck moved again and he started to open
the door to jump to the ground when he glanced in a rear view
mirror. A stranger carrying a rifle had come into the clearing, his
eyes darting around looking the area over. Zendo suspected the
stranger was looking for him and Puri. He quickly looked in the
other mirror to see if any more strangers were lurking about.

Zendo gave his low warning whistle and heard
Puri's answer. His whistle sounded strange, almost under duress. He
saw the hairy, orange legs of the spiders come crawling out of the
box. He thanked the One God that he had removed the lid from their
travel box. The spiders had grown and were now almost two and a
half feet across. When he got back to the woodworkers, he needed to
buy a bigger box for them because Puri still wouldn't ride in the
truck unless they were boxed.

As he watched, two more strangers joined the
first. All were armed and looked like they were on the edge of
exhaustion. Their frog-shaped bodies were no different than his but
the way they stood also told him the rifles weren't just for show.
These strangers knew how to use them.

He eased the door open and slowly moved out
of the cab of the truck. He loudly said, "Puri, are you about ready
to fix supper?" He ignored the strangers like he hadn't seen them
yet.

Puri called back in a strained whisper,
"Zendo, I need some help. One of your spiders is back here and is
moving toward me. Please get it out."

"It's not mine. They're both out here. Are
you sure it's a spider?"

"It's big, orange and hairy with eight legs
and a huge body. I most definitely am sure it's a spider."

"OK, I'll take a look."

Zendo went to the rear of the truck and
looked in. Sure enough, there sat one of the big orange spiders. He
could see right away that this spider couldn't be his because it
was much smaller. As he watched, the spider crawled closer to Puri.
He stood with his back pressed against the front of the truck
because he couldn't move any further from the spider. Great drops
of sweat dripped off the end of his green snout. If his terror
hadn't been so obvious and the danger so great, Zendo would have
laughed.

He said, "Puri, what has the spider been
doing?"

"It just crawled up in here and then kept
getting closer to me. Yours come in here sometimes and if I stand
still, they soon go away. This one just keeps getting closer to
me."

A sudden movement outside caught Zendo's
attention. His two spiders zipped across the ground to the three
strangers. The strangers froze, staring in horror at the spiders
standing in front of them. One of the strangers started to move his
rifle and found a spider clinging to his knee. The three hadn't
even seen the spider move. It went from ten feet in front of them
to right on the man's knee in the blink of an eye. They all
froze.

Zendo said, "Puri, I think you may have just
picked up your own spider. My two are out here holding three
strangers at bay. Just tell that one you are my cousin. Let it
check you out and then think about what you want it to do."

"I am thinking and it's not working. I'm
thinking of that spider just disappearing."

"No, not thoughts like that. Think about how
you'd like it to move to the rear of the truck. You'll have to work
with it. I need to go see what these strangers want and what their
intentions were."

"Oh, pleeeese, Zeeendooo. Don't leave me. I
don't want a spider. You take it."

Zendo had already turned away so he didn't
bother to answer him. He walked up to the three strangers. He
gruffly said, "How may I help you?"

The stranger he had seen first said, "Yyyou
could make these spiders move away."

"I'm afraid they won't until I'm satisfied
you intend us no harm. Now, who are you and what are you doing
here?"

"We have business with Zendo the trader."

"I'm Zendo, state your business."

The stranger gulped as the spider on the
ground moved closer and started waving its front legs at them. He
stammered, "Ah…umm…We, no, I have a message from Lieutenant Dinga.
He said to warn you about the Grand Sultan's troops."

"I thought you were the Grand Sultan's
troops."

"No, we have resigned from his troop and now
act as policemen in this province. Things have gotten so bad that
some of the military leaders have set themselves up as
Overlords."

"Why did Lieutenant Dinga think I would be in
danger from the Sultan's troops?"

"Please, Sir. Could you move the spiders? I'm
afraid the spiders will kill us if we say something that makes you
excited."

Zendo smirked and raised an eyebrow. "You're
right. Now, why did the Lieutenant send you?"

"You are one of our main sources of food and
needed supplies. Lieutenant Dinga interrogated some captured
Sultan's troops. They gave him the information that you are wanted
by the Sultan. He has heard Zendo's ballad and thinks you are
fermenting the unrest across the country."

"I have nothing to do with it. I just want to
trade and get married."

The trooper's lip quivered as he said, "The
Sultan's troops said that some special forces have a new secret
weapon to overcome your spiders."

"Did they say what it was?"

"They didn't know. Lieutenant Dinga made sure
of that. When he was through with the interrogation, I'm positive
they told him everything they knew."

Puri climbed down from the truck with such a
sigh of relief that Zendo turned to look at him. The spider that
had been in the back with him crawled to the ground. At Zendo's
movement, it zipped over to Lieutenant Dinga's troops.

Zendo said, "See, Puri. Like I said, you can
somewhat control the little pet here."

"But, Zendo, I still don't want it. Can't you
make it go away?"

"It's yours and not mine. My Cousin, it will
stay with you now because it likes you."

One of the troops muttered, "I'd like to be
your cousin and control some spiders. It would make our job much
easier and no officer would be brow beating me."

Zendo swiftly turned back to the troops and
stared at the man. He gave an almost imperceptible wave and the
spider crawled down off the other man's leg. The man almost
collapsed in relief. Zendo asked, "Have you eaten yet?"

"No, sir. We left this morning to look for
you. Lieutenant Dinga thought you might be somewhere in this area.
He has other patrols out to warn you, also."

"Puri, let's get some food ready. I'm hungry
and I'm sure these men are as well."

All three spiders slowly crawled under the
truck and hid in its shadows. The sun had set and the darkness
closed in like a blanket pulled over their heads. The fire kept the
gloom at bay in their camp so the troops naturally gravitated close
to its bright light. The jungle around them came alive with the
night sounds of animals and insects. All three troops sat close
together and kept one eye on the truck where the spiders hid.

Everyone swapped news as the meal was
prepared and eaten. Zendo learned violence in the area had been
spreading and getting uglier. The Sultan's troops were attacking
the people and stealing food or other things. They were even
kidnapping children to force the people to provide their
necessities. People on isolated farms had moved to compounds
protected by ex-Sultan troops who now served as a police force.
Other areas were set up with the military commanders as Warlords
and they moved troops out into the farm land to protect their food
source. Some lands to the north and west were so far away they had
been relatively untouched by all of this. The troops were spread
too thin to even check on the people there and marauders didn't
want to travel very far from their own territory. They were afraid
of others moving in to take it over.

Puri filled the troops in on what had been
happening in the south. He told of riots in Spaceport City. People
were desperate for food and the bare necessities. The Sultan's
troops were brutally repressing these riots which just made things
worse. Space trade which had been slow in the past became almost
non-existent. Spaceships were a rare sight at the spaceport now.
Industry had ground to a halt. No one wanted to spend money they
needed just to buy food.

After the meal had been cleaned up, Zendo and
Puri pulled their stringed instruments out. They had played
together enough that they gave a very pleasing concert. The troops
requested Zendo's Ballad and the two launched into it. As they were
winding down, Zendo added his verse about Puri charming the big
spider and making it his pet. The troops howled with laughter at
this because they had seen him when he came out of the truck. Puri
just hung his head in embarrassment.

When the song finished, Zendo said, "Now,
Cousin Puri. You know what its like to have verses made up about
you."

"But my verses are true. You exaggerated
about me."

The troops laughed again and said they would
swear that Zendo's version was true. Puri didn't look happy but he
accepted his medicine. Not long afterwards, everyone bedded down
for the night.

Zendo and Puri were up before daylight
getting ready to travel. Before the troops left, Puri gave them the
mail and messages for their area. The leader warned, "Be careful.
Supposedly, the Sultan's Special Forces can combat your spiders and
they want you very badly."

Zendo shrugged his shoulder as he said,
"Sometimes stories grow bigger than the truth, right Puri? We will
be careful though."

Puri finished closing up the rear of the
truck and then climbed into the driver's seat. He slowly drove out
of their camping spot and headed down the road. By midday, they
came to one of the small villages they had traded at before. It was
empty and houses stood with doors open. Some houses were burned to
the ground, others had windows smashed and all of them showed
evidence of looting. Puri didn't even slow down. He kept craning to
see if anyone would try to stop them and take their truck.

The next two villages were the same way.
Zendo said, "We've got to get to unmolested territory. We can't
swing east into the Lieutenant's country because they will be
needing all the food that's raised there just to stay alive. We
have to find someplace with a surplus. I think after we trade with
the woodworker we'll head west where we've never been."

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Just before dark, they found a place to pull
off the road to camp. Puri almost backed out when he saw the truck
and trailer sitting in the clearing. Zendo stopped him, "Look, the
cab of the truck is destroyed. I'll bet the Sultan's troops pulled
into an ambush. Let's take a look."

Puri stopped the truck and Zendo handed him a
rifle from the truck's secret hiding place. They both got out and
listened carefully. The evening sounds of the jungle were the only
thing they heard. Zendo motioned for Puri to stay put while he
advanced to check out the truck.

He circled the truck before he moved up close
enough to inspect the insides. He could see the blast burns in the
cab and knew no one would have survived that attack. The back was
littered with torn boxes and other trash. Someone had wanted the
contents of the back of the truck but it had been weeks ago. He
jumped down and went to the trailer.

The trailer was empty, too. Shelves lined
both sides and the aisle looked to be knee deep in leaves, papers
and other trash. Zendo moved the doors to see if they still worked.
Other than one hinge being a little warped, everything worked.

He motioned for Puri to come on over. He
said, "The One God has given us a gift. We can use this trailer.
You can hardly move in the back of our truck now. I'd planned to
ask Cousin Borche to find a trailer for me and to outfit it with
some shelves. Here we have one dropped in our laps for free."

"What if the Sultan's troops see it? They'll
think you stole it," Puri protested.

"No, we'll modify it as we travel west. I
don't think we'll run into very many of the Sultan's troops now. By
the time we come back this way, no one will know the government
owned it before. Besides, it will be almost full of trade
goods."

Puri drove their truck up to the rear of the
trailer where Zendo attached a chain to pull it away from the other
truck. Soon they had it hooked up to their truck. Puri wanted to
leave and get on down the road but Zendo wouldn't let him. Puri did
pull as far away from the ruined wreck as he could. That night,
they didn't stay up very long nor build a big fire. They took the
tires off the abandoned truck and loaded them into the trailer.
Next they pulled any mechanical parts they thought they might need
and put them into the trailer as well. Puri worked at a faster than
usual pace because he wanted to leave the clearing.

About noon the next day, they drove into the
first inhabited village. People were curious but didn't come to
their truck. They didn't venture far from their houses. Hardly
anyone moved around in the streets. Zendo and Puri set up their
tables with wares to trade but still no customers came.

Puri said, "What's going on? Why are people
so afraid to come see what we have?"

"There may be some other traders who have
ripped them off or are spies for the Sultan's troops. Maybe they
pass the word about ones who can afford to trade and then the
troops sweep in to confiscate their goods and money."

"What are we going to do? Are we going to
pull out without trading?"

"No, we need to get their trust and then let
them know who we are. Let's go ahead and get everything prepared to
trade."

The two of them finished setting up their
displays and then sat back to wait. A couple of kids came to see
what they had but they wouldn't even get close to the tables. They
were unusually silent as each of them eyed the merchandise.

As the sun set, Puri fixed supper while Zendo
covered their goods. When Puri dished up the meal, they talked
quietly as they ate. When they had finished cleaning up their mess,
both broke out their stringed instruments. Puri said, "I have been
thinking about a new song. What do you think of this?"

The song started off with a lively rhythm,
slowed to a mournful dirge and then surged to a rousing finish.
There were no words, just music. Zendo applauded as Puri finished.
Puri said, "I still need to work on a couple of spots and words are
whirling in my mind but they haven't found a place to merge with
the music."

"I'm sure they will when the time is right.
Just keep working on the music and the words will just naturally
flow to the right notes."

Puri rubbed his instrument and mused, "I wish
I had something just a little different than this. The tone is off
just a whisker and I need to …"

He went on to describe in detail what he
wanted to do. Zendo suggested, "Start drawing up what you think you
want. Maybe someone in the woodworker's family can make something
like that. They are very talented with their hands."

"That's an idea. Maybe if it works out, I
could buy some extras and sell them."

"Could be. Unsettled times make money tight
but people need something to take their minds off troubles. They
just might like something like your instrument and spend the money
to get it."

The two of them started picking out lively
jigs from folk tunes they knew. After the second song, Zendo
noticed kids starting to gather out in the shadows. He moved his
head to point them out to Puri.

Puri broke into a funny lyric and they heard
giggles from the darkness. As they sang more songs, the audience
grew but didn't move much closer until Puri started Zendo's Ballad.
With each stanza, the people crowded in to the light. Soon they
were singing along with Zendo and Puri. When Zendo sang the verse
about Cousin Puri taming the spider, he heard more comments about
people wanting to be his cousin.

When they finished the song, people melted
back into the darkness. Zendo and Puri put their instruments away
and went to bed. The next morning, a few people trickled in to
barter with them. By noon, the traffic had stopped and Zendo
decided to start packing. One of the younger villagers came by and
asked, "How do you control those spiders? How do you make them stay
with you? They stayed right beside your goods all night. Do you
have them tied?"

Zendo rubbed his head before he replied, "I
don't control them. They picked me. I think about what I'd like
them to do but mostly they do what they want. I have no real
control over them except to get them to move into the travel box.
Puri doesn't like to ride in the truck with them loose but he has
his own spider now."

"We heard about that last night. Is the song
true?"

"Parts are pretty accurate but others are
stretched quite a bit," Zendo answered.

"How did Puri get his spider?"

"It came to him and I told him to tell him he
was my cousin."

"A person just has to be your cousin to get
spiders to like him?"

"Don't know for sure. You'll just have to try
it."

The villager eyed him because he didn't know
if Zendo was pulling his leg or not
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