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    To my Magpie,

Who believes in me more than I deserve.
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Dramatis Personae
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Julia Beget (beh-jhay): Sweet, dedicated, and hopeful owner/operator of Cafe Beget and inventor of the doughnut.

The King/the clerk: Rightful, hereditary monarch—for the time being—of the Kingdom of Aliger (ah-lee-jheer).

Hemsroid (hims-roy-eed) Ordway: Duke of the Kingdom of Aliger and partially responsible for the persistent negative connotation to the phrase "rat-like".

Captain Rachele Laurent: Long-suffering, loyal, and stern commander of the Royal Guard. 

Ellie Duckthwart: Eldest Duckthwart sister and joint owner/operator of the successful Duckworth Bakery.

Eelie (eee-lee) Duckthwart: Middle Duckthwart sister and joint owner/operator of the successful Duckworth Bakery.

Earlie (early) Duckthwart: Youngest Duckworth sister and oftentimes physically present at the successful Duckthwart Bakery.

Edna Gorth: Prime Wizard of the Kingdom of Aliger, headmistress of the College of Aliger for the Unnatural Arts, and burnt-out magic support specialist.

Regard de Botch: Arch Lobster of the Church of Crustaceanism, chief adviser regarding religious matters, and severe addict of earthly pleasures.

Alomenia Martin (mar-tahn): A young, timid, wise Palace maidservant.

The Wishing Well: A magical wishing well who insists it's retired, despite all evidence otherwise.

Various other subjects, servants, customers, vagabonds, thieves, thugs, assassins, spies, guards, soldiers, sailors, and nobles.
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Prologue 
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Long, long ago, in a vast land known as Idyllwild, it was the time of heroes and villains, gods and monsters, vastness and adventure. It was a time in which legends were made, riches were taken and hoarded by larger than life figures, many of which were extraordinary creatures, and life was brutal, with no guarantee of survival for any length of time. It was really better if someone wasn't born at all unless they had the capability to be someone exciting.

It was the Days of Heroes.

Less long ago but still quite long ago by most measures, reasonable people came to a consensus: nearly everyone would be much happier if things were much quieter and reliable.

People lost their taste for tremendous feats, paying the price of heroes' shenanigans.

Heroes, as hardy as they are in the physical sense, were not able to change with the times. No longer able to sustain their lifestyle with adventuring, they found work where they could as lowly guards or mercenaries, or eeking out money in towns on the fringes, just enough to keep them in pubs where they would regale anyone who would or would not listen with stories of "the glory days".

This isn't to say villains fared any better.

Shorn of an opponent, and facing laws backed by enforcement and judicial systems which were becoming stronger by the year, dreariness crept into their lives. Lacking a dramatic, climactic final battle with an equal, and facing organized teams of town guards and well-dressed law clerks bearing lists of charges, villains quit, often ending up in the same places as their erstwhile enemies.

Gods of primal violence were replaced by ones of peaceful mundanity. Monsters retreated from their natural habitats as they were transformed for farming, mining, or fishing, and were forced to find space at the fringes of existence.

The Pax Idyllwild had arrived. People were able to settle down with a collective contented sigh, and everyone got on with the business of the safe and orderly.

And so, times changed, not with the titanic effort of larger-than-life individuals, but with a persistent, polite insistence.

Even more time passed. Comfort and stability grew more and more, eventually starting to weigh on the world, leeching from it the means to grow and change in the non-invasive and insouciant way of vines and moss.

It became a land deeply in need of a little shake-up. And what better way to cause a metaphorical earthquake than someone falling in love.
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Act I
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A cool breeze wafted off the sea and over Mont Conque, capital city of the Kingdom of Aliger, the most powerful kingdom in Idyllwild.

It began in the enormous, crescent-shaped Conque Bay, where it flickered the nighttime torches on the anchored and docked ships, making shadows dance a little jig with the lapping sea water.

It flowed over the docks themselves, where the commerce which made Aliger the economic powerhouse of the land occurred at all hours of the night. The sailors and dockworkers didn't need to turn up their collars–most of them were already shirtless in the summer night, and the cool wind came as a relief against their sweat-drenched skin.

The breeze continued past the other side of the docks, losing much of its spirited energy as it passed through the opening in the khaki-colored stone sea walls, and into the city itself.

Temples, tour guides, and visitor centers all repeated the same legend. It goes, long before the founding of the Kingdom of Aliger, Crustacia, the arthropodic goddess of shallow water, saw Conque Bay and became overwhelmed by its beauty. She created the first people from sand, and raised a stable mound on Conque Bay so that they could remain there, safe from the tide, to appreciate all its beauty. The city, rising in a gentle spiral with Palace Conque at its peak and center, was built on that mound. From a distance a sailor or traveler might think it resembled an enormous spire shell sticking up out of the sand, in homage to the creatures of the shallow water.

This is, of course, mostly nonsense. It was an exciting creation myth fabricated to bring people to temples, get tours booked, and sell merchandise.

A quick peruse of the royal library will tell of the far less exciting story: a small mound in the bay was discovered by heroic explorers. A land bridge, just wide enough for two carts, was built to reach the plateau. A towering fortress to command the strategically important bay was placed on it, protected at most times from land forces by the tide.

Once the economic possibilities showed themselves, the mound was added to. A town grew on its gentle slope, until it needed to be added to even further to make a city. The buildings and streets built on and into the slope had a gentle upwards spiral in order for carts to be able to travel through it with ease. 

Docks were added for shipping, opposite the land bridge. Then more docks. And more. The land bridge was widened to allow enough space for four carts, then eight. A wide road was laid in a circle around the mound, connecting the two in order for shipping traffic to bypass the city itself.

As the mound was added to, the fortress was moved so that it remained at the peak. Money coming in from the docks radically shifted the power structure in the area. The fortress became a castle when those who owned it established their own kingdom. When castles fell out of royal fashion, it was rebuilt into a palace. As the city grew into an economic powerhouse and the mound was expanded, the palace was moved to remain at the peak.

Finally, once the mound could no longer be added to without incurring the wrath of gravity, the sea wall was built on either side of the city, with gaps for the docks and land bridge which could be sealed in an emergency.

The now more gentle breeze blew through the slightly curving streets of the low-tier: where most of the homes and everything that people needed to run day-to-day life was. It followed the streets upwards, into the sharper curves of the mid-tier, where many of the well-to-do had their city homes, such as the Lord Mayor of Mont Conque. When not in country estates, this was where the nobility, high-level clerks, and the famous could be found. 

Continuing its climb, the breeze wafted through the sharpest curving streets of the peak-tier, where high level government offices and company headquarters were. They had to be there, as it was closest to Palace Conque.

Wrapping itself around the ancient former fortification, the gentle sea breeze–by now, really quite gentle indeed–made its way through a window near the very top.

Long, thin curtains barely rustled as the wind slipped through them. Its journey came to an end when it used the last of its energy to curl the end of a piece of paper on a desk.

This was ignored, as it wasn't the piece of paper the man seated at the red wood desk, showing its age in a soft looking smoothness, was concentrated on.

A quill pen, long ago having dulled to a smoothness of its own, jumped and looped across a sheet of rich, cream colored paper, stacked atop a number of others. The hand that directed it was comprised of long, slender fingers which people would have insisted on calling "clever" despite the term making no real sense.

There was another stack of paper on the desk. It was so far off to the side it was nearly falling off the edge. While it was significantly thicker than the other stack, it was clearly made from a far less quality paper: it was thin and, at one point, stiff. With the addition of ink, each page crinkled in waves, like a low, hilly landscape. It gave the whole stack the quality of a geological strata representation. It was yellowed from both its poor manufacture and long storage. The occasional brown, ring-shaped stain indicated the degree of disregard for their care. Music notes had been doodled in the margins when the writer's mind wondered.

It didn't look it, but the stack of papers was the most significant document in the history of the kingdom.

Their author, who was the man sitting at the desk, working on something else entirely, was the King.

He had the exact kind of appearance one would picture a king to have. Which is to say, he was a complete abnormality.

The idea of a king, the kind arts prefer to depict, is a statue of nobility, righteousness, and, above all, confidence. The vision of a king is one people desperately want to trust, and allow him to take all responsibility for their lives away from them.

This is a far cry from the normal kind of king.

He had been spared the genetic abnormalities that royalty collect, due to the ignorant sexual habits of each previous generation. Instead, he inherited facial and body features made of sharp, clean lines. Add to this his natural seaside bronzed appearance, and, while not quite yet past the threshold of young man, it was clear time would decline to make its mark on him.

From what could be seen above the desk, this form was wrapped in a dressing gown. It was a duck egg blue, and the kind of simple which can only be achieved using the finest quality material, stitched using a masterful hand.

The desk sat in a room which could justifiably be called a study. It was filled with the correct number of bookshelves for a study—which was any less number than those considered for a library.

The King had taken the name to its literal meaning by having books strewn about on any surface which wasn't the desk. All of them were open, some with other books stacked on top. Handwritten notes had been neatly tucked into the pages of many of them.

If a bibliophile could have read the covers, with titles such as Love's Underpaid Labors, A Friend to More, and Romancing the Maiden of Negotiable Affection, they would have salivated over the rare literary romance classics that they were.

What wasn't readily apparent was a door to the study.

Instead, when a knock came—the same way someone would knock at the door if they were nervous about disturbing the occupants, but needed to do so nevertheless—it came from the bookshelf directly across from the desk where the King sat.

Without looking up the King said, "Enter."

The bookshelf swung silently open to admit a rather mousey maidservant. She was clad in the simple-due-to-cheapness duck egg blue maidservant's dress, with a milk white apron. The uniform was finished with a matching white mobcap, under which her brown hair was tucked.

The maidservant, in a voice which indicated she had never spoken to the king before and was shaking with nervousness, said, "Your Majesty? The Cabal wishes me to inform you that they have assembled."

The King nodded, not looking up from or pausing his writing.

"Mmhmm," he said. His voice did echo, strong and confident yet soft. "I am sure they spoke as politely as you just did, yes, Alomenia?"

The maidservant, Alomenia, gave a small smirk and looked away, a faint flush rising in her cheeks.

"Not so much, Your Majesty, no," she said.

"They must have been waiting for an hour and forty minutes now," the King said as he wrote.

"Yes, Your Majesty," Alomenia said.

The King sighed, put his pen back into the inkwell, and sat back in his chair. He took up the page he had been working on and examined it.

"I suppose that is long enough," he said, distracted. He gently blew on the page so the ink would dry faster.

Unable to help herself, Alomenia leaned in, surreptitiously trying to take a look at the page the King was holding. She couldn't see anything more than indistinct black scribbles from where she was.

Driven by curiosity, she said, "Your Majesty, if I may ask..."

"Of course you may," the King said in between blows.

"Is that..." Her voice shook and lost much of what little strength it had. "... is that the... thing?"

The King snorted and grinned. Satisfied with the ink's dryness, he said without pausing to blow, "No, this is not 'the thing'. This has proven to be far trickier to write."

He turned in his seat and held the page out at arm's length towards Alomenia. Taken aback, it took a few moments for her to realize that he was holding it out for her to look at.

"Is that... music?" Alomenia said, squinting at the page and leaning forward even more, rooted to her spot in the concealed doorway.

The King nodded and turned back, putting the page in front of his own eyes again, before setting it down. He took up the stack of disheveled papers on the edge of his desk.

"This," the King said, holding the papers up for Alomenia to see, "is 'the thing'."

She eyed the stack of papers as though it was some kind magnificent yet dangerous creature.

"Your Majesty," she said in almost a whisper, "do you, um... do you think it's going to work?"

The King, who was examining the sheet of music once again, with 'the thing' forgotten in his off hand, said, "Hmm? Oh. Oh yes, of course it is. We have all spent the better part of this previous year preparing."

He took up his quill again and poised it over the page. He hesitated, pulled the quill back, poised it yet again, then pulled back once more. As he nibbled on the end of it, he realized the silence had stretched on to beyond the point she should have prompted him to leave. He looked back up at her.

Alomenia was staring off at nothing, chewing her lower lip.

The King put the quill down and stood. He stood straight, expanding to his full, imposing height.

"Do you trust your king?" his voice boomed authority with no effort. It was the same kind of voice that could push hundreds of terrified soldiers across a battlefield and into a line of pikes, or passing life-or-death judgements from a throne.

"Of course I do, Your Majesty," Alomenia squeaked, immediately. Her voice rode on the strength of his and she spoke in a fully conversational volume for the first time since entering the study. The books themselves nearly stood to attention.

"Good," the King said. "Now all which remains is for you to believe in yourself."

The King took a plain brown envelope from the desk and unceremoniously stuffed 'the thing' inside. After sealing it with the royal seal in duck egg blue wax, he stood and tucked it beneath his arm. When he turned to Alomenia she was wiping her eyes dry.

Tactfully ignoring this, the King slipped his feet into a pair of well-worn fuzzy slippers sitting next to his desk.

He turned and made his way to the hidden doorway.

"Tell Captain Laurent I shall make my way to the grand meeting room," he told Alomenia as he passed her. He didn't say it in a bold or determined way, but, rather, bored. "I know she shall wish to be there, as I mean to cause a ruckus."

The King's dressing gown billowed out behind him as much as it could, which was from just above the height of his ankles.

It wasn't a robe, otherwise the imaginary would have been grand; a robe would have taken the opportunity to be as dramatic as it could be. The dressing gown was made to keep its wearer warm and modestly covered. Any billowing it did was incidental, due to an excess of fabric.

The candles in the sconces mounted to the walls, as tall as a horse's leg and as thick as one of the smaller ship's masts, had not been lit. Only well-traveled passageways were lit—not to save money on candles, but to reduce the risk of burning something expensive.

The King, brown envelope casually tucked beneath an arm, strode between large patches of moonlight from the arched windows in the hallway. The seabreeze blew in and up to the tall, arched ceiling, where it swirled.

He swept out of the corridor leading to the study, turned right at a four-way intersection of corridors, and into another corridor.

Doors replaced windows, leading to the kind of room that was made because royalty had no end of tapestries, furniture, paintings, and other trinkets which were gifted over the generations, and space was needed to store them.

This corridor led to another four-way intersection, which the King swept through as well.

One set of footsteps became two when the Prime Guard of the Royal Guard, Captain Rachele Laurent, emerged from the previous intersection and joined the King, keeping slightly behind him.

The Royal Guard of the Kingdom of Aliger had two nicknames. The first, if the person was well-disposed towards them, was "Pearl Guard". This was owing to the pearlescent sheen of their armor, which was made of a special alloy using powderized sea shells and steel. That, and because of its bulbous construction.

The greater the curve in the shell-steel alloy, the stronger it was. This was most noticeably demonstrated in the Pearl Guard's helmets, which looked almost exactly like pearls with slots carved out for a head to fit into. This is what led to the second, less kind, nickname of "Pearl Heads".

Apart from the faint clack of her boots on the stone floor, Captain Laurent joined the King silently. No armor she wore would ever dare rattle.

It would be inaccurate to say that Captain Laurent had a difficult life, but rather life had a difficult Captain Laurent. She was every bit as statuesque as the word could possibly define, her statue having been carved by an artist who envisioned the complete certainty of victory.

When she failed to speak until she and the King passed the next intersection and entered the next moonlight corridor, Captain Laurent said, "Nervous?"

The King's brow furrowed.

"What?" he said. "Why would I be?"

"Only the ignorant and the foolish never find reason to be nervous," Captain Laurent said.

They passed through another intersection.

"If you are speaking of the preparations," the King said, "there is no reason to be nervous. Events will play out as I predict them to, people will act in the manner in which I direct them to. If you need proof, tonight's meeting will be the proof you need."

As they passed through another intersection, Captain Laurent scowled.

"Proceed," the King said.

"I didn't say anything," Captain Laurent said.

The King said. "You have a very noticeable way of not saying anything."

The two of them exited from one corridor into another.

"You're really so confident everyone involved will do what you need them to do?" Captain Laurent said.

"You are concerned of failure," the King said. Captain Laurent scowled again.

"I'm concerned about catastrophe," Captain Laurent said. "Not just for you but for the kingdom itself. This is an enormous change, with so much that could go wrong. The ship is about to be freed mooring."

"Thinking about what could go wrong is what has prevented change to begin with," the King said. "A ship is freed of its mooring because it has someone to steer it."

"You could still change your mind," Captain Laurent said, hopefully. The King shook his head, sinking that hope. Not that it was all that seaworthy to begin with.

"There is no other path forward. There is no other option but success."

"No other path forward for the kingdom," Captain Laurent said, "or for you?"

Neither spoke for a moment. In that time, they passed through into another corridor.

"I am still the king," the King said, "for the time being. What is good for me is good for the kingdom."

Not for the first time, Captain Laurent wondered if the King realized how arrogant he sounded when he spoke. This was an arrogant statement—a typically royal stance—but it was a well-founded arrogance.

Most royals, from the past or other kingdoms, that she had read about or had been told about, were arrogant mostly because they had never been told no, or were sheltered from the consequences of failure. It wasn't that long ago, the practice of "whipping boys" in the kingdom was abolished.

The statement the King made wasn't arrogance of ego, but of true belief.

Her king's arrogance fountained up out of a well of confidence.

Rather than trying to remake reality suit him—and causing everyone else to shoulder the brunt of pain from that incompatibility—he steered reality, based on his seemingly bottomless knowledge of the minds of people, to suit him.

Captain Laurent had yet to see him be wrong—not on a trade deal, not on a strategic maneuver, not on the whim of a noble—since he was a child.

Even so, her eyes lowered and lingered on the envelope tucked beneath the King's arm. She had never even heard of something like what he had planned, let alone know how such a gamble could succeed.

But he was still her King, and she was still his Prime Guard. They were duty bound to discharge his will, to the very end. There was nothing—none the least something as insubstantial as misgivings—which would prevent her from doing just that.

There was no real reason whatsoever to distrust him. She just wished they could convince her tense muscles of that.

"I know," the King said, reading her silence again. "Thank you for your trust, Captain."

The heat which bloomed in her cheeks made her thankful the corridor was dark, and her helmet was on.

"Yes, well..." she said.

She thought, He knows how to stop an argument.

The two of them turned the corner at another intersection, and almost immediately they were standing outside an ornate set of white and gold double doors. Two Pearl Guards with halberts, which flanked either side of the doors, stood to attention.

Captain Laurent cleared her throat and said, "Put your hands on the wheel, the mooring line is about to be thrown off."

She grabbed the ornate gold door handle and pulled.

The Grand Assembly Room was, as the name implies, nowhere near modest.

It was as cavernous as a cathedral, with high ceilings and flying arches. The ceiling was painted with the kingdom's founding myth, while, ornate, ornamental plaster white columns broke up the planes of smooth, white walls.

In any other room, the long, rectangular gilt table in the middle of the room would have, itself, been grand. However, in the Grand Assembly Room, it was relatively tiny.

The middle of the table was dominated by a large, shiny contraption of brass and glass lenses which stood, slightly raised, on four legs.

There were actually a fair number of people in the room—various palace servants, the seneschal, the chamberlain, the marshal—but they stayed to the farther, darker parts of the room, unless needed. As such, being the best servants in the kingdom, they were barely noticeable. Even the Pearl Guards stationed around the room managed to be discreet, despite their unintentionally flamboyant armor.

Those who were rather noticeable indeed were the ten people sat around the table. This was in no small part due to their incredibly trendy dress style of expensive and ornate clothing, which included wildly extravagant wigs.

They were further set apart due to their make-up. The style of the day was for stark white faces, red lips, and whatever other artistry they believe will draw attention.

These were the Noble Cabal of Royal Advisers.

The Kingdom of Aliger had a distinct shortage of noble families. Many families started, and continued to the current day, as fishers. It was a nice life: it fed the family reliably, and gave you something to fill the hours of the day.

Some had dreams of achieving more, but very few had the dream of going into management. These were the few who were not satisfied with an honest day's work, and desperately wanted to devise a way to get others to do work for them. Even fewer were able to bring this dream into reality.

It began with convincing other fishers to join together to sell fish to the parts of the kingdom farther away from the coast. And, while they were there, selling the bounty of the sea, they might as well bring back goods which the sea was stingy with, such as beef and clothing which didn't smell of low tide.

A few short generations later, the kingdom was the shipping hub of the continent—there was no business which didn't pass through its harbors at some point—and the descendants of those few people who couldn't be satisfied with fishing were made wealthy beyond good sense.

And thus, mercantilism was born.

Noble titles, copied from other kingdoms, weren't far behind.

Eight of the ten people seated at the long table in the Grand Assembly Room owned every aspect of economy in the kingdom, a controlling amount of the surrounding kingdoms, and a sizable fraction in far flung kingdoms. Not to mention, they were the sole taxpayers for Aliger.

Hence, they were the Cabal of Royal Advisers—having the greatest influence, and stake, in the kingdom, they felt entitled to contributing to its direction.

Fortunately, for the King and his forebears, the Cabal were not the type of people who could easily agree upon anything. If one spends their entire life convinced, by every aspect of existence, that they are there to tell others what to do, this person will not take kindly to being told what to do.

The last time the Cabal agreed upon anything was in the King's great-great-great-great grandfather's time, when they agreed to prop the door to the Grand Assembly Room open in order to let a cooling breeze in. And even then, it threatened to cause an Argument.

The word, in this context, deserved the capital letter. An argument was a self-contained thing between people. An Argument between the Cabal could bring about a level of passive aggressiveness which would negatively affect the lives of an untold number of people.

The double doors into the Grand Assembly Room opened, and the King strode in, followed by Captain Laurent.

The servants and guards stood to attention. The nobles at the table, slightly red in the face and sweaty from strain and the summer night heat, stood. This was a slow and laborious process, some requiring the assistance of servants, owing to the extraordinarily ornate and complicated wigs they wore. Once this process had been completed, most managed to affix appropriately happy expressions to their faces at the approach of their sovereign.

Most, but not all.

A servant hurried forward to pull the King's tall, throne-like chair at the head of the table out, but the King beat him to it. Lacking any ceremony, the King grabbed the chair and yanked it back. The legs squealed noisily on the waxed tile floor. The nobles winced, some doing so audibly owing to the nature of their garments.

The King sat, tossing the brown envelope he had tucked beneath his arm on the glossy table. Captain Laurent took their post behind him, affixing their face with an appropriately stoney expression. The nobles, carefully, began to sit down again.

This was as laborious and delicate a process as standing.

This was not without incident, as Lord Pemberly Pemberton, whose current wealth generator was selling chemist franchises, nearly fell when he leaned too far to his right while sitting back down.
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