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  Special thanks to Rachel: For supporting me even when this

  book was just a collection of semi-coherent ramblings about
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  Dramatis Personae


  DUNGAR Angry ex-ironworker


  JIMMINY Whimsical wanderer


  ROSE Studious young miss


  GILLY Devout guardswoman


  KOEY New queen of Jenair


  RAINCHILD Diamond making dickhead


  HERROW Local business owner


  DRITUNGO Project manager


  SIR LEE Former defender of the crown


  SIR PENT Current defender of the crown


  NOBEARD Sailor with name-defining facial hair


  STRANGER Foreigner


   


  The kingdom of Jenair


  Imposing and grand.


  Was very well-known


  All throughout the land.


  Fortified by walls


  Wrapped around its towers,


  It was the peak of pristine


  From its spires to its flowers.


  This jewel of the country


  Where the winds of change blow


  Will soon shift its power


  To whoever’s got the dough.


  For the king’s only daughter


  Must soon be wed


  To a suited young man


  Who can rule in his stead.


  He’s been forced to retire


  As he’s fallen quite ill


  So he must find his heir


  And put him in the will.


  Thus this marriage will not be


  For love, affection, or fate.


  You don’t even have to be


  Friendly, good-looking, or straight.


  It is in this search for suitors


  Where our story will start,


  Yes it’s another tale involving


  A quest for a lady’s heart.


  But don’t shut this story yet


  For drawing on paradigms.


  A lot of stuff is going to happen


  Once I stop writing in rhymes.


  Prologue


  Dying flames chewed hungrily on the remaining morsels of a once mighty city. The final traces of the thick smoke had finally begun to dissipate, leaving a clear view to gauge the destruction. Not a structure still stood in the piles of ash and wreckage. That sort of thing tended to happen when every building was made out of wood. All that once was now was no longer, and all that would be was now a mystery. In order to solve that mystery, someone was going to need a really big broom.


  Despite the heat of the razing, the empty streets were cold and lifeless. The only movement they saw now were the scorched embers that were blown away with each light breeze. So many had walked them just the day before, completely unaware that they would never walk them again. Not that they would want to anyway, as the only things they would find were remains of homes, livelihoods, and memories. Not to mention the truly awful smell.


  There was but one man seen departing the devastation alive, the only one to escape the fatal fate of his former fellows. No one knew his name or face, nor did they know his relation to the city. He was simply a lone man stained with soot from head to foot that wore a tattered cloak which fluttered behind him as he hurried away. If there were anyone who could explain what happened, it would probably have been him. But the world was a big place, and a man with nothing had nowhere he couldn’t go. Except for country clubs, they tended to only allow access to people who possessed things. As for the mysterious man himself, he was last seen heading eastward into the lands of a kingdom called Jenair.


  * * *


  The pride of the kingdom of Jenair was its capital city, which was senselessly also named Jenair. Strategically placed on the center hill overlooking the lush yet manicured countryside, it marked the perfect focal point for the numerous winding crossroads and the nomadic souls that routinely traversed them.


  Like any societal epicenter where travelers from faraway lands would congregate, the kingdom was always teeming with the usual products of these people: foreign goods, innovative inventions, venereal diseases, and the most common of all: stories, rumors, and information. Each new temporary resident to the city contributed to and perpetuated the influx of tales of every topic one could imagine. The cobblestone streets were reliably rife with stories of gallant warriors saving princesses, dragon caves that lay just over the next mountain, or this week’s underground group of revolutionaries that were “totally gonna topple the fascist regime this time!”


  Normally in the wake of a disaster like the one that befell their neighbor, no one in the kingdom would find themselves discussing anything else. However, before any theories even had a chance to develop, the health of their beloved King Ik found itself taking a sharp turn for the worse. The illness’s rapid progression left the king with little time to set his affairs in order, particularly the most pressing matter of finding a suitable heir to marry his daughter and assume the throne.


  The shocking and saddening news spread among the residents of the city and kingdom like a plague. Ik’s decaying health on its own may not have been enough to phase out the neighboring kingdom’s capital’s destruction, but the gossip was given an enhanced allure due to the fact that nobody was aware that the king even had a daughter.


  Relatively little personal information was known about their beloved monarch. Formally known as King Ik Theik V, he assumed the throne at the young age of seventeen after the horrific affair many years ago when a pack of rabid redbears that just happened to be in the area stormed the royal luncheon that was foolishly being held outside the castle walls. King Ik IV was among the casualties as well as several of his advisors.


  As a result, Ik V’s first official act as king was the instruction of the royal detective detachment to investigate the incident and produce a blameworthy individual. The investigation lasted well over a year and never produced such an individual, likely because it was pretty obvious they were mauled by wild animals.


  When he received this news, Ik decided to have the atrocity blamed on the other neighboring kingdom of Nonamay. In the long run it proved to be a very smart decision because when the people were coaxed into hating something else they became less likely to aim their hate at their overlords.


  During his tenure as king, Ik V only instigated one other official act. Today it is still known as “Everyone Go Out Into the Forest and Kill Redbears Day,” and it takes place on the anniversary of Ik IV’s death every year. The holiday is named as such because it is an accurate description of the events that take place and because the king’s minister of propaganda, who was also in charge of naming things, was one of the advisors ground up by redbear jowls on that fateful day.


  After the implementation of this classic holiday, King Ik retired into his castle and outsourced the vast majority of kingdom management to his remaining advisors. Little had been heard from King Ik in the years that followed and he had been largely forgotten. However now the word of his illness and daughter’s existence were the talk of the town and the news was being spread far and wide prompting men and even women to journey from all over the land to compete for the hand of the princess, or foot, if they were into that sort of thing.


  As word spread, tales regarding the origins of the royal heir evolved at an equal pace. It was said her mother was an angel who descended from the skies many years ago during the celebration of what was thought at the time to be the official genocide of the redbears. The princess was then allegedly kept secret from the public for the purposes of receiving proper instruction on princess etiquette. This instruction supposedly included numerous lessons based around mastering skills such as diplomacy, proper manners, feigning convincing empathy, keeping one’s opinions to one’s self, and sandwich making.


  There were also alternative theories surrounding the princess. One postulated she was not a descendent of the Theik lineage at all, but was instead an apocryphal daughter that Ik V had smuggled in for the purposes of concealing his impotence and thus preserving his status as a dominant male figure. This theory was fishy at best as it would be nonsensical to devote effort to faking an heir only for that heir to be a female bastard, but there were always some who would believe anything that would allow them to laugh at their leader.


  Irrespective of her questionable origins, the one unmistakable quality of the princess was her undeniable beauty. She was known to have left the castle and made a public appearance only once. It is said that during this appearance her skin, which was oddly tanned for someone who had apparently never been outside, emitted a light more radiant than that of the sun and her smile was so alluring that a flock of birds splattered themselves all over a tower because they were physically unable to watch where they were going.


  She had long blonde hair that cascaded downward, flowing over her shoulders and encompassing her in a sheen of gold down to her hips. Her eyes were a brilliant blue and conveyed a sense of magic and wonder as they gleamed in the daylight like sapphires. Her cheekbones were high and wide, etching a faithful lingering smile and air of friendliness into her visage. Her lips were an ideal color and proportion to adequately convey the notion that she was a healthy and viable individual with which to conduct reproduction activities. Her body also reflected a similar notion. It was insisted by all that no maiden embodied the concepts of beauty, grace, and refinement than the unfairly fair Princess Koey.


  Needless to say, women wanted to be her and men wanted to own her. And so it was that nobles, knights, and generally important individuals began to make the trek from far and wide, across treacherous volcanic landscapes, dark forests, and giant chicken infested steppes to make her acquaintance and participate in the bidding war. As a result, the numerous small towns and tiny villages hidden along the main routes began to receive a massive influx of traffic consisting of royal hopefuls, tourists, traders, circus folk, and shady characters who would inform unlikely heroes that all was not as it seemed in the kingdom of Jenair.


  ONE


  Once Upon a Time in the Middle of Nowhere


  Far to the south, across the Dagger Mountains in the lone oasis of the Snake Eye Desert, there lay a small village by the name of Woodwall. The town’s nonsensical positioning in the middle of a barren desert had left it largely isolated from the rest of the country. Traversing the arid landscape to reach the town was a perilous journey on its own. However the danger was worsened by local legends of a giant python that was said to lull travelers into complacency with its adorable big doughy eyes before head butting them into the distance with all its might for no other apparent reason than its own personal enjoyment.


  As a result of its isolation the town had been forced to adapt itself into a relatively self-sustaining community, but was not completely devoid of a tourism market. Occasionally visitors would brave the barrens and visit the town with one specific delicacy in mind.


  A unique quality of this oasis was that it possessed the only source in all the country of the coveted emdeema fungus; a rare mushroom that was only ever found growing on oasis trees. Upon ingestion, emdeema induced euphoria, vivid hallucinations, and an overwhelming feeling of joy in an individual. The effect was so intense that it made addicts willing to put themselves through the side effects of dysentery, itchy eyeballs, and left-side-only weight gain. However those with the tendency to partake in such narcotics and those who were willing to make long and treacherous journeys did not overlap much, so most of the emdeema users were permanent residents.


  As a result of its isolation and drug-addled demographic, the town of Woodwall found itself in a stage of suspended growth. Fortunately, the members of the community who still considered themselves to be working class had been enough to keep the town afloat. From the butchers and bakers to the candlestick makers, they were content to live their lives of modest means and even took pride in their rural community. But with every community there will always be those who don’t quite fit in.


  In the heart of the dilapidated building on the south side of the oasis, obscured by the broad palm fronds and his generally unkempt yard, there was a faint glow of the local blacksmith’s forge. Dungar Loloth and every Loloth before him had lived there producing all of the ironware in the town of Woodwall since its inception many generations ago.


  Despite their legacy, the Loloths never quite properly meshed into the fabric of the tiny hamlet. Their inherently gruff nature combined with their unabashed contempt for junkies rendered them unable to properly connect with their neighbors. Luckily for them, all denizens of the desert had a need for iron tools whether or not they were fond of their supplier. Since no one else in town even knew a vise from a pair of tongs, they remained captive customers to the monopolized market.


  After the death of his father, Gundar, a few years ago, Dungar became the only remaining member of the Loloth bloodline; thereupon at the ripe old age of thirty-four he also became the sole heir to the family business. Like his father, he had a mane of dull curly carmine hair and matching beard which he had to keep short due to it constantly catching fire from the forge.


  What he lacked in height was compensated for by his broad shoulders and stocky build, but his most prominent feature was what were referred to as his “crazy eyes.” They were a pale blue which seemed to capture the light in any room and vibrantly stand out against his weather-beaten skin. They always had a look that could strike a feeling of unease in whoever peered into them, which gave him the impression of someone who could snap at any moment. This notion was further supported by his resting facial expression being perceived as one of perpetual disdain.


  He bore the other classic Loloth features as well, particularly the broad flattened nose and thin lips which were frequently curled upward to reveal teeth during his many moments of agitation. Whatever business the Loloths lost due to their intimidating visage, however, was regained by their quality iron products and lack of competitors.


  Unfortunately, despite upholding his family’s reputation for superior craftsmanship business had been at an all-time low for the blacksmith in recent years. The steadily waning Woodwall ironware market then all but dissolved when that hippie wizard showed up in town flaunting his drug-addled discovery of how to transmute wood into diamond, leaving Dungar hopelessly unable to compete with the diamondware’s aesthetic appeal and ease of production.


  Consequently, Dungar was forced to begin relying on the makeshift inn he converted his home into when business first began to decline. Originally meant to merely supplement his income, it became his fulltime profession while he looked forward to the day Rainchild Earthumper the Wise inevitably died from an overdose or ramifications of trying to “connect with nature.” Or if he just simply left, but that’s not as gratifying.


  The inn’s business, albeit not substantial, was still a definitive improvement on the small income of his remaining blacksmithing business. Dungar quickly came to find no customer was more loyal and reliable than an alcoholic once he had liquor on his menu. As long as he kept the booze flowing there would always be food on his table.


  Despite it still not being his ideal trade, the blacksmith fit quite well into the role of an innkeeper. His years working the forge had tempered his body into a condition as hardy as the very iron he folded. And although he was not a particularly sociable fellow, his inherently honorable nature coupled with his sturdy physique allowed him to foster his inn’s reputation for fair prices, safety from theft, and swift defenestration of any who opted to not follow the rules or keep the peace.


  With the recent business of a potential true love and/or meal ticket up for grabs, the many travelers making the journey to the kingdom created a marked increase in guests to his inn. As they came and went, he found himself actually beginning to mildly enjoy their company. The newfound public interest in politics and current events was a breath of fresh air compared to the usual sanctimonious ramblings of Rainchild that everyone would otherwise be eating up.


  Since this marriage business began, many guests of all walks of life had shown up at his door. One was a man of wealthy means who clearly believed he was the best candidate for royal ascension. He traveled with a caravan of several vehicles holding many different exotic goods as well as his own personal detachment of archers. He also had a man covered in leaves whose only duty was apparently to stand very still and pretend to be a potted plant.


  Another guest was a mild mannered little old man in shabby clothes who had been making his way up from the valley in the south. He presented himself as a chauffeur and was working his way towards the kingdom, stopping off at any little town he came across in search of someone who would commission a ride from him, a venture that was not going well since he didn’t seem to understand that chauffeurs were generally expected to provide the cart as well as drive it.


  Dungar had virtually no regard for trivial traits like ambition and social status. All guests received an equal amount of apathy and disinterest from him. He would consent to idle chit chat with any who graced his tavern with their coin, but primarily felt compelled to keep to himself and pay no interest to whatever their intent and wherever they intended it. So long as tabs were paid and disturbances were not caused, he was willing to accommodate any and all. That being said, the odd forcible removal was something he discerned an occasional pleasure from providing.


  However today would not be business as usual for the pub proprietor, for yet another soon-to-be guest lay on the horizon and friendliness was not in the aura he was projecting. Quite the opposite in fact; this man had clearly seen some shit.


  TWO


  Get Off My Porch


  After opening the inn and administering a size thirteen boot suppository to the child drawing graffiti on his front door, Dungar began to carry out his daily ritual of setting up his practice. This practice of setting up practice consisted of little more than unlatching the saloon doors of his entrance and then setting out the stools in front of his bar.


  The bar was the only area within the inn for which he had any pride or affection. The walls were kept completely free of any paintings, lamps, or windows. Instead, every square inch was covered in intricate designs he hand carved by himself. Often they took the form of patterns tracing the grains of the wood, but some portions of the wall almost appeared to be murals of sorts. With a trained eye one could spot pictures here and there such as dragons or knights. The royal crest of the Theik royal family was also very plain to see carved right above the liquor cabinet, particularly the firefin piranha on the shield. One could also not help but notice many carvings of what appeared to be wizards hanging from trees and being burned at stakes hidden within the patterns.


  Shortly after he had set out all the barstools a tell-tale shrill squeak of the door alerted him to his first, and often only, customer of the day. Ever so slowly the wizened old man shambled his way into the bar, leaning heavily on a cane that looked even older than he was.


  “Mister Jitters, my friend. How are you this fine morning?” Dungar greeted enthusiastically.


  Mister Jitters raised his non-cane hand and smiled a toothless grin before replying with an equally enthusiastic “Mrgrrglrglrlllrblr!”


  For as long as Dungar had known Mister Jitters he had never heard the man make any noise that sounded like a coherent language. He had no idea what the man’s name was, or anything about him really. The name “Jitters” was merely derived from the fact that every single limb on the man’s body shook with violent tremors on a relatively constant basis, provoking the assumption that he was likely very ill or incredibly cold. The former seemed to be the most likely explanation, as Mister Jitters appeared to be at a very advanced age to the point that it’s questionable how he was even still alive.


  However, irrespective of his appearance or conditions, Jitters had been coming to the inn regularly since the day it opened and, after much trial and error trying to figure out what the man was ordering, he became a steady consumer of every drop of aquavit that the innkeeper could produce. After that, the innkeeper began to genuinely cherish the company of the curious old man.


  Jitters would patiently listen to anything he had to say, occasionally even responding with one of his usual guttural croaks. Occasionally Dungar found himself questioning the man’s sanity or lucidity, wondering if the man even was aware of himself or understood anything said to him, but those thoughts were usually quickly dismissed once he remembered how much money Jitters has dropped in his bar. Of course then that thought would lead him to question where a seemingly senile centenarian is getting all this money from, but he doubted he would receive an intelligible answer if he asked.


  Unfortunately, Dungar’s soft spot for Mister Jitters was not usually shared by other patrons. For starters, his shaking condition caused his tankard to clang loudly against the table and often spill its contents on nearby bar dwellers. Secondly, while personal hygiene was not very well maintained by most people in these times, Jitters’ sanitary shortfalls were second to none. The stench that emanated from his pores was foul to say the least and deadly to say the most. Usually he would take it upon himself to simply retire into a corner away from the vicinity of the other bar dwellers. However on this day he opted not to move a muscle when the latest traveler graced the inn with his presence.


  Dungar just happened to be out behind the inn fetching a rum barrel when the saloon doors swung open revealing a disheveled looking man wrapped in a tattered and soot-stained green cloak with the hood up. A shady looking character if there ever was one. Under the hood you could see his pronounced chin adorned with a thick bushy soul patch jutting out. He had a severe underbite which caused his lower lip to protrude noticeably farther than the upper which did wonders to pronounce the sneer on his face. He surveyed the inside of the bar, tracing the wood carvings with his eyes until they fell on the shaky old grey-haired man sitting at the bar, his tankard jingling loudly against the table.


  The stranger removed his hood to reveal the face of a middle aged man with narrow eyes and a receding hairline. He had a noticeable scar underneath his left eyebrow which followed along the outline of his eye socket. Slowly he made his way to the bar, calmly and deliberately putting a little extra effort into each step as if to enhance the sound of his heavy boots banging against the floor.


  As he reached the bar he took the stool next to Jitters, taking a moment to size the man up before his eyes made their way back to the tankard which continued to clank against the counter in rhythm with Jitters’ tremors. After a brief twinge of disgust crossed his face he turned his attention to the other side of the counter, which was still empty.


  “Oi!” he bellowed at the empty space behind the bar, “I’m thirsty!”


  His voice echoed in the silence of the empty tavern. It was hoarse with a faint rumble, he probably smoked a lot. The man scanned the bar once again but nothing had changed. He saw no shadows moving in the back nor did he hear anything except for the continued oscillating clashing of Jitters’ mug against the counter.


  His patience finally worn, the man raised his hand and slammed Jitters’ clanging container against the table. Head still facing forward, Jitters’ quivering continued but the room was now completely silent.


  The stranger’s eyes were now transfixed on the sheepish old man with a look of extreme antipathy. Narrowing his eyes he drew a breath to speak but stopped short when he felt a monstrous hand roughly clasp his shoulder. As he turned his head the stranger found himself face to face with the crazy eyes of the bearded brute looming over him. Seeing the man frozen in a wide-eyed expression before him, Dungar’s hostile gaze softened and he chuckled to himself as he walked around to the other side of the bar.


  By the time Dungar had made his way back over to the liquor side, the stranger’s anxiety had decreased and he appeared comfortable again; which is why it came as a huge surprise to him when the innkeeper reached over the bar, grabbed a handful of his shirt, and jerked him out of his seat and halfway over the counter. Once again the stranger found himself staring into the pair of crazy eyes as they stared back at him. As their eyes locked and their noses touched a slight grin formed on Dungar’s face, and with audible amusement he growled at the man.


  “Listen to me very carefully there, stranger. If you touch Mister Jitters’s mug again then I will pin your head against the bar, patiently wait for Mister Jitters to finish his beverage, then I’m gonna take that tankard and I’m gonna drive it through your skull. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Crystal.” The stranger sputtered, staring at the ceiling.


  Casually, Dungar tossed him backwards onto his seat. Despite the brief ordeal that just ensued, the stranger’s resolve did not appear to have weakened. He continued to eye his bartender curiously with a look of slight disesteem.


  “You folks don’t have much law around here do you?” The stranger mused.


  “Within these walls I am the law.” Dungar decreed. “Now I suggest you order a drink.”


  The stranger grumbled something incoherent under his breath. “Fine then. I’ll take the strongest, most potent, and cheapest drink you’ve got.”


  Eyes gleaming, Dungar smirked at him. “Unless you want a tall glass of my piss, I suggest you order something else.”


  At this, his guest sighed briefly before smirking up at the bartender. Nodding his head towards Jitters he then mumbled “I’ll have what he’s having then, just give me a damned drink.”


  Tensions rapidly decreased within the inn as the alcohol began to flow. Soon the initial contention between Dungar and his guests had been all but forgotten.


  “Anyone ever tell you you’re a real shady lookin’ character?” Dungar asked, as he slid yet another freshly filled tankard towards the cloaked man.


  “More than you might think.”


  “So do you have a name, stranger?”


  “Seems you already know it.” He retorted, with an inebriated chortle.


  Dungar paused cleaning a glass and gave him a puzzled look. “Stranger?”


  Stranger chuckled again.


  “Your name is Stranger … ?” Dungar repeated with skepticism as he set the glass down.


  “Where I come from children are named based off of the impression their parents have of them.” Stranger explained nonchalantly. “My father didn’t want any kids.” He added with a sigh, still not looking up from his mug.


  After a silent and awkward pause, he looked up expectantly. Dungar pondered the information provided to him briefly before he shrugged and resumed cleaning his glass.


  “Ah I’ve heard worse.” He dismissed. “So Daddy didn’t love ya, it’s not as if you … I dunno … Watched an evil wizard destroy your home and murder your family or something.”


  Stranger sat silently giving him a blank stare.


  “… Did you?” Dungar asked awkwardly, detecting the tension in the room.


  “No, no, certainly not.” Stranger admitted, eyes returning to his beverage. “I didn’t sit around and watch as it happened.”


  Once again Dungar ceased polishing his glass and looked at Stranger, this time visibly agitated. Stranger met his look with his own defiant one.


  “Come again?”


  “You heard me.”


  Dungar frowned at the offended man before him. His eyes then moved to the clasp on Stranger’s cloak. It was made of cheap iron, but bore the shape of a kingdom’s crest. Twin daggers crossed beneath a panther.


  “You’re from the city of Farrawee?”


  “Maybe. Might be better to call it the remains of the city of Farrawee now.” Stranger grumbled mournfully.


  “Quit being such a pity whore and either tell me what happened or don’t!”


  “I thought innkeepers were supposed to be wise and compassionate.”


  “My job is simply to get you as drunk as your coin purse will allow.” Dungar informed him firmly. “Sympathy is not a service I sell. Either drink until you forget your problems or maybe go send word to King Ik pleading for assistance against whatever your problem is.”


  “HAH.” Stranger scoffed loudly into the inn. “As if King Ik could possibly help my home.”


  At this, Dungar grabbed hold of his cloak again. “I may not be the most patriotic guy around these parts, but if you come into my bar and start belittling my monarch then you’re gonna have a bad time.”


  Stranger stared back into Dungar’s crazy eyes, but they no longer had any effect on him.


  “Your king can’t even save his own kingdom!” he snapped.


  Dungar’s pique briefly subsided in favor of amazement. Brazenness in the face of immediate physical danger was not something he witnessed in his clientele very often, so intimidation was a tactic that was usually effective. He glanced at Jitters but as usual the fidgety old man seemed completely oblivious to everything happening around him. Dungar turned his attention back towards the stranger.


  “Well then, it’s been a while since we had a customer choose to leave through the window.”


  With that, he wrapped a steely arm around Stranger’s neck and proceeded to drag him up the stairs to the second floor. Stranger kicked his feet against the floor and clawed at the arm but it was to no avail.


  “No you don’t understand!” He choked.


  “Perhaps you should help me understand then.” Dungar quipped, not slowing his pace.


  Stranger continued to pull at his arm. Between wheezes and assorted choking sounds the only words caught were “can’t breathe!”


  As they reached the landing at the top of the stairs, he kicked open the nearest door and hurled the now barely conscious man into it, causing him to land in a pile of dust. From floor to ceiling the room was filled with broken furniture and other assorted junk that Dungar had collected. Carved into the heap of debris there was a path leading across the room to a lone window frame on the far wall.


  This was no ordinary window. This was his favorite window in all the land. It was from this window that he tossed cheats, troublemakers, and other various miscreants who evoked his instinct to impose his own brand of order. The glass was long missing and the frame had seen much abuse from previous incidents wherein the victim was too fat to fit or Dungar was too drunk to aim his tosses properly.


  Looking out the window filled one’s eyes with a wonderful hilltop view of the edge of the oasis as the bank sharply turned downward before meeting with the sands of the desert. There was also a noticeable indent in the long grass which had been worn into it over time by the various perpetrators of incidents past. One glance out the window and, even after downing many drinks, Stranger was able to deduce what was going to happen next.


  As Dungar’s colossal paw gripped his clothing again, Stranger managed to sputter “Your king cannot help because he’s likely already dead!”


  Dungar, who had been winding up, stopped short.


  “What?”


  “He has been sick, really sick,” Stranger sputtered. “The same thing that did in my king has already set upon yours!”


  Dungar remained frozen, processing the information.


  Stranger gripped Dungar’s wrist. “Don’t do this!”


  Dungar looked back at him, staring into his eyes with anguish. “But I have to.”


  Stranger’s expression of fear changed to bewilderment.


  “What?”


  “Everyone’s expecting a window toss.” Dungar explained, stepping to the side to reveal a crowd of people that had formed in the doorway.


  “It’s really one of the few forms of entertainment we get around here.” He amended.


  Stranger began to stammer incoherently, trying and failing to convey his competing fear, surprise, and confusion.


  “We’ll pick this up again in a moment, just close your eyes and relax the body.” Dungar comforted.


  Suddenly everything turned to slow motion for Stranger, and the only sound he was able to make as he flew through the air was a drawn out “Noooooooo” which was effectively drowned out by the cheer of the crowd.


  THREE


  Witches Be Crazy


  After the event had finished, Dungar wasted no time ushering the crowd that had formed in his bar out the door. It was rather uncanny how they seemed to have advanced warning every time he was to throw somebody out the window and would always gather to watch the spectacle. However after the first few times his amazement began to wear off and he simply resigned himself to his audience.


  Unlike his many previous victims, this patron was no ordinary troublemaker and that was what worried him. Their conversation had transcended beyond typical bar chat and Dungar was compelled to get to the bottom of his claims one way or another. Quickly as his stubby legs could take him, he strode out the back door past the forge and into the field where Stranger now lay.


  “Stranger. Stranger. Wake up.”


  Stranger opened his eyes to reveal the big blue ones of Dungar staring back with a look of judgment.


  “You’re fine. Get up.” He asserted as he picked Stranger off the ground. “We need to talk.”


  “You threw me out a window …” Stranger grumbled, still adjusting to consciousness.


  “Don’t worry, nothing is broken. And you were being a jackass anyway.” The blacksmith dismissed. “Besides, nothing sobers you up faster than fear.”


  Still carrying Stranger, he strolled back to the bar and casually dropped him back into his stool beside Jitters, who had been regularly sipping at his long empty tankard the entire time. Snatching Jitters’ mug for a refill, Dungar addressed Stranger again.


  “So what is going on in Jenair?”


  Stranger gaped at him, incredulous towards his nonchalance. “You threw me out a window!”


  “I also let you back in afterwards, and that’s unprecedented. Have some scotch and you’ll feel fine. Now I won’t ask you again. What happened to King Ik?”


  Stranger sighed as he accepted the whiskey. “It happened a few months ago …” Stranger began, as he proceeded to recount the story of the fall of Farrawee. The tale goes something like this:


  In a land fairly close by lay Jenair’s sister kingdom of Farrawee. Like most entitled younger siblings, it tended to rip off the things its older siblings did, and as such also senselessly named its capital the same name as the kingdom itself. Farrawee’s capital city of Farrawee was presided over by a charming, handsome, and truly benevolent king. To those who could overlook the fact that he was an unabashed manwhore, he was the perfect ruler. He was incredibly fond of the ladies of his kingdom, and the ladies of his kingdom were incredibly fond of his money, and permissive of his bedroom skills. His marriage to the queen of his fair kingdom was never negatively affected by his infidelity either because the queen was blessed with the mindset of being totally into that sort of thing.


  One day while the king was making his rounds through the kingdom looking for his next plaything he came across the most exquisite creature. She had spectacular golden hair stretching down to the small of her back, smoother than silk and reflected light so brilliantly it was amazing she didn’t start fires everywhere she went. Her eyes cast an enveloping feeling of warmth upon you as they sparkled in the afternoon sunshine more dazzling than the most perfectly cut aquamarine crystal; and her lips and body perfectly conveyed to the king the notion that she was a healthy and viable individual with which to conduct reproduction activities. Needless to say, the king wasted no time before picking her up and whisking her away to the chamber of unspeakable happenings within his castle.


  Unbeknownst to the king, this fraternization fuelled a fiendish fate for his city. The following morning she was not dismissed with the usual fruit basket and slap on the ass, but was rather escorted in a tour around the castle privately led by the king himself. She was treated to banquets and tournaments as the king’s special guest, and was quickly welcomed as a permanent resident into the castle. Much speculation was had as to exactly what she was doing to the king, but the results were indisputable. The king thoroughly besotted. When the king was completely wrapped around her fingers the drama would really begin.


  The first step down the kingdom’s road to ruin came when the king had a very public and messy divorce with the queen followed by a hasty drive-thru wedding where leech and lecher tied the knot. In addition to being stripped of all her royal ties, the former queen was also inexplicably banished from the kingdom. But even more suspicious than her nonsensical banishment was the fact she had disappeared without a trace and even those most loyal to her were unable to locate her.


  Only after she had firmly become the only woman in the king’s life did the new queen’s true colors begin to show through. She hoarded extravagant treasures, exclusively ate exotic and expensive foods, and regularly staged festivals; none of these things could have ever been afforded if she had not hiked the taxes up to extortionate levels.


  During all of this turmoil the king, who up until this point had been a truly benevolent and caring monarch, remained uncharacteristically apathetic and dejected. The mysterious woman began to seize more and more kingdom control from him until eventually he had relinquished nearly all his power.


  Over time the kingdom gradually began to buckle under this new regime, and talk of revolt began to circulate the streets. At the first hint of it, the queen enacted martial law. Peasants and general lower class individuals began to be swept off the streets in droves and made to disappear. After capture, one’s death was all but certain; but it always took place inside the castle away from the eyes of the masses. During all of this time, the gates were barred and under constant watch. No one was permitted to leave; only to suffer and stand helplessly by as their fair kingdom collapsed around them.


  Finally came the most fateful day of them all. The remaining citizens who still drew breath cowered within the decrepit walls of what remained of their homes when they heard the marching of a thousand feet. The entire king’s guard patrolled the streets, searching every building for whoever would dwell within. Men women and children were torn from their homes and herded towards the castle where the mysterious woman and her pet king lay within. As per their orders, the guards ensured that every last soul within that city was herded into the bowels of the castle. However, after the doors closed behind them, not a single person emerged from that intricate pile of stones ever again. No peasant, guard, whore, noble, king, nor even the mysterious woman herself have been seen since.


  By the time Stranger had finished even Jitters appeared to have been absorbed by his story.


  “How did you escape?” Asked an unfamiliar voice.


  Everyone turned to see a little old man had entered the room during the story without anyone noticing.


  “Oi!” Dungar bellowed. “Buy a drink, buy a room, or get out!”


  “B-But I’ve already bought a room.” The old man stammered.


  “Then go to it!” Dungar ordered.


  Muttering something about poor customer service, the man departed. When he had cleared the room, Dungar turned back to Stranger.


  “I remember him.” Dungar chuckled. “Chauffeur by trade. Nice guy. He did have a point though, if everyone disappeared to never be seen again then how are you here to tell me all this?”


  “I managed to leap from a window of my bedroom shortly before the guards stormed my house.”


  “Ohhhhh. It all makes sense now.”


  Stranger cocked his head to the side, looking at him confusedly.


  “Well that’s clearly why you’re so terrified of being thrown out windows.”


  At a loss for words, Stranger just gaped at him.


  Slamming his hand on the table, Dungar began to cackle a deep throaty laugh. “Ah lighten up! I’m just kiddin’ ya!”


  Seeing that the man was clearly not amused, he continued his inquiry. “So before I threw you out the window you were saying the same thing that did in your king was coming here.”


  Stranger snorted loudly at the notion. “Coming here? She’s already here, you oaf. I’ve heard the talk of your king’s new ‘daughter,’ strange how she fits the exact description of my former queen.”


  “Oh is that right.” The innkeeper responded with only slight interest, peering into Jitters’s mug. “So is that why you’re here then? Some good old fashioned revenge?”


  “Nothing of the sort!” His guest huffed sanctimoniously. “Now that she has made her way here I’m headed eastward to Nonamay. You lot would be wise to do the same. It’s the only way to temporarily escape your doom!”


  Dungar’s blissful mood evaporated immediately at this, partially because he’d rather die than go to Nonamay, but mostly due to the other implications. “You mean to tell me that you are the only one aware of a force that means to see us all destroyed, and you are going to simply carry on your way without so much as a warning?”


  “Consider this your warning.” Stranger scoffed, draining the contents of his tankard. “I already tried waiting around to see how things turned out and I nearly paid for it with my own life, and missed out on getting to drink this rotgut oil you serve. You lot are responsible for yourselves, my hide is more important to me than yours.”


  Without even a pause he got up to leave, but did not manage to make it far before he felt the familiar iron-grip of Dungar’s hairy bicep and forearm wrapped around him. The blacksmith was pretty quick for his size.


  “Well I’ll be.” Stranger heard the bearded man growl into his ear. Although he couldn’t see them, he could feel the crazy eyes boring holes into his skull. “I don’t reckon we’ve ever had the same man volunteer for the window twice in one night.”


  This time Stranger hardly struggled as he was hauled up the stairs.


  “I am not the one who seeks to do you harm, innkeeper.” Stranger tried to reason.


  “Perhaps not.” Dungar acknowledged as he placed Stranger before the familiar window frame which now overlooked the same landscape as before only this time under a blanket of the darkness of the night.


  “But you are fine to just walk away without even trying to prevent countless others from facing the fate you yourself barely escaped. That makes me not very fond of you, and this is what I do to people I’m not very fond of.”


  Without missing a beat, Dungar then drove his heel into the cloaked man’s midsection, propelling him a good five or six feet horizontally ass-first out the window before falling to the ground below and producing the satisfactory “Thud” that Dungar had come to grow very fond of over the last few years. He paused briefly to catch any last words that may be called out, but none came. As he made his way back down the stairs he surmised the man had likely been knocked out cold.


  Upon returning to the bar, Dungar couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilt for his newly departed patron.


  “Don’t suppose you think I was a bit rough on him?” He asked Jitters.


  For the first time since Stranger had arrived, Jitters looked up from his mug and into Dungar’s eyes. His tremors had noticeably diminished now that Stranger had been removed from his side.


  “Ah you’re right.” Dungar rationalized, shaking his head. “That man was nothing but trouble. Likely wasn’t even speaking the truth.”


  But as he did his nightly rounds clearing the clutter, he couldn’t shake the conversation that had just transpired. After all, the king’s health was never spotty before the arrival of this princess. He also had to consider the fact that no one was even aware of her existence before now. No matter which way he looked at it, considering Stranger’s story or not, the situation was certainly suspicious.


  “I hate to say it, Mr. Jitters, but we’ve got ourselves a problem.” Dungar mused.


  When he turned to face the old man he found the seat to be empty, Jitters having silently got up and left for the night.


  “Boy he’s a quiet old bugger.” Dungar soliloquized. “But I suppose his days are numbered no matter what danger is lurking up north. It’s the rest of us that need worry about it.”


  FOUR


  Taking Action


  Dungar awoke the next morning with a strong sense of purpose. He had slept like a baby the night beforehand, that is to say in sporadic sessions between repeatedly waking up in a state of distress. He had no evidence of his kingdom’s imminent danger, aside from the mildly suspicious rumors regarding the royalty and the unreliable ramblings of a random traveler. However there was still an overpowering feeling in his gut that such notions were true and that danger indeed lay brooding beyond the horizon. Therefore when he awoke that morning he decided that he was going to hijack the town meeting that just happened to be being held that afternoon.


  With a goal in his mind and confidence in his step, he started down the overgrown alley that was the path to town whilst trying to formulate his pitch in his mind. He had never been to one of these meetings in his entire life. As such, he was unsure just how they were carried out. He briefly entertained the notion of simply storming the stage, but in practice it would probably just make him look like a crazy person.


  As the wooden shacks in the distance began to creep closer, his steps began to slow and his confidence began to wane. No matter how he attempted to approach the subject it still sounded crazy. How was he going to pitch a far-fetched notion like an evil, perhaps even magical princess to a village full of people, most of whom hated his guts, and had no reason to believe him even if they didn’t? He began to mildly regret throwing Stranger out the window.


  The words to express his concerns had still not come by the time he had reached the crowd. He gazed around at his neighbors and other fellow residents, none of whom had even acknowledged his presence. All eyes in the crowd were transfixed on the short, fat, and bald man with a hilarious patchy moustache and lazy eye who stood behind a podium addressing them all.


  Town leader Walph Dooble, or Dooble Walph, no one actually knew which was his first and last name, was unanimously elected town leader fifteen years ago due to being the only resident to apply for the job. Despite being a rather simple man, he has continued to hold the position unopposed in the years since; primarily because the village leader had absolutely no authority and would probably be the only person to be killed in the event a foreign party tried to annex the town. However that is not to say he has brought nothing to the village since his appointment.


  Attendance at meetings has steadily increased since he took office because he has a bizarrely high pitched and melodic voice that did not fit his ridiculous appearance at all. The combination of those two aspects made every speech given by the man an entertaining affair indeed, no matter what the topic.


  “Onto our next order of business then.” The stout man chirped. “Has anyone yet come up with any ideas to deal with the troll problem?”


  He glanced up from his podium to stare into the sea of blank faces which offered nothing more than the distant sound of a throat clearing.


  “Anyone? Anyone at all? Come on, folks, they have preyed upon at least three people’s mothers this month!”


  The crowd still remained silent.


  “No suggestions on that one either. Alrighty then. That concludes our tri-weekly review of current events.”


  As the crowd began to shuffle in their own directions Dungar realized that this would be his final moment to seize an opportunity and he had to either capture it or let it slip. He drew a breath to call out. Then he changed his mind and exhaled because he didn’t want to look like a lunatic.


  “However, before you all leave, we have one last order of business on the docket.” Walph added hastily. “We have received word from governmental functionaries in the castle that King Ik has officially become living-impaired.” There was an awkward pause, perhaps out of respect for his passing, perhaps because it took some people a second to figure out what “living-impaired” meant. “And as such they have requested all settlements within the kingdom to send their most high standing citizens as suitors for the purpose of hastening the matrimony of his sole daughter, our new Queen Koey, so that the monarchy may be restored.”


  He paused briefly to gauge the reactions of his audience, which had become no less tepid. “Do we have any volunteers?”


  Dungar immediately realized this was about as perfect an opportunity as he was going to get. He stiffened up straight, put his shoulders back, and called as authoritatively as he could muster out of the crowd: “I volunteer as a tribute.”


  Immediately he began glancing around, waiting for the scoffs and challenges from the inevitable folks who would contest him, but none came. A few heads within his vicinity turned and glanced at him, but his proclamation was largely ignored by the masses.


  “Hey!” Dungar called out again.


  A few more heads started to turn. He gestured around at the denizens of the crowd, commanding their attention and grimacing at the amount of half-humanoid blobs that surrounded him. He was astounded these junkies could even walk with such unbalanced bodies. But he now had their attention and was committed to his quarter-baked scheme.


  “I’m a member of one of the deepest rooted families of this town. I own and run two businesses that have provided services to all of the lazy freaks that I’m forced to share my home with. Frankly I’m also a damn fine looking man too. Given all that, where would you find a more suited candidate than me in this dump?”


  The now incredibly uncomfortable group of onlookers exchanged awkward glances, but none offered any rebuttal.


  “Sorry I’m late, friends!” An all-too-familiar voice called out from a distance.


  All heads now turned in the direction just in time to see Rainchild step out from the patch of trees. He had long scraggly brown hair that was perfectly parted down the middle to frame his face which constantly flashed his intoxicating smile that made most of the ladies and some of the men swoon each time they saw it.


  His face bore the closest of shaves that Woodwall barbers had to offer so nothing would obscure his perfectly sculpted jaw line, and his glorious face was rounded off by his deep brown eyes that could permeate the core of your being and stare right on through into your soul. It was those eyes from which Dungar derived his true loathing of the man.


  Rainchild had everyone else fooled, but not him. Behind those seemingly kind eyes Dungar knew lay the man’s true nature of being little more than an arrogant and entitled pissant.


  “I am terribly sorry I couldn’t have been in attendance sooner, but I was making the final touches on the diamond adornments for our town’s wedding gift while I sang lullabies to the orphaned grouchawks I rescued this morning and fed them helpings of my organic honey root soup.” Rainchild explained to the crowd, smiling wide as he did.


  Dungar rolled his eyes amidst the cooing of the congregation. Rainchild’s voice was smooth and articulate with just the slightest hint of an exotic accent. It offered significant contribution to his already infectious charm, and every word that slithered off of his silver tongue made Dungar’s eyes twitch and fists clench.


  Mayor Dooble was incredibly relieved to see Rainchild, primarily because it meant he didn’t have to be the one to confront Dungar.


  “Mister Earthumper I am so glad to see you! We had just finished discussing who we were going to send to the kingdom as a suitor. Naturally you are everyone’s unanimous choice. Isn’t that right, gang?”


  “Aye!” The entire crowd erupted in unison.


  “Hey!” Dungar bellowed yet again, but everyone resumed ignoring him.


  “This is a true honor you have requested of me!” Rainchild gushed. “It will be so hard for me to leave behind my beloved kinsmen of my humble home, but if my presence is sought by royal decree then I owe it to everyone to participate!”


  He continued to spout his saccharine speech but none of it was relevant. Dungar had to get out of there before he could no longer resist the urge to choke him out with his own hair. Defeated, he slowly began the trek back to his inn. He couldn’t bring himself to be particularly surprised by the outcome though; it would have been way more surprising if his scheme had actually worked.


  By the time he returned to the bar everything had begun to sink in. He poured himself a drink and sat down in front of the Jenair coat of arms he had carved into his wall. It was official now, his king, King Ik of Jenair, was dead. He had never even left his humble home of Woodwall, let alone met the man, but in spite of that information he still had liked him a lot.


  By all accounts the king had been a reclusive gentleman not unlike himself, but he had also served as a symbol of order and unity throughout the kingdom. He kept everyone under the same banner and served to remind the citizens of the kingdom that, irrespective of their differences, they were all on the same side. A side that hated everyone from the kingdom of Nonamay.


  If there were two things he felt he needed from his home in order to lead a happy lifestyle, they would be freedom and homeostasis. King Ik’s general disinterest in governing resulted in a lack of royal intervention in nearly all sectors. However by merely existing he kept the government intact, preventing the kingdom from becoming ruled by anarchy. Dungar couldn’t have asked for a better person in charge, and now he was gone and the kingdom’s fate was unclear.


  As he lamented the state of his state, he heard the doors to the inn open. He rose from his chair expecting to see the familiar face of Jitters, only to lock eyes with none other than Rainchild Earthumper.


  FIVE


  Time to Get a Partner in Crime


  Dungar stood, eyes transfixed on his unwelcome guest.


  “Hello, blacksmith.” Rainchild greeted sweetly, his smooth and confident voice filling the room.


  He remained immune to the infectious charm of the prattle.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “This is a lovely quaint little establishment you have here.” Rainchild mused as his eyes traced the inside of the bar. “I quite like the artwork.” Glancing back around, he could see that the perpetual look of agitation on the innkeeper’s face had not waned.


  “Look, blacksmith,” the wizard continued. “I just came over here because I wanted to say I think what you did at the meeting today was very brave. And I couldn’t help but be a little curious as to what motivated you to do it.”


  Dungar was slightly taken aback by this explanation, but left his guard up and brow furled.


  “It’s a shot at being king, why wouldn’t I try?”


  “Oh come now.” Rainchild scoffed, resuming his pacing. “You are clearly a man of simple means. What allure could the extravagance of royalty possibly have to you?”


  Dungar found himself made rather uncomfortable by these questions. Clearly his guest had to have some ulterior motive. A man like Rainchild who had never before given him the time of day wouldn’t pay a simple social visit out of nowhere.


  “Maybe the simple life has gotten too dull for my tastes.” He reasoned.


  Rainchild halted mid-pace.


  “Is that so?”


  Dungar was positive he could hear blatant disbelief in his voice, but Rainchild seemed to accept his reasoning.


  The wizard leaned back, a slight frown on his face. “Well, my friend, it causes me great sorrow to be put in a position which will result in the deprivation of your dreams.” He spread his arms wide, motioning for a hug. “But I have much faith in your ability to make the best of your circumstances.”


  Dungar shuddered at the idea of hugging him, but he was a guest in his inn and he was at least being polite. So, begrudgingly, Dungar opted not to put the wizard through the wall when he moved in for the embrace. As he tried to pull away he felt Rainchild’s grip tighten and head raise to speak into his ear.


  “So enjoy your pathetic life of squalor because you are going to die alone in this desert.” With that, Rainchild ended the hug with a shove backwards.


  Dungar gaped at the long-haired man that stood grinning before him.


  “What did you just say to me?” he tried to growl through his surprise.


  Rainchild maintained his cocky smile. “I honestly don’t know what you thought would happen at the meeting today, as if the town would consent to sending a lowly disheveled blacksmith like yourself to represent them.”
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