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Dedication

For Bubble-Quiet, in every room.
For everyone who raised the paw. Who proposed the marker at the second lily pad. Who said: we know what happened, we could do something else. Who was right seventeen times and changed nothing.
For the ones in the catalog whose names the chronicler almost had but the light was failing and the events were happening faster than annotation permitted. He is sorry he did not catch the name. He is sorry about a number of things.
For Reed-Breaker, smiling.
For the mouse who carried the food all that way and didn't pause to eat it.
For Swift-Pad, who was fast, which is what the name meant, and who joined the line, and—
The chronicler sets down the pen.
He picks it up.
He goes on.




About This Book

Of Mice and Amphibians began with a question about the gap between rhetoric and reality — the gap that opens when a cause that everyone knows is absurd gets processed by the machinery of honour and ancestral obligation into a cause that everyone knows is necessary.





The Muse, invoked at the beginning, hovers at the altitude where war looks like weather and death looks like subtraction. The chronicler cannot access that altitude. He has a low stool, a reed pen, and an increasingly inadequate supply of whatever was in the flask.





The original Batrachomyomachia — the ancient Greek Battle of Frogs and Mice, attributed (almost certainly wrongly) to Homer — is one of the earliest surviving mock-epics: a parody of Homeric war poetry in which the entire apparatus of the Iliad is deployed over a drowned mouse and an offended frog king. It is funny and it is, if you look at it long enough, not funny at all.





This version adds what the original lacks: a narrator with a personality, a favourite side, a drink in his hand, and a growing understanding that the distance between comedy and tragedy is not a genre distinction but an altitude problem. From far enough away, the Battle of Troy and the Battle of the Pond are the same. The catalogued dead are the same. The language of honour that sends them is the same.





Of Mice and Amphibians is a book about all the wars that begin because the warning was not delivered in the correct rhetorical framing. About the advisors who are right and shushed. About what happens when you write down everyone's name and cannot stop.
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Of Mice and Amphibians

      
      A Darker, Wetter, Dumber Troy
      

      Being the True and Unabridged Chronicle of the Great Marsh Conflict, as recorded by the Office of the Official Chronicler, Third Tier, Unclassified, in the Year of the Heron, during the Administration of No One in Particular

    


Invocation

      Sing, O Muse.

      Sing, I said.

      The chronicler is aware that the Muse has not yet descended. He is aware she is looking at him with the expression of a professional asked to unclog a drain. He asks her to set aside, if she would be so gracious, the question of scale. He asks her to consider that all conflicts, viewed from sufficient altitude, are indistinguishable from all other conflicts, and that the altitude required to render this particular conflict indistinguishable from, say, the Fall of Troy, is — admittedly — considerable.

      Astronomical, perhaps. He wishes to note, parenthetically, that the Muse has already found that altitude. She hovers at a height that suggests she has not fully committed to the assignment and retains the option of returning to Olympus if things get embarrassing, and from that height, the chronicler suspects, the marsh below looks like a smudge of green beside a smudge of grey, and the two armies assembling at its edges look like nothing at all, which is in fact the most accurate way they have ever been rendered, and it would be a great comfort to the chronicler if he could view them from the same remove.

      He cannot. He has access to a low stool, a reed pen, a quantity of ink that is already running lower than anticipated, and a view of a marsh that smells, this morning, of something between ambition and decomposition.

      The chronicler accepts the Muse's terms.

      Attend, then, to the tale of a war so vast in its consequences, so seismic in its reverberations across the fabric of history, that the stars themselves — had they been paying attention, which they were not, being stars — would have dimmed in anticipatory grief at what was set in motion on an otherwise unremarkable Tuesday morning beside a body of water that does not appear on any map, having been too small to merit cartographic inclusion, though not, as it turned out, too small to serve as the occasion for complete civilisational catastrophe.

      Sing, O Muse, of the wrath — well. Of the fright. Of the fright and the water and the gap between what was said and what was heard, and all the work that gap became.

      The chronicler notes, before proceeding, that the Muse has already begun edging toward the exit. He urges her to remain. He promises brevity. He is already aware that this promise will not be kept. He is aware that every chronicler who ever promised brevity was wrong, and that he is unlikely to be the exception, and that the marsh outside will be what it is regardless of how long this document becomes. He notes all of this in the spirit of comprehensive pre-emptive honesty and moves forward, because the alternative is to keep sitting here looking at the marsh, and the marsh does not blink.

      We begin not with bronze. We begin not with the sacking of cities or the weeping of queens or the hollow sound of a wooden horse settling into position on a stone floor in the dark. We begin with a morning that was, until the moment it wasn't, entirely peaceful. We begin with two creatures at the edge of a pond, neither of whom had any intention of starting a war, both of whom started one anyway.

      This is how it always begins. The chronicler has looked into the matter.
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