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“The King is Dead, Long Live the King” 




It’s only just turning towards autumn and we’ve already had eighteen kings so far this year. 

I’m not much of one for politics. Never have been. Politics and I, we nod politely to each other on the street, but we don’t stop to shake hands. I prefer to keep my head down and get on with my life. I want roads built, and the sewers maintained, and the fire brigade to have new buckets when they need ’em. I want someone besides the guilds to complain to when a merchant tries to sell me shoddy product or expired spell components. And I don’t much care what the face on my coins looks like, as long as I can use them to pay my rent and my bar tab. I’m tired of having Politics barge in and upend my life twice a week. I’m sick of it. I’ve got other things to worry about.

When I heard about the most recent king, I went straight to the Spell and Spindle, hoping to beat the rush. That’s what we’ve all taken to doing, you see, when there’s a new king—go to the bar, share around the news, drink. It was a mopey bunch that night. Not a soul in the room who wasn’t staring dolefully into their cups. I bought myself a bottle of something vile and found a seat with a couple of my colleagues, both wizard-folk like myself.

“A glass raised to her,” Riccaro said, and did so.

At the beginning of all this, everyone had been nervous that it might be dangerous to do that kind of thing. We’d all thought that the new king, whoever they were, might be consider it treason to toast the old one. But as kings came and went and life somehow just kept going even though there was all this bullshit going on, it seemed like everyone had just stopped caring about things like whether it was treason to hold onto a little fucking humanity and raise a glass to someone who had fallen before their time. 

Or maybe we’d all gotten sick and tired of worrying about it. Maybe it was a dare, of sorts: Punish us if you like, see if we care.

Tulas and I followed suit and raised our glasses to Riccaro’s cue, both of us slow about it, almost lethargic—and who can blame us? The arm gets tired, hoisting cups this often. 

“May she rest in peace,” I said. 

And Tulas, hoarsely: “In pieces. She was drawn and quartered, I heard.” 

Riccaro drained his glass in one draft and tried to refill it, but the jug in front of him was only dregs. I sloshed him some from my bottle, and he sucked that down too. “I liked her, you know,” he admitted in a lower voice. “I really, really liked her.” 

“Yeah,” I said, because I had to say something—Riccaro looked like this one had hit him harder than the others. I mostly didn’t let myself have any feelings about that, because they would have been stupid ones—ones like annoyance with him for being upset about something that had long since worn me down to dead grey apathy. But he was my friend, and I didn’t want that to be the tone of the evening. I added, mostly because I felt like yeah wasn’t quite sufficient for the circumstances: “Seemed like she would have been a good one.”

Silence fell at our table—the entire bar was mostly silent, just the occasional sound of someone whispering, or the rustle of clothing, or a quiet belch muffled into a palm. Quieter sobs. The sound of drink poured from keg to jug, from jug to cup, from cup to stomach.

After I’d finished my own cup, I got a memo book out of my satchel. Among the fifteen or sixteen scraps of paper tucked in between its pages was one worn softer than the others with much folding. “Pencil?” Tulas poked one over to me and I licked the tip. “Creseyde, regina,” I read off in a murmur from where I’d written it on a night much like this one. “Reigned from the fourteenth of Thalin to... what’s today?” 

“Twenty-sixth,” Tulas said softly. 

Riccaro sobbed once, sharply. It was the loudest sound in the bar. A few people shifted, but nobody looked over.

I marked 26th down neatly in its own column. “Drawn and quartered,” I mumbled, adding that too, and then I moved my pencil to the next line. “Do we know the name of the—” I swallowed the fucker that did her in and coughed to cover it, “—the new one?” 

“Balaforthe,” Tulas said.

“Never heard of him,” I said.

“Nor I,” she said. We were still speaking in soft voices, but this she said even quieter: “I think he paid for it. Had help, either way. Drawing-and-quartering takes a few psychopaths to pull off—er. To accomplish, I mean.”

“How’s he styled?” My pencil hovered over the next space. 

She shrugged. “Haven’t heard that yet.” 

I nodded and left that column blank, and marked Thalin 26th, afternoon in the Reign Commenced column. The paper went back in my memo book, and the book back to my satchel. I refilled my glass again. “A toast, friends,” I said, speaking at a normal volume—which in this case was loud enough to ring through the bar. “King-or-whatever Balaforthe. Long may he reign, I guess.”

“So long as he isn’t another Mad Allard, then long live the king,” Tulas said, and we all grunted.  None of us had much hope of that, after how he’d handled Creseyde. We drank—a few others joined our toast and drank too.
















