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HOW IT ALL BEGAN

(PART ONE)
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“No way!” Snarly screamed. “You do it!”

“Coward!” a woman in the crowd screamed back, spraying those unfortunate enough to be standing in front of her with spittle through clenched teeth. She was trembling and her face was red with anger—anger and fear, to be exact—just like everyone else in the crowd.

But Snarly looked on this sea of red with utter defiance. “You bet I am!” he agreed. He would not be made a fool of, not anymore. He would not play the part of the patsy. He would not be their errand boy. “I don’t see anyone else volunteering! I don’t see anyone else coming forth to slay the Beast!”

That did it. Now they were really mad. Everyone started shouting at him, all at once.

“How dare you!” and “Who do you think you are?”

“Someone must go!” and “You would have the Beast destroy us all?”

“Coward!”

“Coward!”

And more shouts of “Coward!”

Snarly thought for sure he was about to be stoned. Until, that is, someone cried out, “String him up!”

Deep down, he always knew this was how he was going to go out—death by angry mob. Everyone in the village hated him. He couldn’t blame them, really; he wasn’t the easiest to get along with. But this did seem a little extreme, even for them.

Fear can make people do crazy things, I suppose.

Snarly backed up, the incensed throng advancing upon him, inch by terrifying inch, until he felt the cold stone of a cold, stone wall. He watched as his neighbors closed in on him, their fists raised, their eyes bulging from their sockets.

He cowered down and waited for the pain to start, but then—
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Wait.

Is this confusing? It just occurred to me that this might be a little confusing.

You see, I already know this story, and I especially like this part. It’s scary, don’t you think? Poor Snarly being forced to go and—well, we’ll get to that. For now, I think I should back up, just a little. And, please, do let me know if I jump ahead of myself again—I have a tendency to want to skip to the really juicy bits.

Like most stories, though, it’s probably best to start at the beginning. As for Snarly and the angry mob...
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It All Started at Breakfast
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(Chapter 1)
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It has been said—on many occasions and by people who should know—that the world was once a very different place, compared to what it is today. In fact, everything was different, as you’ll soon see. Unfortunately, there is very little evidence to support this, and so these stories are now regarded as myths and fairy tales rather than actual history.

You may be wondering, How could something like that happen?

Well, the main reason is that the different people, creatures, and beings of that time have all passed away, and, through the years, the rains have washed away their stories, earthquakes have swallowed up their homes and relics, and their descendants have abandoned imagination and magic in the pursuit of less noble aspirations.

Our story takes place in this long-ago land of magic and wonder, and it all begins with a strange, grumpy little man named Snarly Smallbottom.

Now, we’ve all heard stories of elves, dwarves, fairies, gnomes, and the like, but Snarly belonged to another race of beings that have long since been forgotten. They were known as the Manichers, because they resided along the banks of the Manich River, most of them settling in Sandwich Town. This is actually where we get our word miniature from (bet you didn’t know that, did you?), as they were often said to be Manicher, or miniature, versions of men. And while it was true that they closely resembled the race of men, as a general rule, they were about one-and-a-half to three feet shorter.

On this fateful morning, Snarly the Manicher was in his miniature kitchen, scrambling up some not-so-miniature graybird eggs. (Graybird eggs were huge, by the way. They would be like ostrich eggs to you or me.) And he was really looking forward to eating them.

But, as he did most mornings, just as Snarly was scraping the last little bits of breakfast onto his plate, as if he had been waiting around the corner for that precise moment (and he probably was), Brutus jumped through the window and offered up his most pathetic “I’m hungry” meow.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Snarly said. “Not this morning. These are my last two eggs.”

Brutus meowed again, overly exaggerated, as if he were starving to death.

“Well, I’m hungry, too. And I had to work for these, so go bother someone else.”

Brutus tried a different approach and began to purr. And when that didn’t work he brought out the big guns. He lovingly rubbed his head on Snarly’s legs, weaving in and out, crisscrossing between them, in what he liked to think of as the fall-in-love-with-me-and-give-me-your-food-because-I’m-so-adorable dance.

But Snarly wasn’t falling for that, either. He simply ignored the cat and walked over to his seat at the table, “accidentally” stepping on Brutus’s tail along the way.

He laughed as the cat yowled in pain. “Serves you right, coming in here uninvited and begging for food,” he said as he sat down.

Now it was Snarly’s turn to take the lead. It was time for the ha-ha-I-can-stand-upright-and-have-opposable-thumbs-and-can-make-my-own-breakfast-on-a-hot-stove-and-don’t-have-to-share-any-of-it-with-you dance.

A devilish grin on his lips, Snarly raised an eyebrow, keeping one spiteful eye on the hopeful Brutus as he slowly unfolded his napkin and carefully tucked it into his shirt collar. He licked his lips as he gently sprinkled just the right amount of salt and pepper onto his plate.

Brutus’s tail twitched as Snarly picked up his fork and knife. After cutting a portion of the eggs, he held the fork up, turning it this way and that, examining it in the light.

Brutus didn’t even blink. His eyes glistened as he watched the steam rising from the yellow and white sliver of heaven. His nose pulsed as he sniffed the deliciousness out of the air.

Oh, please, he thought. Please, please, please, let me have just one small, tiny bite.

But Snarly opened wide and put the fork up to his mouth.

He held the pose as he looked over at Brutus again, out of the corner of his eye, his grin gradually growing more and more devilisher.

Brutus gulped, and then Snarly finally—mockingly, heart-rippingly, dream-shatteringly!—put the big bite of eggs in his mouth. He closed his eyes as he chewed, clearly savoring it, then smiled a big, nasty smile at Brutus, egg sitting on his lower lip, and patted his belly.

“Now those are some good eggs,” he gloated.

Brutus dropped his head with a quiet moan.

What you must understand is that Brutus was not Snarly’s cat. Brutus was just a mangy stray that no one in the village liked, so it only made sense that the two should find each other.

Snarly often had scraps for Brutus, who was very thin and unhealthy-looking, and no one could understand why Snarly was so nice to the cat. (I mean, this was Snarly we were talking about!) But I guess everyone needs a pet.

In fact, it was Snarly who gave Brutus his name. When they first met, Brutus was in an alley beating up a dog over a discarded piece of meat. It was quite brutal to watch, and Snarly found it to be very amusing. He liked the unfriendly, grumpy cat. Lately, though, Brutus just seemed whiny and needy.

But still, he did look pathetic.

Snarly sighed. “Here,” he said as he slid the plate over to the other side of the table. “I was wanting toast anyway.”

Brutus hopped up onto the table and sniffed the plate. He eyed Snarly. Then, once he was sure it wasn’t a trick, he began to purr—sincerely this time—and munch up the eggs.

Snarly scowled at the gray and white (and brown, from sleeping in the dirt) cat and headed back to the stove to heat his toast. That was when he heard the town bell begin to chime.

Now, the town bell was located in the middle of the village, and was only rung in emergencies (like when, during the Frost Wars, the village was unlucky enough to be in the path of an ice tornado) or times of extreme importance (like when the mayor’s mother-in-law was visiting, and he tried to force the entire village to make him look good by saying nice things about him, like that he was so handsome and that he had wonderful, minty breath and that he was the best government official the land had ever known).

As far as Snarly knew, there were no important events planned. Maybe it was an emergency. Maybe they were all in some sort of danger.

He hurried over to the front window and started to open the curtain, to see what all the fuss was about, then caught himself and flung it shut again.

“What am I doing?” he asked Brutus. “Someone probably just got a papercut or something. Or misplaced their brain!” he laughed.

Brutus looked up and licked his lips, uninterested in whatever Snarly was talking about.

“Ah, who am I kidding. You have to have a brain to lose one.”

But then he heard shouts as several people ran past his window. Whoever it was, they sounded scared. Snarly was curious, but he shook his head and turned away.

They’re always making a big deal out of nothing, he thought.

With that, he was thinking about how, all his life, people have always complained about him. At one time, his parents even tried to get him to visit the medicine man/life insurance salesman who lived in the next village over, to hopefully cure him of his naughty nature.

But, alas, Snarly was destined to be the town grump.

He earned the name Snarly because, when he was born, he didn’t cry like normal babies; it was more of a growl. And he always wore a frown. It would be true to say that Snarly was probably one of the worst babies in all the history of babies. He spit out his food, he whined, and he cried. And he would never go in his diapers. He would hold it, even as a newborn baby, and as soon as his mother or father would check to see if he had gone, right when their faces were up to his bum, that’s when Snarly would let it rip.

Then, when he attended school, he took bullying to a whole new level. He would push girls into the mud and punch boys in the arm. No one was safe. But he didn’t just bully the other kids. No, he would bully the teachers, too. Can you imagine, taking your teacher’s lunch money?

That didn’t last long, though, because Snarly graduated from school when he was only seven years old. Not because he was a genius, mind you, but because he was so bad. They just pushed him right through! His parents pushed him right out of the house, too, he was such a troublemaker. So, he got his own house and a job shoveling and bagging manure for fertilizer.

But he didn’t get any better as an adult. In fact, some might say he got even worse. He cheated on his taxes, he never left a tip when eating at a restaurant, and one of his favorite things to do was to scare babies, on purpose, just to hear them cry!

Another frightened group of villagers ran past the house, returning Snarly’s thoughts to the present. He thought he heard one of them shout something about the Beast.

Could it be? There hadn’t been any word of the Beast in months.

He looked over at Brutus, who had finished the eggs and was now patiently waiting for his chance to beg for the toast.

He thoughtfully stroked his short, gray beard and frowned. Curiosity was beginning to push aside his better judgment. Snarly tried to avoid people as much as possible, seeing as how no good ever came from him going into town.

Just eat your breakfast and go to work, he told himself as he started to butter his toast. Let them deal with their own problems.

But, the Beast...

He sighed and dropped the butterknife on the counter. “I’m not going to get any peace, am I, Brutus? Might as well go and see what all the commotion is about.” So, he grabbed his cloak and walking stick, tossing the toast on the table as he did so. (Brutus snatched it up right away.)

Outside, the sun shone brightly, and when Snarly squinted his eyes against it he looked grumpier than ever.

Once his eyes finally adjusted to the brightness, he gave a complaining growl and headed for the town square. And while this morning started out just like any other, it would soon prove to be quite the opposite, for today was the day that...(drumroll, please)...
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The Final Knight Returns (sort of)
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(Chapter 2)
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His whole life, Snarly had heard stories of the dreaded Beast. The Beast was a creature that terrorized the people of the land. If you believed the legends, it killed livestock, abducted children, and destroyed property, among other things. The problem was that no one had ever actually seen the Beast. They just knew of someone who knew someone who knew someone who had a cousin, or something, who had seen it. Kind of like Bigfoot.

There had always been a circle of twelve knights to protect the village, twelve brave men who had donned the armor and taken the oath, sworn to serve and protect all those who could not protect themselves. If a knight were ever to perish in battle, another brave soul would step up to take his place. It was a noble calling, to be sure, but lately, fewer and fewer had been brave enough to join their ranks. So few, that when one of the knights died, there were now none to replace him. One by one, they had volunteered to go out in search of the Beast, and, one by one, they had not returned.

The twelfth knight had been gone for three months, and no one had heard from him in all that time. And the people were getting restless. All of them, except for Snarly, that is. Snarly couldn’t care less.

But something about today seemed different.

When he reached the town square, it looked as though everyone had shown up. The entire village was in an up­roar. The last time Snarly could remember seeing everyone like that was at the Harvest Festival three years earlier, when a baby dragon had wandered onto the fairgrounds.

He tried to weasel and squirm his way to the center of the crowd, which was a very strange place for Snarly to be—in the midst, and all. He didn’t usually get involved in such things. He preferred to stay to himself and mind his own business, but he was curious about what the knight would have to say. Plus, he was ready for this whole Beast mess to be over with, once and for all.

At first, Snarly couldn’t tell if the crowd was cheering, jeering, or wailing. The people closest to him, the ones he could see, looked scared and confused, almost panicked.

Something bad must have happened, he thought. Then again, the people did tend to treat the knights a bit like celebrities. Maybe they were just starstruck.

Then Snarly started to make out some of what they were saying.

“What does it mean?” one man shouted.

“What are we going to do now?” asked another.

A woman holding a baby said, “Does this mean we have to leave?”

Snarly finally found the center of the mob. The mayor, Mayor Mortimer Mayer, was standing on a makeshift platform and holding a knight’s helmet. Snarly looked around, but he didn’t see the knight anywhere.

“Well, hello, Snarly!” It was his father, Festus. He was shouting, trying to be heard over the noise of the crowd. He looked very excited to be there—he was a bit of a gossipy Gus. (Gus was the town gossip, in case that wasn’t clear.) “Surprised to see you here, Son.”

“Hello, Father. Mother.”

Snarly’s mother, Brunhildia, went straight to fixing his unkempt hair. “My, my, Snarly, why won’t you ever brush your hair?”

He tried to slap her hands away, but she was very insistent. “What’s the point?” he said. “It’s just going to get messed up again.”

“Come to see what all the excitement’s about?” his father asked, all smiles.

“Yes.”

“I believe the mayor is trying to make an announcement on the situation now,” said Brunhildia. “If everyone would just be quiet so he could talk.”

The mayor had his hands held high in the air, trying to get everyone’s attention. “People of Sandwich Town!” he shouted. “Please! Everyone, calm down! There is a note attached to the helmet! I’ll read it, but I must have quiet!”

The people started to quiet down, but it took a while. It was like slowly turning down the volume on a television set.

When it was quiet enough, the mayor cleared his throat and read the note that was attached to the knightless helmet.

“The note reads as follows...”
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After Mayor Mayer read the note, he looked back up at the crowd.

Everyone was silent, their eyes wide, their mouths hanging open in dreadful amazement. They were all be­ginning to see that the impossible was happening. The moment they had all feared, but never thought would actually come, was coming. They knew that they were now completely vulnerable to the Beast. No one would ever be safe again.

Then the roar of panic filled the air once more.

“What does that mean?!”

“It’s all over!”

“We’re doomed! Doomed, I tell you! DOOMED!!”

This time, the mayor just stood still and waited for the chaos to subside. When it finally did, he spoke calmly. “So, now we must figure out what to do next. Xavier was our last knight, the last brave warrior among us. We must defend ourselves now.”

“How?!”

“We should fortify the village,” he continued. “Build a wall. Make weapons. And while we do that, we shall send another hero to find the Beast, in hopes that he—or she—will be able to find and vanquish the threat before these provisions are needed.”

There was a quiet murmur among the crowd.

“Now, who will be brave enough to take on this quest?” Mayer asked.

“Who else is there to send?” one man angrily shouted. “We are not soldiers! We are simple people! Farmers!”

“Yeah!”

“But someone must go,” Mayor Mayer insisted. “Are there any suggestions?”

As everyone talked amongst themselves, Snarly began to notice that a lot of the people were glancing over at him. Their looks seemed to
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