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Princeton Delaney, the sovereign of Carnivoria, was hosting a sumptuous feast. He invited all the courtiers serving at his palace, commanded the finest delicacies to be prepared, and, naturally, the requisite courtesans and songstresses were in attendance.

The banquet was unfolding splendidly. The king was in excellent spirits, his mood as effervescent as the wine in his goblet. The officials were delighted to partake in a gratis meal, their stomachs as full as their hearts. Accolades for the monarch’s munificence flowed as freely as the vintage. The first course was served at daybreak, and the revelry continued well into the inky depths of night.

However, it was a blustery day. A gust of wind, as mischievous as a court jester, swept through the grand banquet hall, extinguishing the candles and plunging the entire chamber into pitch darkness. For a moment, silence reigned supreme, broken only by the melodious strains of a musician plucking away at his seven-stringed zither. The poor chap couldn’t be faulted for his imprudence, being deaf as a post; the presence or absence of candlelight made no difference to his world of perpetual silence.

King Delaney, accustomed to the capricious nature of power outages, remained steadfast in his seat, continuing to imbibe with regal composure.

‘Your Majesty!’ Chaya Ross, one of the king’s favoured courtesans, fell to her knees before him, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. ‘I demand justice!’

‘What ails you, my dear?’ King Delaney grasped Chaya’s hand, his touch as gentle as a butterfly’s wing as he helped her to her feet.

‘Someone dared to caress my hand in the darkness!’ Chaya exclaimed, her voice trembling with indignation. She thrust her hand towards the king for inspection, as if some telltale evidence might still cling to her flawless skin.

King Delaney took her hand, his fingers tracing its contours with the precision of a cartographer. He felt nothing but skin as smooth as polished marble. He pressed his lips to the back of her hand, then released it. ‘Who was the culprit?’

‘The darkness shrouded the miscreant,’ Chaya replied, her tone as sharp as a newly-honed blade, as if holding the very wind accountable for her misfortune.

‘Then I’m afraid there’s little I can—’

‘But wait!’ Chaya interjected. ‘I managed to seize a trophy from the scoundrel. I tore the tassel from his cap. Behold!’

‘Ah.’ King Delaney took the tassel, turning it over in his hands. The length, fabric, and intricate design spoke volumes, revealing the owner’s identity as clearly as if it were inscribed upon the threads.

Chaya, well aware of this, pressed her advantage. ‘I insist the insolent offender be punished!’

In the oppressive darkness, the officials shifted uneasily, like mice sensing a prowling cat. Someone fidgeted in his seat, perspiration beading on his brow.

King Delaney tossed the tassel to a nearby servant with the nonchalance of one discarding a used napkin. ‘Take it away. Consign it to the flames.’

‘But Your Majesty!’ Chaya protested, her voice a mixture of shock and dismay.

King Delaney gestured to another servant with a flick of his wrist. ‘Remove her as well.’

The bewildered courtesan was ushered out of the hall, her face a canvas of confusion and wounded pride.

King Delaney removed his crown, placing it on the mat beside him with a soft clink. He addressed the officials, his voice as smooth as honey, ‘It’s sweltering in here. Let’s all remove our caps, shall we?’

The courtiers complied without hesitation, as eager to please as puppies.

A short while later, servants had rekindled all the candles, bathing the hall in a warm, golden glow. All the officials sat bareheaded, their caps discarded, making it impossible to discern who had dared to touch the courtesan’s hand.

King Delaney clapped his hands, the sound sharp and authoritative. ‘Let the music resume!’ he commanded, and the hall once again filled with the strains of melody.

Later, one of his trusted aides approached him, curiosity burning in his eyes. ‘If I may be so bold, Your Majesty, why did you order everyone to remove their caps?’

King Delaney’s laughter rang out, rich and hearty. ‘It’s not uncommon for one to lose his inhibitions when in his cups, as has oft happened to yours truly. Chaya is a vision of loveliness, to be sure. Any man in his right mind would find her as irresistible as a siren’s call. But should I alienate one of my loyal subjects for her sake? She’s but a woman, after all. Between beauty and loyalty, I know which is the more precious gem.’

Months passed, as fleeting as autumn leaves, before the king discovered the identity of the tassel’s owner. During a fierce battle with the forces of King Howell, King Delaney’s army found itself besieged, the king himself surrounded by a sea of enemies. As despair began to sink its claws into his heart, a fearless warrior in gleaming armour charged through the throng of enemy soldiers. His sword flashed like lightning, cutting down foes as efficiently as a scythe through wheat. He rode to the king’s rescue, successfully spiriting him away to safety.

King Delaney’s heart soared with delight. ‘To whom do I owe the gratitude of saving my life? Brave warrior, I beseech you, remove your helmet that I might gaze upon the face of my saviour.’

The warrior knelt before the king, pressing his forehead to the ground in a gesture of utmost respect. ‘Your humble servant was the one who lost his tassel during that fateful banquet. I was spared by Your Majesty’s wisdom and could but pledge my life to honour your leniency.’

King Delaney’s face split into a grin as wide as the horizon. ‘Ah! Had I yielded to Chaya’s demands, I’d have lost not only a most loyal subject but an indomitable warrior to boot!’

Their spirits lifted by this heartwarming scene, as buoyant as ships on a rising tide, the king’s army went on to vanquish the enemy and secure the neighbouring country’s territory. King Delaney emerged victorious, his name etched in the annals of history as the conqueror of all nations.
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Burke Lee slammed his fist on the table. ‘More wine!’

The shopkeeper feigned deafness. The apprentice waiter scurried away from his table like a startled mouse. The woman at the counter buried her nose in the account books.

Burke Lee let out a thunderous belch. ‘More wine!’

Two customers at a nearby table sniggered and huddled closer, whispering.

‘A sot, eh?’ one said.

‘One of the worst kind,’ his friend concurred.

‘Looks young.’

‘Early twenties.’

‘Too young to be a ne’er-do-well.’

‘You’re never too young to be a ne’er-do-well,’ the friend disagreed.

‘But he’s a rather handsome ne’er-do-well.’

‘Which is all the more lamentable.’

‘Do you think he’ll do a runner?’

‘Without paying the bills?’

‘That’s what ‘do a runner’ means, you dullard.’

‘He can try, but the shopkeeper and the busboy and the cook and the sweeper won’t let him get away with it. And the lady behind the counter is reaching for the broomstick and keeping a watchful eye on him.’

Burke Lee overheard the neighbours’ conversation. Indignant, he had a mind to confront them, but was too inebriated to stand up. He pounded the table again. ‘More wine!’

The shopkeeper approached. ‘We are all out.’

‘Out of wine? At a tavern? Don’t be absurd.’

‘You’ll have to come back tomorrow.’

Burke Lee rubbed his bleary eyes. With one hand steadying himself against the wall, he rose unsteadily to his feet. ‘Very well, tomorrow it is.’

‘The amount is fifty-seven copper coins,’ the shopkeeper said.

‘What?’

‘For the wine and the snacks and the one bowl you broke.’

‘Put it on the tab.’

‘You don’t have a tab here anymore.’

‘Why not?’

‘You owe us too much.’

‘But I’ll settle.’

‘When?’

‘Soon.’ Burke Lee let out another resounding belch and patted his stomach. He narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ll soon pass the exams, then I’ll be an official. You know how much they pay the officials, even a lowly secretary.’

‘When will you pass the exams?’ The shopkeeper sounded sceptical. He eyed Burke Lee’s tattered robe and unadorned head.

‘Next year.’

‘But there’s an exam next month.’

‘I’m not taking it.’

‘Why not?’

Burke Lee’s eyes grew redder. ‘You know damn well why. Because avaricious merchants like you keep taking money away from me. For food, clothes, housing, books, everything! How can one expect to be able to sit for the exams when one is constantly hounded by rapacious merchants?’

‘I never hounded you,’ the shopkeeper said, rather meekly, on account of Burke Lee’s younger age and imposing physique.

‘Then stop asking me for money.’

The shopkeeper exchanged a glance with his wife behind the counter. She shook her head. He sighed and acquiesced. ‘Very well, the tab it is.’

Burke Lee staggered out of the shop. He was still hungry, but he didn’t feel inclined to go back into the tavern. He returned to his rented house two streets over. The front door was unlocked. He was in the habit of forgetting his keys and there wasn’t anything valuable inside to be stolen, anyway. Pushing the door open, he stumbled into the front courtyard, past a pile of laundry he’d meant to do yesterday, through the front hall, into the single room at the back which served multiple purposes: bedroom, study, exam room, meditation room, and, on the rare occasion of a friend’s visit, guest room.

Burke Lee collapsed onto the bed face first with his clothes on and was snoring before his head hit the pillow.

His days passed in a haze of wine and unpaid debts. When shops blacklisted him, he simply ventured further into another part of town. Neighbours kept their distance because he was a loud and quarrelsome drunkard. Friends, the few he had, stopped visiting. Burke Lee paid them no heed. He was destined for great things, he was convinced of it. He just had to wait for the right opportunity to present itself.

One such opportunity came in the form of the provincial governor. Avery Caleb was aiming for advancement, and to get that, he had to produce convincing proof of his achievements in local governance, one of the paramount criteria being education. He therefore visited the local schools frequently and kept a close watch on the scholar-students who showed promise.

Burke Lee came to his attention not because he was a promising scholar-student. On the contrary, the twenty-two-year-old
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