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“HUMOROUS DETAILS AND parodied fantasy tropes entertain throughout... As both campaign, botched acts of heroism, failed public outings, and an all-out riot lead to a satisfying conclusion... Fans of comedic fantasy will... enjoy this humorous, inventive take on kingmaking.”

~ Publishers Weekly
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“CARL R. JENNINGS’S novel Just About Anyone is (I predict) going to get compared to the works of Terry Pratchett an awful lot. But although like Pratchett, Jennings has created a unique fantasy world, ... that’s where the comparison really should end. Jennings really needs to be given his due for the imagination, satirical humour and all-around entertainment that his provides... Jennings’s style of writing and his humorous world-building is a testament to his imagination and the forethought that must have gone into writing this novel... Carl R. Jennings is a name to watch out for. He is clever; his world-building, description, use of dialogue are second to none. So yes, he is a bit like Pratchett but he’s 100% original.”

~ Helen Scott, Reviewer for Phantasmagoria Magazine
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“LAUGH OUT LOUD FUNNY! Carl R. Jennings’s comic masterpiece is filled with an incredible menagerie of mad characters. And one lustful unicorn. A side-splitting swipe at the kings, wizards, witches, and peasants of the days of yore.”

~ GD Deckard, Sci-Fi Lampoon Magazine

––––––––
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JUST ABOUT ANYONE is to the fantasy genre what The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy is to science fiction. However, where Adams tosses one of us mundane Earthlings into a galaxy of hilarity, Jennings flips the script by hurling a heap of modern mundanity into a classical fantasy setting. To great comic effect. All the issues plaguing social media today are turned on their heads and spanked on their bottoms when espoused by elite town criers, enlightened ogres, progressive damsels, and quarrelsome mobs of townsfolk. If you're in the market for a good laugh—and who isn't these days?—I highly recommend Just About Anyone.

~ Jason J. McCuiston, Author of Project Notebook and The Last Star Warden series
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Author’s Note





[image: ]




This is where a map would go, but I couldn’t find a budget-friendly cryptocartographer. Or, at least, not one whose medium wasn’t their own bodily excretions. If you want one, why not draw it yourself? I think fan art is fan-tastic.

For reference, think the State of Florida but with a dense mountain range where it connects to the mainland. Yes, I know what it resembles. I did it on purpose for cheap comedic effect.

––––––––
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Prologue

or

The Creation Myth
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Beginnings are easy. There are those who would vehemently disagree, but they’re most likely trying to sell self-help programs. Beginnings are so easy that many happen by accident. They don’t even have to be accidents, especially if they come about as a result of an informed decision. There would be far fewer people around if this wasn’t the case. No, sometimes a beginning only takes an accident and the right amount of irresponsibility. Then, before you know it, something has started, sometimes needing an obscene number of diapers.

The true difficulty doesn’t lie in the starting, but in the building and maintaining. This is where most projects tend to fall apart. As an example of all of this, take the world that will be the setting for the next several hundred pages.

Where we spear into this story, like a narwhal into custard, is on an early Saturday afternoon—although this isn’t quite accurate. There was no sun descending towards a horizon, no inefficient and inaccurate system of measuring time in a linear fashion—a system used so long that nobody really wanted to put in the effort to change it. Saturday is simply a placeholder to give the reader an idea to relate to. Truthfully, the author does not have the language available to precisely describe celestial temporal events and cannot be bothered to learn the skills necessary to create new philological concepts. Perhaps they already exist, but would most likely be scrawled on the padded walls in a non-toxic crayon.

On this “afternoon,” an incomprehensible time and distance away from where this story is being told, a god woke from its slumber. For the first few “seconds” the god basked in the content state one awakes in after a satisfying amount of sleep.

The problem is, even for deities, this type of rest is only achieved because the being in question did not awake at the time that they were supposed to. This can be attributed to any number of factors, but the most common one is pressing the Off button on the alarm clock instead of the Snooze. This, while leading to a few erroneous conclusions in those not well-versed in theoretical theology, is disturbingly close to what happened with this god as well.

This day wasn’t what counted for typical among what counted as celestial weekends. This was the date of the annual Ethereal Gathering, a get-together of creatures so awesome and fantastical that if a mundane, physical creature were to catch even a moment’s glimpse of one of them, sanity would be severed from them forever. To save readers’ minds, the Gathering itself can be imagined as a community barbeque and potluck. 

The god agreed to go under more extroverted social conditions, with an undercurrent of peer pressure. It was regretted immediately, after the god was on their own again. Regret plays terrible tricks on the memory of creatures, even ones that are personified through story. Altruistically, the mind forgets an event in the distant future that makes it anxious and never wanted to agree to in the first place.

As pleasant as this lapse in memory is in the moment, it didn’t stop the event from occurring, with treacherous punctuality, on the Saturday afternoon it was planned for.  

The god metaphorically leapt from where and when it had taken its slumber in a blind panic—the kind of franticness that had no purpose of action, but was something to distract the anxious body and allow the mind time to fully wake and plan the next move. This disturbed the physical laws in the general vicinity in the process, in the same way a hastily-exited bed will disturb the sheets. This meant that when flesh-and-blood beings intelligent enough to observe and recognize the cosmos came along, their astronomers would find several galaxies behaving in very curious ways.

In desperation, the god considered sending the deity equivalent of a text message and saying that it couldn’t make it, making up something about not feeling well. But this was the first Ethereal Gathering to which it had been soft-pressured into going to. These weren’t events to which just any being could go—only those identified to have potential to be the most revered, the grandest, and the most powerful were even considered by the current most revered, grandest, and powerful deities for an invite. It was an honor and would open several dimensional doors that would otherwise be closed to it. It was just a shame that accepting meant adhering to obligations made.

As a condition to the RSVP, each god had to bring a food dish. As the participants were anything but mundane, the “food” that would be brought matched their unconventional digestive needs. Put on the spot, the god blurted out that it would bring an inhabited planet. It had thought it would be safe, just taking something as simple as the cosmic equivalent of potato salad. But because of the late rise, there was little time—or what passes for time with strange creatures such as these—to make anything impressive. Like all good procrastinators across the entirety of space and time, the god had not even begun preparations.

Steeling its nerve and banishing its panic, the god decided that it was not going to be cowed by the creation of a single planet with critters on it; fledging daemons and jumped-up tulpas could create planets, for goodness’ sake. It would be damned to the Vacuum if it was going to be laid low by such a basic task.

With a new sense of invigoration, the god took a look at the resources it had close at hand. From some galaxy growing in its back garden equivalent, it swiped a ball completely covered with water and a suitable atmosphere for life. Luckily, it was dense enough to have a reasonable gravity. Next, it captured a massive, metal-rich asteroid en route to turn a planet into a bully victim. Using improbably strong gravity and opposing magnetic fields, the god then shaped the asteroid. However, for expediency’s sake, don’t try to figure the physics of that out and simply envision two large hands. 

It patted the asteroid into a relatively thin, uneven pancake-like land mass and flopped it over the equator of the water planet. Artful tectonic drift would be out of the question—it was a sacrifice the god had to make to time—but the patting had left topographic variations. The land mass still touched both polar regions, thankfully, ensuring that a wide variety of biomes would develop. That was something, right? Finally, reaching into the more or less junk drawer of creative forces, it sprinkled the landmass and almost unbroken ocean with a miscellaneous combination of bacteria and base elements.

Just like no ice cream sundae is complete without a cherry on top, no planet is complete without a night and day system. The god had more suns and bodies suitable for moons at hand than they knew what to do with—such things pop up like black mold in the cosmos—and the only task now was to find one of each that had not yet gone bad.

One small, warm, gaseous, yellow bobble and a cold, dusty, greyish ball later, and the planet was the center of its own private solar system. Pretty standard, but creativity suffers without sufficient preparation time. 

Now that all the parts had been put together, the final step was to wait while everything settled and life formed. The process was much the same way mold grows on cheese, except this was a generally desired event, depending on who was asked. Usually things took time to develop naturally, but the god was short on time, so it tried to... help things along. If there was any analogy for it, it would be spraying the cheese with water, placing it in a sealed plastic bag, and storing it in a warm, damp area. In this instance, the warm, damp area happened to be the god itself.

Beneath the god’s divine mold-healthy environment, single cells became multiple, and simple organisms formed and became complex by leaps and bounds. Flora and fauna and terrifyingly weird sea life developed. Photosynthesis developed, but it was widely regarded as quite boring. Soon various creatures cottoned on to the wonderful idea of consuming one another for energy rather than waiting for the sun to rise to have breakfast.

A hugely diverse selection of species came and went. The god let evolution go wild. This, like the slap-dash nature with which the planet was constructed, saved time. The god did not have the delicate skill needed to directly influence such development with any style. All it would take was a momentary lapse in concentration and a higher life form would develop with too small arms or lines of bony plates along their back. At that point, the whole process would need to start again from the beginning. No, it was better to play it safe with a basic, versatile bipedal humanoid—the default of higher evolution.

Once rudimentary civilizations sprung up, the process was about as done as it could be. It was just as well, as time had run out; if the god was going to get to the Gathering, it had to leave immediately.

The god scooped up its little planet, sun, and moon and placed them in the equivalent of a plastic container. Against all expectations it was even able to find the correct lid for it. 

Unknown to all but a few privileged or damned beings in all the universes, a “Cosmic Leftovers Box,” as it’s referenced in select circles, sealed away from all but the strongest natural and ethereal influences, affects the physical world in wild and inexplicable ways. Things such as laws, races, gender types, legends, bizarre animals, magic, objects, and that most dangerous of all things—ideas—are left to their own unregulated devices. It was much like taking an acceptable if unexciting single-layer yellow cake, storing it in a bag containing the contents of your pantry, then going on a twenty-mile horse ride. Exciting and unique results, but a complete mess.

As soon as the turmoil of new, weird creations settled down to just being the day-to-day, the planet’s inhabitants received their first and only communication from its creator. 

All the intelligent beings were living lives with happy ignorance of those who did not have a care about what lay over the horizon. Then, as one, they heard what could only be interpreted as a voice. It was a voice that cracked mountains and felled forests. It was the voice of their creator god, releasing a lament so powerful it broke through the seal of the Cosmic Leftovers Box. In the tones that they were capable of hearing, it sounded like “Morsus.”

The first explorations began, the sole purpose being to find someone else to ask what the hell the Word was. It wasn’t until a common language was agreed upon, a number of religions were created and discarded, countless wars occurred and lead to the unification of the entire continent under one authority—which then broke up again so they could “work on themselves”—not until then did nearly everyone come to the consensus that “Morsus” meant “Everything in creation.” Thus, the planet was named, through a civilization-level exhaustion; everyone wanted to get on with other things by this point.

Had the inhabitants of Morsus been in the position to hear the entirety of the Word and understand the divine language, they would have known at the start that “Morsus” meant, “Dammit, I am so late.” It was a vulgar, informal form at that. Had they known this, they might have stuck to finding and cooking hedgehogs or snakes or fish around the communal fires.

At last, the god arrived at the location of the Ethereal Gathering, in the most exclusive of all dimensions. It was, metaphysically speaking, shown in by the host and social butterfly, the One Who Consumes Not Enough. It was given a drink and introduced to everyone. This was hardly necessary as the attendees were the legends of the multiverse: There was the Great Repeller, Squib’hula, The One Yet to be Absentee Mother, and even the Fabulous Gee-Oh-Dee, among a number of less famous, but still significant others.

Once the social niceties had been performed, the god opened its container and presented its ad hoc planet creation to an anxiously waiting and hungry crowd.

There was a collective silence. Everyone took in the unimaginative landmass, the too-long expanse of ocean, and the confusing miasma of creatures and civilizations present. Most waited for a punchline to be dropped and the god to present the real dish it brought. There was a nervous shuffling when it became clear that this was not some sort of attempt at clever humor. There was a tittering of laughter from the back of the crowd, turning to unconvincing polite coughs.

The god was mortified, but not so much as when the polite comments began. “That’s nice,” was a common one. “How quaint,” and, “Not something you see every day, that’s for sure,” were popular as well. The inhabitants of Morsus could not hear the conversation, which was for the best.

The One Who Consumes Not Enough took the Cosmic Leftovers Box that Morsus was in from the god and said, “Why don’t we set this over here and let it settle? It looks like it’s still pre-nuclear age, and the Fabulous Gee-Oh-Dee will not eat anything that’s not at least atomic.”

And Morsus was placed at the far end of the galaxy that served as the buffet table, near the incredibly complex yet resolutely ignored planet brought by the Lord of the Urination Dimensions. The god spent the remainder of the gathering in a state of acute yet secret mortification, determined to show itself at least socially capable.

The other planets, crafted with greater care and pre-planning, were consumed over time (even the Lord of the Urine Dimensions’ one), while Morsus sat, carefully forgotten, left to its own devices within the isolation of the Cosmic Leftovers Box in a realm swirling with divine hunger. It, too, would be consumed at some time, when the Gathering had reached the late point and no one felt like ordering take-out. 

So, there you have it—the stage at which we find our story: the beginning. As stated before, the beginning is the simplest and easiest part. Brace yourselves. This is when things start to get complex.
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Chapter the First

...In which the king gets his, whether he deserved it or not.
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The mob agreed that, all in all, it had been a disappointing beheading. It didn’t hold a candle to some of the others that they’d witnessed, but the more polite among them pointed out that it hit all the major points of the process, and that’s what was important in the end. Over the past year, the subjects of the Kingdom of Ugh peninsula had ample opportunity to become connoisseurs of regicide.

Taking the story back to the previous night, in the capital town of Bellend, there had been some contention as to the exact time this revolution should take place. Bellend, being at the very tip of the peninsula, was a shipping hub. It had all the features of a major metropolitan seaside town: overcrowded, tight quarters, not enough jobs to go around, and the constant, horrid smell of low tide, which the inhabitants have tricked themselves into finding pleasant. 

It was nearly the middle of summer, and the more rural among the mob, who lived on the supporting farms surrounding Bellend, wanted to get it done early so that they spent as little time as possible working the fields in the baking sun. Those that called Bellend home, who typically started their day somewhat later, if at all, had no appetite to be out of bed in time to see the sun rise.

Debate like this was a surprise to no one. Argument in Bellend was something of a second language. Battle lines had been drawn so many times that they were by now metaphorically permanent troughs in the metaphorical ground. The same people had argued, as they always do, coming to the same impasse that they always did. But it was a part of the whole process. It was like that one joke that dads always seem to have, the one they tend to tell on a schedule as regular as the sun. It had perhaps been funny once, and that was some time ago, but you would miss it come the day you didn’t hear it anymore.

The impasse ended as they tend to do, with no one at all quite happy with the outcome: The revolution would start just before the sun rose, so they could have as many people there for the heavy lifting, and it would peak just after sunrise, so those who had work to get on with could get on with it. The conclusion wasn’t the important part, it was the arguing. 

The king’s guard gave no resistance to the mob either entering or leaving. None of them wanted to lose any more teeth over what had long ago become inevitable. The shift change from day watch to night watch had been altered for just this event. Before the tale-tell rumbling footsteps of politically-minded subjects could even be heard, the night guards had all rushed to change into their street clothes and slip out, while the day guards had taken up their posts without stopping by the armory to pick up their halberds. The Rules and Regulations f’r Men-at-Arms, 3rd Edition only said that they had to be present at their posts; it didn’t mention anything about being armed.

When the mob entered the castle grounds, they did so in a duel strata of enthusiasm and employment. Those at the front were the loudest, most animated, and least likely to have a job. They were the more metropolitan of the bunch. Not only did their lives lack the same kind of hands-callusing, skin-tanning work of those in the country, they had the pent-up frustration of those on the lower end of the socioeconomic ladder. This gave them the energy and time to take each of these revolutions quite seriously. 

The front of the group toted what they thought was the most intimidating of the blunt or bladed instruments they could lay their hands on, shoving them into the air with gusto. Since this was where those who considered themselves the leaders marched, it gave the visual impression of a badly organized and instrument-less marching band: too many drum majors trying to direct with laundry sticks, wooden spoons, and bread knives. 

The keenness for royal blood decreased the farther back one stood in the mob, until one found the final, comfortably-employed ragged stragglers. These were the ones that came along due to a sense of social obligation, like going to a coworker’s birthday party. Since they constituted the middle class, who had bills to pay and a retirement to look forward to, they couldn’t even muster enough interest to bring a flaming torch—the prepackaged vegetable tray of the revolutionary mob. They didn’t shout or yell, but gave half-hearted utterances of “rhubarb” or “watermelon,” just to seem like they’re saying something and adding to the noise.

By the time the mob entered the great hall, each pompously dress guarded, their breast plate with a reflective gleam, was projecting the appearance of a person who just happened to be there: some had their hands in their pockets and rocked on their heels, some were examining their fingernails, some were staring at the ceiling and whistling tunelessly. When the mob passed by in a mess of vague frustrations, they would be met with non-confrontational and gap-filled smiles.  

The door to the regent’s bedroom was pulled down right at the moment dawn broke. One of the members, who was a stickler about these things, stood at a nearby window in the hallway to call out when the spears of light shot over the horizon. 

This wasn’t nearly as cathartically dramatic as it had once been. As a cost-saving measure, the castle masons no longer put much effort in replacing the wall beneath the hinges. Stone grit mixed with spit had been spackled into the holes left in the wall, and the original bent and broken hinges had been set into that. 

The lock had been left broken—it never helped much anyway. The door, too, stopped getting replaced after the seventh revolution of the year. This one had been made from thick slats of oak, but now it had been battered, burned, and hacked at so many times it warped considerably. And it took so much tugging to get open that a lock would have been superfluous anyway. At least it made a terrible, satisfying echoing bang when it hit the stone floor.

This sudden and rude entrance did not wake the king. Seeing as he had been in a constant state of drunkenness since the previous morning, there wasn’t much that would have woken him up. 

With this introduction, it may seem that this king was a layabout drunk. But the contrary was true. 

He was quite active and adhered to a strict routine. In fact, since this particular king had taken power, no one in the castle had to check the sun to know the time.

What follows was the schedule of this particular King of Ugh.

Breakfast was served after the king had stumbled down from his chambers, usually when the sun had gotten a good handle on the dawn. Breakfast consisted of one pound of roast ham and six pickled eggs, chased by two pints of ale. When the sun was hitting its stride with the morning, the king would commence a tremendous amount of belching as a result of his breakfast. Afterwards, the king’s friends—fellow aristocrats around his age who had all gone to the same private school together—would arrive on horseback. The king, with the aid of his servants, would be mounted on his own waiting horse. By the time the sun was at its highest point, the daily hunt would begin.

The king and his entourage didn’t much care what they hunted—be it rabbit, pheasant, turkey, boar, deer, or poor person. Nor did the hunted much mind; actual killing was rare, since they all carried flagons of brandy that were usually mostly drained before they left the castle grounds. There would be a lot of noise and laughter and activity, but by the time the first aristocrat fell off his horse, they would already be growing tired of the hunt. So, barring any accidents, the hunt was a minor daily inconvenience, like traffic. 

When the sun was in its post-lunch downward laze, the group would return. The king would treat his friends to a lunch of several fried chickens and four sacks’ worth of boiled potatoes. The brandy drinking would continue after feasting, and by the time the sun was reconsidering working the day shift, the king’s friends would be on their horses, swaying drunkenly, as their own servants led them away. As soon as his friends were gone, the king would be sick all down the front of his own robes. Servants would put the king into a fresh set, and, when the sun got a burst of energy from knowing that the day would be over soon, the melancholy began. To combat this and avoid whatever abuse the king thought of to make himself feel better, the servants would prop him up on his throne and call for the court jester. 

The court jester in the Kingdom of Ugh was the second most dangerous job in all the land, and candidates were typically sourced from the pool of incarcerated criminals. The jester, on the day before the king’s execution, had been caught hunting on the king’s land. Dragged into the throne room, the first joke was told and, before a second could even be conceived, the jester was dead. The castle servants would not dare relieve the king of any of his weapons, as terminal criticism cheered him up to no end. He would call for several more jesters before he got tired of the event.

The king would get hungry for dinner around the time the sun was dipping a toe into a cool horizon bath. He would be seated at the long table and served a whole suckling pig, three pounds of in-season roasted vegetables, and three bottles of wine, most of which would end up staining the front of his second set of robes. After that is when the singing would start.

The king’s compilation had little variation. He would wander around the castle, belting out his song. What he lacked in actual musical talent he more than made up for with sheer volume. The stone halls would echo with the slurred lyrics, many repeated when not satisfactorily pronounced to his liking.

The first song would be the one about a pub brawl involving a diminutive individual with a proclivity for headbutting body parts that would be found at their head height. From there the quality only decreased. The concert would continue with more ditties favored only by either the extremely drunk or teenagers. The ones the king liked the best were repeated several times. Although as it progressed, the energy, joviality, and accuracy dropped at an exponential rate. 

He would make it to the final song long after the sun had gone home for the night and the thick, long candles had been lit in their sconces. He closed with a sorrowful ballad about a red-haired woman whose opinion was evidently strongly set against monogamy, but not enough to disclose this to her lover at the onset of the relationship. By this point the servants would start looking for him. 

One would find him slumped in a corner or under a table somewhere, completely unconscious and snoring. Several would carry the king to his chambers and try to get him into his nightshirt. This would prove difficult since no one was willing to keep their eyes open and witness the nudity of a monarch, although a team effort with expert coordination would ensure that they were successful. The king would be placed in bed, the warped door would be forced closed in the doorframe, and everyone would call it a night.

Much of this routine was irksome, but the servants were thankful for one thing: the dependability. This king gave stability to the castle servants that had been lacking in his predecessors.

Unfortunately, this happy state of affairs for the servants came to an end the next morning. 

The mob clustered around the lavish bed, looking down at the king, wrapped warmly in thick furs. The same distribution of enthusiasm in which the mob entered the castle in, with the most at the front and decreasing towards the back, continued here. 

“Would you get a load of this?” one of the mob said. “Swaddled up like a baby, still sawing logs! And the sun is almost all the way up, too! Shameful.”

“That’s the trouble with the youth today,” another revolutionary said. “There’s no work ethic in any of ’em. He’s not even up and at his own defense!”

“Is he such a boy?” one from the back said.

“Of course he is,” the second revolutionary to comment said. “Look at that face! It looks as smooth as a shaved peach!”

A third remarked, “Remember that one from that Grimvein family? No sooner had we even pecked on the door did he have a crossbow in his hand, firing away!”

The mob murmured with appreciative agreement.

The first one that had spoken said, “Oh yeah, I remember that day. He had a bolt through ol’ George Cook’s head before we could even start shouting. It took eight of us to get him to the chopping block. Boy, did he struggle and swear and bite and spit the whole way.”

“He told me my mother was a lady of negotiable affection,” one revolutionary said wistfully. “Imagine royalty saying that to me, of all people.”

“The economy was going well when he was king,” another revolutionary said. “I only went hungry three days out of the week in those times.”

Many heads nodded at this, accompanied by comments along the lines of, “That’s so true,” and, “The beer was cheaper back then.”

“He was a fine king, he was,” the first revolutionary remarked.

The heads in the mob bobbed like a flock of pigeons. Murmurs to the effect of, “Quite a man,” and, “He knew how to do a day’s worth of kinging,” bubbled up.

Once the appreciation died down, one of the more sensible revolutionary mob members near the back of the crowd said, in a small voice, “A’ course, he was quick on the temper, that one.”

The statement hung awkwardly in the air until another took up the prompt, only with slightly more confidence.

“He burned down one of my stables, he did.”

It was answered with, “But he let you get your horses out, I remember that.”

Which was countered with, “Yeah, but not my employees!”

“Well...” 

“Do you know how long it takes to train a good groomsman? All because I was a little tardy on paying my taxes that year!”

There were a number of private awkward silences, tinged with the little fidgeting noises people make to release pent-up guilt.

“Oh, taxes,” one revolutionary said, reasonably, hands in his pockets and rocking on his heels. “Well, if it’s taxes then it’s a different story. Not paying taxes is tradition. Practically patriotism.”

Nods of agreement bookended this part of the conversation, to the accompaniment of, “Always too high, in my opinion,” and, “Not like they’re ever fair.”

By this point the tide was successfully turned against this previous ruler, and more members supplied evidence against him. Statements along the lines of, “Him and his bailiffs were something awful,” and, “Never waved back at me when he was in a procession, not once.”

Frothing with righteous indignation and fury, one revolutionary said, “Compared to him, this one’s a saint!”

“Then he’d be the saint of lying about!” one in the front bellowed. The mob roared and threateningly waved whatever instrument of political change they had brought with them. The king continued to sleep, unawares.

“You can’t even go from point A to B in safety anymore!” one shouted. He was met with enthusiastic agreement. “I got waylaid the other week! Bandits are everywhere, I tell you!”

One voice in the very back slyly pointed out, “You mean bandits that aren’t you?”

The crowd roared with laughter, except for the accused bandit, whose face reddened.

An indignant revolutionary with spittle flying from his mouth said, “You know what I found in my garden last month? A goblin! A filthy damn goblin!”

Another round of outrage sprung up, but this one was more dangerous, more prone to action. It had an edge to it. This particular outrage was not only stemming from a fear of otherness, it was also rooted and had blossomed. It’s a tree that grows in the night as people wearing grain sacks over their faces with eye holes cut out stand ready to destroy something, or someone, with all the false righteousness that anonymity provides.

The mob looked back down at the sleeping king, expressions hard and resolute.

“Well, there’s nothing for it,” the first mob member to speak up said. “He has to go. We can’t be having things like that.”

There was a consensus of grim agreement.

“Well, let’s get him up, then.”

The closest mob members grabbed the king and hoisted the unconscious man above their heads. It was then that the still sleeping king’s head lolled to the side and vomited yesterday’s schedule all over five of them.

***
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SCRUBBED MOSTLY FREE of regal puke, the mob and its victim exited the castle grounds to a waiting crowd. People love a show—this is a fact that has created a lucrative entertainment industry—but not so much a show that they’ve seen dozens of times before. The people that waited for the execution were few, yet quite varied. 

There were a few of the more dedicated town criers who wanted to know tomorrow’s news today, grumbling amongst themselves about who was supposed to bring the brewed acorn beverage but didn’t. Not far from them was the Captain of the King’s Guard, the Provisional Commander of the Militia, the local sheriff, and the lead bailiff, all of them wearing the bored expression of people who had an accurate report of yet another murder of a supervisor to write. 

Standing far apart from both of those gatherings was a group of diehard regicide fanatics, waiting to get souvenirs and stories to lord over their fellows in other towns who couldn’t be there. They were a special breed of people, ones who lived in their parents’ basement. Even in a society where bathing was a weekly event, they were considered to have poor personal hygiene. 

Scattered around were several berobed and hooded representatives from various secret societies. Each would bring back information to their next meeting that this execution was all a result of their vague, world-changing ambitions. Not only that, but it was a severe blow against every other one of those insidious secret societies working against them, after which they could justify the expense of the celebratory doughnuts everyone loved so much. 

Lastly, a large number of the elderly, nearest the execution platform, were waiting for the local restaurants to open for the early bird specials. For those that couldn’t wait, there was an industrious food cart owner loudly attempting to introduce roasted nuts and fried things claiming to be sausages into everyone’s lives.

While there may not have been that many people in attendance, the execution was still well attended.

A large parliament of magpies were perched on the edge of the rooftops surrounding the entrance to the castle grounds, their heads turning this way and that in a decidedly avian way. They were not the typical black and white birds. While the average magpie is smart, these were a degree smarter. So much so they formed a business.

They called their business endeavor “Chirp.” These magpies would hire themselves out to collect and disseminate information to anyone who could pay the quite reasonable price. Owing to their species, a “reasonable price” was considered shiny objects, nest building material, and food.

Brilliant though they may be for their species, they were still birds. This means they were not able to grasp the intricacies of truths and lies. And so, combined with the low price of their services, Chirp was mainly used for gossip and rumor. Owing to most sentient creatures’ inability to grasp the intricacies of truth and lies, the magpies did a constant, brisk trade. 

Two other animal spectators were present at the proceedings and went by unnoticed. Not even the food cart owner tried to sell them a suspicious sausage. One was a dingy, elderly screech owl, perched on the castle wall. The other was a tiny, slender green garden snake coiled on top of a small nearby rock. Despite their species’ usual indifference to the affairs beyond eating and not being eaten, they were quite interested indeed.

***
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THE KING HAD REGAINED some consciousness in the brisk morning air, but he still had to be helped up the steps of the simple wooden platform that served as the place of execution. It had originally been erected as a temporary measure before anyone imagined this would be a semi-regular thing. As time went on, though, it had become a more permanent fixture. A local construction firm won a contract to hastily add reinforcements to all the joints. Various kinds of vulgar, lewd, and boasting pictographic graffiti, acting as both social catharsis and artistic resume, had been carved on the pylons. In the years to come, many of the kingdom’s artists would recollect fondly that they had gotten their start by carving up the execution platform.

The king’s head was placed on a chopping block, which had started life as a wood-splitting block. It now bore the marks of its career change, being almost black at the top from the copious amounts of blood that had soaked into the countless chop marks and dried. Blood dripping down the side had stained the grain in dark brown streaks, giving it a stylishly macabre look. It would have looked like it meant business, and evil business at that, were it not for the maker’s brand and slogan that had been burned into the side. It read: Woodson, Woodsonson, and Son’s Heat-Hardened Chopping Blocks. Sturdy, Dependable, and Safe. Nay Breaking, Glancing, ’r Loss of Limb ’r Thy Wage Backeth.  

A carpenter had spent the better part of one morning gouging out an orange slice-shaped section for the victim to place their chin. It was meant to keep the person’s head from moving too much, as no one can blame a little nervous jitteriness from someone who knows they will shortly be the star of any number of decapitation-related puns. 

However, this precaution failed to take into account the active and semi-liquid nature of the inebriated when designing tools for inhumation. The king’s head lolled from side to side in the cut-out chin divot, accompanied by an aimless mumbling directed at no one in particular. Occasionally he would giggle.

The executioner mounted the steps with all the solemness that could be instilled in someone after five minutes of patient explanation. His face was, by tradition, covered by a black hood in order to prevent retaliation from the victim’s family. But everyone knew it was Billy Butcher under there, as he was given the hood to put on at the bottom of the steps, in full view of those assembled. The town criers and the group of execution enthusiasts made note of this in small loose-leaf notebooks, their slender charcoal pencils briefly scratching across the page.

Billy didn’t set out that morning with the intention of being an executioner. Unlike many other kingdoms, the Kingdom of Ugh didn’t have a dedicated executioner profession. Each of the revolutionaries took turns each time, like a chore wheel. Despite his surname, it was Billy’s father who was the actual butcher. He himself had aspirations of being a scrivener. Although he was so large that one could easily assume he brawled enraged bulls in his free time, he was squeamish where it came to blood, and he had been dreading this day. He never joined the revolutionary mob to actually kill people; he just liked the pageantry and felt like he was a part of something. Besides, it gave him something to do on the weekends and people to drink with in the pub.

“Um,” Billy said, a little muffled from the hood, “so should I stand here or...?” He cast his gaze around for help he didn’t need. From the mob, a finger was pointed, and a head was nodded.

Billy planted his feet next to the chopping block. Below him, the king gibbered and giggled and moved his head with a worrying frequency. It seemed a much farther distance down to him than it actually was.

He hefted the wood axe he had brought from home for the occasion. It had been passed down in Billy’s family for generations. Its head was made from a heavy iron that had patches of rust on it. The gently curved head was less smooth edge and more unevenly notched saw. Most of the oak handle had been worn shiny smooth from the dozens of calloused hands that had used it to cut firewood. 

Billy’s knuckles were the color of a dead fish’s underbelly as he grasped the wood axe. Sweat had condensed beneath his palms. When he placed the blade on the back of the king’s neck to aim, it wavered to such a degree that it seemed as if he was trying to give the worst kind of haircut in the least efficient way possible.

He looked out into the increasingly impatient crowd and picked at the hood to unstick it from his sweaty face. He cleared his suddenly parched throat and, unusual for the proceedings, addressed the crowd.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked. It was the kind of asking that practically pleaded that the answer be, “No.”

“Get on with it!” an old woman yelled back. “I want to get at Rural Cookin’ Buffet before they run out of scrambled eggs and pigs’ feet!” This caused a fair amount of laughter. Billy’s cheeks reddened, but no one could see.

A few other impatient spectators chimed in too, saying things such as, “Let’s get this going,” and, “I don’t have all day.” 

Billy thought his stalling was over until one of the execution enthusiasts piped up and said, “You got to make the official announcement!”

This was met with nearly the entirety of the crowd groaning.

“Yes!” Billy said, almost jumping up and down with joy. In his stomach-churning nervousness he had forgotten about the official announcement. “Yes yes yes yes! You’re right!” 

“Come on!” one spectator whined. “It’s been long enough already!”

“It’s the law!” the enthusiast retorted. “You got to call out his name first and tell him he’s getting executed!”

“But he knows who he is!” the spectator pointed out. “And why we’re here! I think it’s pretty obvious!”

“I don’t know,” another spectator said, squinting to get a better look at the king, who was making bubbling noises and drooling. “I doubt he knows what anything is right now.”

There were a few sage nods from several men and women who have been in the same state of drunkenness.

“All right then,” one of the spectators said. “Get on with it so we can get what we came for.”

Billy let out a long, grateful sigh at being granted this moment reprieve. He would have to do the deed eventually, but that was future Billy’s problem. Besides, he was on firmer ground with this: He knew all the words; everyone did. No one knew who came up with the official announcement of execution. They just knew that it sounded very official and made the whole thing seem less like a bunch of people killing someone in front of a bunch of more people, and more like part of the whole political process—like an extreme version of a suggestion box at a mayor’s office. 

Billy was focusing more on the part where there was no blood. He lowered the axe and cleared his throat again.

“I do hereby proclaim,” Billy announced in a loud, clear voice, drawing out all the words, “that on this twenty-third day, of the fourth month, of the year three-hundred and forty WCJGOWYL, that the people of the Kingdom of Ugh have unanimously decided that King... King... um,” Billy faltered. And in a less ceremonious tone asked one of the mob, “What is his name, anyway?”

There was a collective pause. Then someone from the crowd of onlookers, clearly the heckler, scoffed.

“Imagine not knowing your own king’s name!” He gave a clearly fake laugh with a dollop of scorn. Several people around him joined in to save themselves the embarrassment of being next to the group bully.

But, when the sound of their low-effort ridicule died away, there wasn’t anything to replace it. Most noticeably in that missing noise was an answer to Billy’s question.

Everyone stood in a flood of awkwardness, shuffling from foot to foot or fidgeting with something in the flow of the waters, as the depth increased with each second, until it was over all their heads. Then a brave individual said, although in a quiet voice, “What is his name, anyway?”

Not one of them—not the mob, the town criers, nor the enthusiasts, nor the early breakfasting elderly—could supply an answer. He was just the king; one in quite a long and rapid succession this year of bodies to sit on the throne, of heads to wear the crown. This was the first time that many of those assembled had ever seen him up close.

“What number is he? Like in the line of succession, which one is he?” someone asked, looking for mental signposts in their memory, in hopes that it would lead them to an answer. One of the enthusiasts flipped through her notebook and gave him an answer.

“One hundred and sixty-seven,” she said.

“The one hundred and sixty-seventh this year?”

“No, you idiot, since the beginning of the kingdom.”

“Huh.”

“This year we’ve had... thirty-two. If you count Spetnai the Brief’s reign of three hours, and most do.”

“Goodness.”

The signpost was seen, but unfortunately it wasn’t in any language they could read. They were all still lost.

“Then how about we go with that?” A cleaver spectator suggested.

“What? One hundred and sixty-seven?”

“Yeah.”

This was given consideration.

“I mean, if it’s the best we can do.”

The murmur that ran around the crowd was a collectively aural equivalent of a shrug.

Billy wiped his mouth through the hood, took a deep breath, let it out, and continued.

“The, uh, people of the Kingdom of Ugh have unanimously decided that... that the one-hundred and sixty-seventh king is to be executed for dereliction of duty.”

There was a smattering of half-enthusiastic applause.

Now, devoid of all further distraction, Billy had no choice. He aimed the axe again, placing the trembling blade on the back of the king’s neck. His fingers drummed on the handle like a pair of desperate insects at a tap dancing audition.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, Billy raised the axe up high. He tried to blink the sweat out of his eyes; looking down it appeared as if he had several necks to choose from.

“Okay,” he stuttered. “Let’s do this.”

The axe fell in a blur and struck. Unfortunately, it was too high and struck the more meaty part of the king’s neck just below his skull. Blood sprayed like juice from a burst tomato, coating Billy and the nearby elderly spectators. Billy let the axe fall from his hands, and, fingers hooked near his blood-soaked black hood, too appalled to actually touch it, he shrieked, over and over, until he couldn’t anymore. From that point on he coughed and retched himself into silence.

Blood continued to violently spray from the wound in the king’s neck, soaking the platform. Billy tried to step away but slipped and fell on his butt in a splash. He scrambled to get up, trying to wipe his red-coated hands on his tunic, and fell again, this time face down. The crowd watched the macabre vaudeville act, tittering at the appropriate moments, none moving to help the increasingly distraught and blood-caked Billy. But, when he fell a third time, the crowd soured to the pittance of humor provided.

“Get on with it!” one spectator cried out. “We’ve been here all morning already!”

Sobbing and filthy, Billy peeled the axe off the bloody platform and struggled to raise it.

“Let’s go already!”

Pressure building, unconsciousness oncoming, Billy hoisted the axe high and, by some miracle, brought it down and severed the king’s head from his body. It bounced on the platform and off onto the ground. There wasn’t that much blood this time, as the man’s reserve had already been mostly spilled on the platform.

Out of screams, Billy merely vomited in his hood. It dribbled out of the bottom onto his tunic, mixing with the gore already there. Billy wobbled, wavered, and fell backwards. He was out before he even splashed on the platform for a final time.

The crowd examined the aftermath of the execution with the shrewd eyes of connoisseurs. The reporters and enthusiasts were writing in their notebooks, pausing from time to time and chewing on the ends of their charcoal pencils, trying to find the right word for the particular sentence they were on.

It was quiet except the patter of blood draining off the platform. 

Then someone piped up and said, “Do you think we should get a basket? You know, for the head to fall into? Don’t you think that would make things more tidy?”

Unseen by any of them, the garden snake uncoiled from its rock resting place and meandered away through the grass at high speed.

The owl lingered for a moment longer. Its head spun almost all the way around in one direction, and then the other—the ornithological equivalent of a disappointed headshake. Through a series of modulated screeches and beak clickings, it made a noise that could generously be considered speech. 

He said, “Well that was a fiasco,” before taking off in a confusion of wings. Once it was out of sight of anyone who could see, the owl suddenly vanished to the sound of a bubble gum bubble popping.
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Chapter the Second

...In which the owl and the snake introduce us to some other characters

who are important to the story.
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A great distance away from the town of Bellend, the castle, and the boringly gruesome scene outside it, the owl appeared again with the noise of a bubble gum bubble popping in reverse. He soared over a grassy plain now. The dew from the morning had come and gone, removing any shine or glints the thick grass might have had, but still allowed it to grow with a rich vibrancy. That, and the fact that there are no paths of feet stomping it down. Clearly no person nor beast of burden had ever been there long enough to make any significant impact.

All of this goes by the owl in a sea of blurry green as he flies over. Then, suddenly, a forest bursts into his field of view. There was a dense, untamed wildness about this particular forest. It has no name from any of the many groups of people that inhabit the Kingdom of Ugh—this is the kind of old, primordial woodland that eats the kind of people who would try and tame it with a name. The many overlapping branches and leaves created a bubble of feral night within midday. It was, in short, completely hostile toward civilization.

Which made the curl of chimney smoke snaking up from near the center of the forest an unusual sight indeed.

The owl banked and dove for the source of the smoke. He spiraled around and around the tight, white curls until he sank beneath the treetops. Although he was descending into a minute clearing, his graceful flight ended here as he clipped a tree branch. He was thrown into a graceless tumble, hitting dozens of other, just as equally unforgiving tree branches.

The owl finally landed with a splash in a shallow mud puddle. Coughing, spitting, and cursing, the owl managed to find his feet.

“Graceful as ever, Milow,” he said in a low voice to himself. “Graceful as ever.”

A head spin showed that he had landed just outside of his destination, the source of the chimney smoke.

It was a hovel, made of clay mud. The overall shape and color gave the impression that it was a hollowed-out dollop of excrement left by a very large creature. This wasn’t the case, but that wouldn’t prevent any snap judgements from potential observers. The curvy, narrowing part at the top had been made into a chimney, the source of the smoke. 

Milow couldn’t take flight due to the weight of his mud-covered body. In the nature of owls, who were not built for rapid land movement, he hopped from foot to foot over to the crude door of the hovel, his wings outstretched for balance. 

He privately blessed the solitude of the forest, preventing anyone from seeing the indignity of his hobble.

Despite the door being made of tied sticks, Milow was able to peck out a simple tattoo with his beak. The sticks trembled for a moment before the door opened of its own accord. Milow hobbled inside and it closed behind him.

New visitors, if there ever were any to the hovel, would be astounded that the interior size didn’t match what the exterior suggested. Inside, the ceiling rose up and out of sight, obscured by thin clouds that had formed.

Not only did the hovel defy physics, nearly everything inside was an anachronism. Instead of clay mud walls and a dirt floor, the decor was what could be best described as a plywood junk shed, one that wouldn’t look out of place in the backyard of the neighborhood eccentric.

A two-by-four, banister-lined walkway continued up for innumerable stories beyond the clouds. It had a rickety, amateur carpentry look about it. Along the walls following the walkway were doors of every conceivable style and size. Light was achieved by wrought iron, candle-filled sconces mounted on the walls at occasional intervals.

With no concern for esthetics or accessibility, dozens of shelves had been inexpertly hung on the ground floor walls. Each was bent dangerously under the weight of the most curious objects, with no discernable organization. There was an avalanche of snow globes, walls of themed shot glasses, t-shirts with graphics of every color of the rainbow plus some extra ones, and roughly handmade cuckoo clocks. 

The collection wasn’t limited to gift shop tchotchkes, either. Also occupying the collection were just about any small objects that could be fit in a hand or a pocket—everything from hand-carved ivory whales to pocket watches; bendy drinking straws to rocks of interesting shapes; lady fingers to ladies’ fingers.

The owner of the hovel was more than just a traveler—they were that thing which is at the same time reviled and necessary to sustain many small local economies: They were a tourist. And if the collection displayed on the shelves was the only thing one knew about this person, they would certainly be the most well-traveled tourist in history. 

Once one looked beyond the awe and confounding eclecticism, considering the hovel owner themselves, they would discover that it’s not such an improbable achievement. Things like time, space, and dimensions amounted to not much more than different sets of clothes to a wizard worth their salt. 

Dominating the center of the cheap pine board floor was a stamped iron coal stove, its chimney running up and out of sight. A well-worn wingback chair sat nearby, a matching ottoman situated in front of it. A small table next to it held a crystal decanter filled with a dark liquid, an empty tumbler, a ceramic jar, and a plethora of pipe-smoking paraphernalia.

That wizard was currently demonstrating how the wingback chair became so worn. He sat slumped and snoring, asleep in that way only middle-aged men could achieve. His feet, with their yellowed, untrimmed toenails, were propped up on the ottoman. He was as bald as a crystal ball but tried to hide it with a skull cap of beaten silver. It was the kind that was meant to give the appearance of having a sinister widow’s peak, popular with a certain type of magical crowd several decades ago. There was nothing sinister about it at the moment, though. As he sank farther down in the chair, the farther down the skull cap slid on his face. Exacerbating this was the fuzzy purple bathrobe he wore, with its many patches and burn marks, tied with a matching belt around his bulbous stomach. 

He snored robustly as he slept. A book lay open where it fell on his chest.

Milow the owl shook his head and sneezed; the scent of burning coal, cheap tobacco smoke, even cheaper warm wood, and poor hygiene was just below the point of overpowering. He lifted one clawed foot and examined it. It was already blackened with soot and dust. He snorted.

“You think one of these dimensions would have a maid in it somewhere,” he muttered. “Or he could get off his saggy rump and do some cleaning himself. Wrap some bristles around that stick of his.”

Said stick rested against the side of the wingback chair. From its length it was more of a staff, roughly carved from a light-colored wood. At the top, what could only be called a donkey head by the most generous of observations had been carved into it. If such a grotesque thing had been made by a woodcarver, then it was one who had seen a donkey in indescribable pain, warped, trapped between dimensions, and made it into art in an attempt to exorcise it from their nightmares. 

A paper tag had been tied just below the head. The chicken-scratch writing on it read: If’t be true hath found prithee returneth to Wizard Rongwei, Trans-Dimensional Hovel, Undomesticated Forest, the Kingdom of Ugh.

Milow hobbled toward Rongwei and gave the wizard a sharp poke on his exposed shin with his beak.

“Oi!” Milow squawked. “Wake up!”

Rongwei did not stir. Milow gave him a sharper poke.

“Oh, grand political architect, I have some bad news for you,” Milow trilled in schadenfreude glee. Again, this didn’t achieve the desired response.

Milow rocked backward like a drinking bird toy (like one of many that occupied the shelves around him) and slammed the sharp point of his beak down on the wizard’s shin. The wizard jerked awake and howled with pain. Reflexively he struck out with his leg, sending Milow screaming through the air to smack against the wall near the entrance. He hit with a squawk! of expelled air, chunks of dried mud flying off him. He slid down and landed in a pile of screech owl feathers. During his frantic, squawking attempt to right himself, a pile of used hair scrunchies cascaded off the shelf above where he landed and buried him.

Meanwhile, Rongwei was grimacing and rubbing his shin where Milow had assaulted him. He looked at his palm. It came away with blood.

“Dammit, bird,” he said, gruff and sleepy. “If you’ve left a scar, I’ll turn you into a new leg.”

Even from beneath a pile of scrunchies the derision from Milow was clear.

“Oh, big man with big threats,” he said. He finally managed to extricate his head. “If you can manage that, I’ll make sure to be an extra sexy leg for you, all smooth and lithe muscle.”

“Age catches up with everyone, my bird,” Rongwei said. He heaved himself out of the chair with a groan. Milow snorted. 

“Age. Yeah,” Milow said. “That’s what it is. Sure.”

Rongwei arthritically made his way over to where Milow was still tangled and pulled him free from the scrunchies by the legs. He placed the flapping, perturbed owl on the shelf that had held scrunchies until a second ago. Rongwei returned to his chair and flopped back down in it.

“So, how’s the reconnaissance going?” Rongwei asked. He filled a tumbler on the side table with whatever was in the decanter.

“He’s dead,” Milow said. Rongwei made a face, and it wasn’t because of his drink.

“What?” he said. “Another one?”

“Lopped his head right off this morning,” Milow made a sharp click with his beak. “Like that. Well, not just like that. They bungled it, but got there in the end.”

Rongwei sighed, set the tumbler down on the side table, and put his head in his hands.

“I really thought this one would work out,” he said, staring down into the dark liquid remaining in the tumbler.

“He was a pretty boy,” Milow said. “Dumb as the post he was beheaded on.”

“Yes, that made him suggestible,” Rongwei said.

The owl rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, very clever,” he said. “Well, you suggested him, right out of a life.”

Rongwei rubbed the grey stubble on his face contemplatively. “Things have a habit of getting away from you,” he said. He concentrated on the tumbler. He stared, and the universe around the glass seemed to vibrate. Rongwei clenched his teeth and strained. Before long, his face turned purple. A vein stood out clearly on his forehead. He developed a sweat.

In another situation, such symptoms would indicate that Rongwei was fatally constipated. But that wasn’t what was going on. Something far more magical was happening, but required a remarkably similar effort as moving a reluctant bowel. 

The liquid in the tumbler shivered, like a busboy had bumped the table and teased the surface. It roiled, then boiled, then another word ending in oiled, then back to boiling before...

... it calmed back down again. Rongwei let out the breath he had been holding and hung his head.

“Maybe you should just try pouring more,” Milow suggested, in a not at all kind way. “Think maybe you’ve lost your touch?”

Rongwei scowled at him and jumped to his feet. He grabbed his staff and brought it down heavily on the tumbler. It exploded outwards in crystal dust and steam, then imploded into non-existence.

“Destruction is easy,” Milow smugged, delicately preening a wing. “It was probably just an accident anyway.”

Rongwei set his staff back against the chair and sat down with an ill-mannered petulance that would have been the envy of any spoiled six-year-old. He glared at the floor as if the situation was its fault.

“She’s going to know any minute, isn’t she?” he said.

“Her little green snake was there,” Milow said. “She’ll know before the day’s out, guarantee it.”

Rongwei pinched the bridge of his nose and growled. Then he banished the bad mood to deal with later. He stood up, all energy and positive outlook. 

“Then there isn’t much time,” he said. “Reset the pieces for whomever she comes up with.” And he was off like a much younger man. 

He yanked on a pair of yellow rubber rainboots, smeared with mud on much of their surface, that had been set by the door. A few moments of rummaging on a nearby shelf and Rongwei pulled from the tourist-y detritus a solid white false beard. He hooked it behind his ears and adjusted it until it felt comfortable on his face—or as comfortable as scratchy fake hair could feel. 

He tightened the belt on his purple fuzzy bathrobe and took up his staff once again and spun to face Milow.

“How do I look?” he said, his voice only a little muffled from the beard.

“Like a mage someone found at the bottom of a bargain bin,” Milow said.

“No, I look eccentric,” Rongwei insisted, continuing his preparation for the task at hand. He selected a well-used clay pipe from the rack on the table next to the chair and slipped it into the knot of his robe belt. “One, people expect wizards to be a few planks short of a barrel. And two, eccentricity keeps people off-balance; you never know where people like that are coming from.” With the clay pipe he took two tobacco pouches: one brown leather and one dark green leather.

“So people, at the same time, expect it, and have no idea what to expect.” Milow said. It was a statement, not a question. “Now isn’t that strange.”

“Exactly the point,” Rongwei said. He smiled wide, but it was hidden by the beard, and tapped the side of his head with a finger. “Psychology, you see.”

“No, what’s strange is that I’ve seen you put on this get-up for nearly a year now and I haven’t asked you why, and I still didn’t ask, but you felt the need to explain it to me anyway,” Milow said. “It’s like after all this time you’re trying to justify it or something.”

Rongwei’s face turned red.

“Oh, go do owl things,” he blustered. “And keep an ear open, I might need you.” 

Milow spread his wings and mockingly bowed.

“Yes, oh great practitioner of the mystical arts,” he said. 

Rongwei scowled at Milow, realized it was hidden behind his false beard, and threw the door open. It bounced off the wall of the hovel and came back to smack him in the face. He snarled and threw it shut behind him, rubbing his stinging nose. 

Milow listened to him stomping through the mud, then to the unique kind of strange silence made by the sudden absence of a human being that had been there a second ago. Alone, he tried again to clean some of the soot off his feet with his beak. He made little headway—the grime had already made itself at home.

“You think you’d get better at cleaning with all the practice you’ve had,” he said, then fluttered away to find a perch whose dimensions hadn’t been played around with.

***
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AT THE SAME TIME RONGWEI was pulling on his rainboots to make himself intentionally look ridiculous, all the way across the kingdom, the slender green snake that witnessed the king’s execution was using a preternatural speed to make her way through a swamp. Swamps were an unavoidable fact of a particular climate and geological location, but that doesn’t mean people had to like it. Said people from the Kingdom of Ugh thought of it as a particularly hostile place, and, as a boon to those who like the underdogs in stories, they were absolutely correct. 

It was a gloomy place, with thick, lopping trees and stringy foliage that was usually either inedible or poisonous. Such an environment was home to large scaly things with sharp teeth that lurked in the water, and small scuttling things that lived in the mud. And such water it was. Not only was it everywhere, and everything had adapted to grow in it, but it was also undrinkable by humans who wished to cling on to their own private mortal coil. They decided that they were better off putting down roots in profitable farmland or banding together and making a town so they could complain about the neighbor’s ruckus, rather than the quicksand.

Yet there were those who were, for one reason or another, outsiders. These were the people that didn’t quite fit in on a farm or couldn’t handle the hustle and bustle of town life. They found the swamp to be... not inviting, but somewhere they could survive. It got easier once they found that they could dredge the bed of the swamp for those small scuttling things to eat, usually after putting them in a cooking pot and stewing them with the few other things that managed to not kill the first person to try them. And with that, the people whom society rejected formed a society of their own, living between the trees and on sand banks.

The green snake meandered at streaking top speed across the surface of the water, like a caffeine-addled blade of grass that had gotten tired of the whole growth/scythe cycle and decided to squiggle its way across the world. If one were to get really close to her, they would be able to hear a tiny, high-pitched panting, but there was nothing in the swamp that was going to get that close. 

This small morsel of a snake held no fear of being attacked by one of the many predators that swam, ran, or swooped. Not only was it moving far too quickly to be caught by any normal means, but everyone in the swamp knew who she worked for. Following that knowledge was the obsidian-hard fact that it was never a good idea to provoke the ire of a witch—not if you wanted to wake up in the same shape that you went to bed as.

Unfortunately for the snake, it also meant that few living creatures got close enough to her to know that she had a name, which was Gilly. Being a witch’s familiar could be a lonely life.

Gilly sped along, deep into the swamp, before she turned at a particular tree and just managed a squeak of surprise before she skidded into a boat that had been parked on a sand bank. It was a swamp raft: several logs lashed together with rope, with a long stick used to push it along. This meant that there was jagged tree bark on the side for Gilly to hit, rather than a smooth surface. Being a snake, the rest of her body didn’t get the message that her head had stopped in time to prevent its own catastrophe. She bunched up like a tiny green spring, blurting out an, “Ow!” with each new coil. 

When she had been reduced to a tiny ball, the universe held its breath, as it always did when something built up a potentially disastrous kinetic potential. She sprung, flying back and hitting the water with a minute bloop. The universe let out its breath. 

Gilly shot beneath the surface backwards, her surroundings getting darker and darker as the water mixed with more of the overabundance of muck on the swamp floor bed. Once she was able to figure out what was up and what was down, Gilly wiggled her little tail at high speed, halted her descent, and rose through the water, gaining speed.

She breached the surface and flew through the air, over the parked boat, and landed on the sandbank with a tiny “Oof!”

Gilly took a moment to collect her breath. With a glare at the boat and a silent curse aimed toward its owner, she made her meandering way through the sparse, tall, slender grass that grew there, dodging rocks with the ease a human moving through a well-known warehouse would have, until she came to a small cabin. 

This was no idyllic getaway cabin, rented to holidayers for the weekend. This was a living cabin—in more ways than one. Mud that had been used for mortar, packed between the stacked logs, still had all manner of vegetation living in it. Not much light made it through the stringy treetops above, so most of that vegetation was moss and fungi. There were gardens on either side that grew even more things, far stranger things, that hated the light and liked moisture. Dried grass had been fashioned into a thatched roof and as a makeshift curtain to cover the entrance. A mud brick chimney was emitting a continuous, thick plume of smoke. 

There was a small oil lamp mounted in a sconce on the wall next to the door. Wanting a little light in the gloom of the swamp wasn’t an atypical thing, but one that had a light that burned as red as a drunkard’s nose was. There was a small, handmade sign beneath it that read: 
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Client In At Which Hour Flame is R’d. - Swamp Witch Ednar.
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Curious for more than one reason, considering few in the swamp knew how to read. But it was a sign, and it looked ominous, especially under the glow, so people generally got the message anyway.

“Damn!” Gilly squeaked when she saw the red flame. 

She made a few laps in a circle of indecisive anxiety before deciding that the news she had was more important than the sign and the red light, and slithered in beneath the curtain door.

Human dwellings often meant light and warmth, as people are generally partial to both. This cabin in the swamp did not follow that stereotype. Going inside this one meant shadows and a stifling stuffiness.

The stuffiness was achieved by the fire in the crude fireplace on the far side of the door. In the muggy swamp there was no need for the heat, but it was needed for cooking. An iron pot was suspended above this one, bubbling ferociously with a stew.  

And yet, even the mélange of contents of the typical swamp stew couldn’t explain the smell that had mixed with the oppressive heat. Gilly flicked her tongue a few times, tasting the smell. She recognized it as incense that the Witch Ednar kept in a box marked: Mystical tush tush f’r gullible idiots.

The shadows were also not the typical shadows found in the everyday home. Typically, shadows were geometric, having been birthed from furniture and other manmade objects. These shadows were a wild pack of sharp points and mysterious globs, conglomerating on the walls and ceiling. They appeared to be writhing and jostling with one another for position. Curious, considering that the bundles of herbs hanging from the ceiling and the jars, bottles, and apothecary tools and supplies were completely stationary. Sure, the fire was healthy and flickered, but not that much, and wasn’t projecting the kind of light to throw shadows on all the surfaces these ones occupied.

If one didn’t know about how shadows worked, it might appear that they were surrounding the two people that occupied the dining room-sized table that dominated the middle of the cabin. If one did know how shadows worked, how all shadows really worked, then they would definitely know that the shadows were surrounding the two at the table. 

This isn’t as ominous as it might sound. Some witches—the longer established ones, or infamous ones—may be able to get along with just being themselves, but Not working witches. Working witches have to be concerned with image.
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