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      THWACK!

      Bloods splattered Raymond’s last clean work shirt as the condemned man’s head rolled off the platform and into the cheering crowd. Both their bloodlust and his job filled him with disgust. The poor man had been praying for forgiveness as the people jeered at him. For the millionth time he wished he had gone into masonry.

      But no. There will always be jobs for headsmen his family had said. The pay is good, they had said. And room and board at the castle surrounded by pretty maidens.

      Well the job gave him nightmares and sent him into a depression, which he managed by spending his coin on wine, which he drank alone because none of the maidens, or anyone else for that matter, wanted to be his friend.

      Every noble needed a headsman. No one wanted to be his friend.

      Walking off the stage Raymond heard the crowd starting to disperse the first whispers of gossip starting. How the prisoner had cursed the entire crowd, the crown, and God himself. The most outrageous he had ever heard was of one poor women who had supposedly grown horns and a tail when her head was severed.

      Raymond’s eyes started to blur. He took a moment to steady his breathing.

      “Trouble, my son?” an old, craggy voice asked.

      He turned to see the portly, red faced Father Carmichael giving him a sad smile.

      “Same as usual, father. I murder.”

      “Well in these circumstances the crown forgives,” he said patting Raymond on his wide shoulder. It was a bit of a stretch. The holy man was short and Raymond was on the big and beefy side. “And some of these times I’m sure you’ve killed an evil man or woman. Haven’t you?”

      Thinking about all the times he saw unrepentant murderers and rapists go to the block, Raymond nodded. “I just tire of it. I feel as if no one loves me…except for the Lord,” he added hastily as he caught Father Carmichael’s withering glare.

      “You need a wife.”

      “I need a new job,” Raymond said.

      “I’m telling you it was the most boring beheading of the season,” a shrill voice proclaimed, drowning out all others. A moment later Syrenia, the most beautiful loudspeaker in all of Duncia came sashaying by in loud purple robes. Around her were armored knights, their plate mail glistening in the sun other than where people had thrown mud at them. Leading them was Sir Studly. He was handsome. Charming. Rugged.

      Raymond hated him. Not enough to cut his head off, but just enough to cut the top of his head so his hairline matched Father Carmichael’s. He didn’t care for the princess either. She was beautiful and vain and she thought because people wanted to stare at her, they wanted to hear her speak as well.

      “That one didn’t bleed well, daddy. Make the next one better!” The king who was already back to listening to his advisors about the financial problems of the kingdom gave a wave of dismissal. “Yes, yes dear. Whatever you say.”

      “I think it’s his fault,” she said pointing at Raymond.

      Everyone turned to stare at the headsman.

      Now when Raymond had been a child he had been large for his age (it didn’t change much when he became an adult). It made him quite self-conscious about people noticing him. Being a headsman didn’t help either.

      He let out a tiny squeal. Thankfully only about half the kingdom heard.

      “Fine, dear. Do what you need to.”

      “What is your excuse?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. Raymond had seen what happened to employees who angered the princess. He had dealt with a few of them in his official capacity.

      “My axe,” Raymond said, lamely. “It’s dull. Can’t chop well. Its slicing but not dicing. ”

      Most of the audience had started to muter in disagreement when Sir Studly stepped forward. There was no mud on him, naturally, and when he moved the wind kissed his dark chestnut hair making him look heroic. “Your highness, when I fight in battle or in the joust if my blade’s edge is less than immaculate I run the risk of failure as well. Surely we can give the headsman two…no, maybe three days to have his blade sharpened by a proper smithy?” He gave Raymond a surreptitious wink as he finished the speech.

      Smooth. He was as good with words as he was with a sword. Meanwhile, Raymond handled his axe as well as he did his attempts at talking to girls.

      The princess grumbled. Sir Studly was one of the few people who was able to change her mind. The attractive knight gave her a beaming smile.

      “Very well,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “Irsson!”

      A small muscular man with bifocals and a large ledger filled with the expenses and collected revenue of the realm quickly moved forward opening the large tome somewhere in the middle. He pulled a quill from behind his ear and held it close to the page.

      “Two gold dunces for the headsman to sharpen his blade, paid by the throne. Get the best smith in all of Duncia on it.”

      “Yes, your highness,” Irsson stated.

      “Three days,” the princess said without looking at Raymond again. Then she was gone.

      Raymond breathed out a sigh. His whole body was sweating.

      “Two gold dunces,” Father Carmichael whistled. “Someone needs to teach that child the value of money.”

      “Who would she listen to?” Raymond muttered under his breath. His face turned red when he heard Father Carmichael chuckle.

      “I believe that was Irsson’s job along with curbing her spending. Of course, just like his father, Irs, he doesn’t understand the true value of money either.”

      Raymond nodded. “Irs was terrible. He raised taxes for three years. Had to cut off a few thieves heads because of it.”

      “Some disasters are completely avoidable, my son. Most of them are human. But remember. Any evil can be used for good. All it takes is a righteous person.”

      “Excuse me?” A voice behind them said.

      Both men turned to see Irsson holding out a sheet of paper. “Don’t worry, I didn’t listen to your conversation. And if I did, I assure you I don’t care. Here is the address of the blacksmith. Get there no later than two chimes today,” he said, letting his bifocals slide down his nose, glaring at the much larger Raymond. Most times it would have been comical but Raymond didn’t want to screw with the Irsson.

      “Y-yes, sir,” Raymond said. The small man was off before he was able to say anything else.

      Deciding not to take chances, Raymond lifted his bloody axe above his head and ran through the rest of the dispersing crowd. “Take care, Father,” he yelled without turning back. “Pray for me, please.”

      Father Carmichael sighed and started, praying for the poor fool’s feet not to trip up and send him careening blade-first into the crowd.
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      Raymond stood in front of the Headless Chicken looking bewildered. He wondered how a blacksmith had ever chosen such a ridiculous name or sign. On a black painted piece of wood was a golden image of a goose, minus the head, with tiny gold drops of blood spilling from the neck. It was effective. Raymond felt the same queasiness come over him like when he stepped onto his platform. Checking his axe (he had wiped it down after stopping, embarrassed no one had told him he was running around with a dirty weapon) he ducked in the doorway.

      “Hello?”

      Around him swords and shields hung from straps in the rafters and sharpened butcher knives were laid out on tables. There were blackened and worn tools hanging off of nails from posts and walls and a large fire crackling in the furnace. A young man with dark hair and smudges covering his face came over.

      “Welcome. I’m Greg” he said wiping his hands with a towel and then gabbing Raymond’s giving it a good squeeze. “Heck of a grip you’ve got there. What do you do?”

      “Headsman,” Raymond said, quietly.

      “Ahhh,” Greg said shoving the towel in his apron. “I see.”

      This was the part Raymond hated. When people found out his job they got distant. It was the castle all over again.

      “Well, I guess that explains the axe. Good thing, too. I was starting to get nervous,” Greg said, giving a smile. It was a little forced but Raymond saw the blacksmith was trying.

      “I’m supposed to get it sharpened,” Raymond said, handing the axe over.

      Greg ran his finger along the edge. “It’s seen a lot of use.”

      “I’ve killed a lot of people,” Raymond said before wincing.

      Greg paused staring at Raymond’s face, new understanding illuminating his face. Taking another second to consider the statement, he nodded toward his wares. “Look around, Raymond. See all these swords? What are they made for? Not for cutting off chicken heads, that’s for sure. I’ve sold to the army, to the guards, even to mercenaries, and I’m sure a few bandits. If we added up all the people our weapons killed I bet I come out ahead.” He then stared at the butchers knives on the tables. “Of course, some of these were actually made for cutting off chickens heads. Come to think of it, if I didn’t sell things like that I would have to rename the shop and sign boards are expensive. Not to mention all the paperwork. Talk about messy.”

      Raymond decided he liked Greg.

      “The princess said to get it done in three days. She seemed very determined about it,” he said, his voice quivering.

      “We’ll be okay. I get requests from the throne all the time, so many I have to send messages for my time estimates. You come back tomorrow and we’ll see how much more we need to do. Okay?”

      “Great,” Raymond said.

      “Sounds good, buddy.” He gave Raymond a playful pat on the arm. “You take care.

      Humming a tune for the first time in ages, Raymond stared up at the blue sky. He ignored the bewildered stares of the people on the street. It was like they had never seen a gore-smattered man singing to himself.

      Sometimes the people in Duncia could be real idiots.
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      Raymond tried to think of a time he had woken up happier. It had been years. It certainly wasn’t because of the mattress. His poor back hated the thin straw. He really had to go down to the store and pick a better one or better yet switch over to feathers. That was the real dream.

      Moving down the streets he called out to Father Carmichael as he saw the priest beelining down the main market. Raymond’s face fell when he saw the old spiritual leader’s stricken face. Then again, they were right next to the dung brick stall so it was a little understandable.

      “Father Carmichael, what’s happened?”

      “I got a messenger sent to my door. One of my flock has been accused of a mortal crime. I’m rushing over to his shop to see what I can do. I know the poor lad. He isn’t capable of whatever they’ve accused him of.” Father Carmichael turned back to the crowd and struggled to move forward. The mid-morning throng was busy buying their breakfasts so Raymond stepped forward and, like the Red Sea, they parted.

      “Thank you, my child,” Father Carmichael said.

      Raymond gave a nod. He was too busy trying not to breathe in the dung brick air. He was also trying to focus on how to get to the Headless Chicken. Raymond had a tendency to get lost in the city. Once he had even gotten so lost he had ended
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