Unusual Cities: A Book by Sontalo Mickino
Kublai Khan was a pretty big deal in ancient China once. Not sure if you knew that or not.  He was like their king, or their emperor maybe, I dunno. The point is he was pretty important back then.

Anyway, being such a big deal, it is to be expected the dude would want to know the details and such of the cities of his kingdom. However in the period Kublai lived China was a pretty big place from all the conquering and whatnot (it still is a pretty big place, but at this time it was a little larger), so it was really hard to know about all the cities in China, which there were a lot of. Kublai also wanted to know a little bit about the cities outside of China, in case he might need to conquer them or open a trade route there or something, which only made the situation worse.

Enter Marco Polo, famous Italian explorer. You may have heard of him from the party game, but he also traveled to mainland China and met Kublai Khan, which is what this story is about.

"But Marco," said the Khan when he met Marco Polo, "I already have hundreds of explorers and scholars who tell me about all the cities in China and beyond, and even they can't keep up. What can you, a single man, do that they cannot?"

"With all due respect, Mr. Khan," said Marco, "all of your explorers and scholars are only telling you about the USUAL cities. I can tell you all about the UNUSUAL cities, which will give you a much more complete picture of your kingdom and the world around it."

"Very well," said Kublai Khan. "Tell me all you know of the Unusual Cities, Marco." And he did.

**********

This one time I took a trip to the city of Anna. When I got there everyone was just kind of ignoring me and nobody would talk to me. At first I thought this was one of those cities where everyone is rude to tourists, but after staying a little while longer I realized that nobody was speaking to anybody else, either. Everyone was silent all of the time, and the only sounds came from cars and such. Being a curious man, I decided to get to the bottom of this.

It wasn't easy to figure out what was going on, though. Like I said, nobody would talk to me (or anyone else for that matter), so it took a while to find the library for the place. Eventually I gave up on asking for directions via hand signals and just hoofed it around town, looking for a building with a statue of a book in front of it or whatever.

After almost a whole day of searching, I finally found Anna's library. (It didn't have a statue of a book out front, but it did have some statues of bears, which start with the same letter as book.) Inside I found a big book entitled The Plan for the City of Anna, which naturally I read. It turns out that hundreds of years ago a bunch of astrologers planned out the next couple millennia or so of the town of Anna. Everyone followed the plan to the letter, and eventually everyone became so focused on the plan that they stopped talking to each other. (This was all predicted in the book. I don't usually go in for astrology, but I have to admit, these guys were really good.)

Anyway, everyone in Anna was looking really annoyed at me at this time, probably because I was throwing off their plan, so I figured I should leave. Nice shops there, though.

**********

If you visit the small town of Samantha, you will not see any cemeteries or graveyards or what have you. What they do instead is leave their dead dudes lying around their houses. There isn't any ritual function to this practice at all, they're just really lazy about their dead dudes. Seriously gross. Everyone in Samantha is constantly getting diseases, and it is a wonder that everyone there hasn't died of a disease yet.

**********

Do you know what they use for money in the city of Ramona? No, it's not gold or silver or any of the other usual money suspects. It's actually cow patties, and here's why.

Okay, so the people of Ramona are pretty crazy about cows for some reason. Like, you'd think this would be because they were Hindu or something like that, but they don't live anywhere near India and they're all pretty devout Methodists, so that's probably not it. But anyway, they are cow-crazy up in Ramona: holding multiple cow festivals a year (I could do with just one, maybe one and a half), giving their cows "the best spot in the barn" (one of the window seats), outlawing the cooking and eating of hamburgers (other types of beef are okay though), holding an annual cow parade (maybe this should go with the cow festivals mentioned above), calling milk "ambrosia that came from nature's finest beast" (no idea why anyone would call it that), and oh yeah, the cow patty money mentioned earlier.

Now I know the whole cow-patty-as-money thing is pretty weird. I mean, cow poop doesn't smell too good even when dry, and you could maybe catch a virus or possibly even a parasite from it. But after I thought a while about it, cow patties don't really strike me as being any weirder than "normal" currencies. After all, at least you could use a cow pie to fertilize a field or anything else that needs fertilizing, and some cultures use dry cow patties as a renewable source of fuel. That's two more uses for cow patties than I could think of for gold or dollar bills. So maybe Ramona is onto something with this "cow patty money" thing.

**********

You won't find any shopkeepers, hitmen, jay-walkers, people tweeting, or really any people at all in the city of Martha. Instead what you will find are bunches and bunches of manikins, filling up the streets, the shops, the buildings, the pedestrian crosswalks, everywhere. Basically what I am trying to say here is that Martha has a lot of manikins and not a whole lot of people.

Now, if you are a curious person (and you are) you might wonder how Martha got this way. "Perhaps this is just a toy city made by giants, or perhaps a great tomb built for a king?" you might say to yourself. Well, neither of these guesses are correct. It turns out the reason Martha has so many manikins is because of one dude. He is a manikin maker and every manikin he makes represents one dead guy. Eventually he made so many manikins that all the living citizens of Martha had to leave re: there was no room for them left. The guy still makes manikins even though he is the pretty much the only guy who still lives in Martha. Some of the guys he made manikins of are still alive, so it's a pretty pointless endeavor all around.

**********

Would you like to take a visit to the city of Pamela? It is a beautiful place, with every comfort a traveler could ask for. There are beautiful shops that the traveler may enter to buy beautiful things and also food; later, they might go out on the beautiful streets, lined with beautiful sidewalks so the traveler may avoid getting hit by a beautiful car; later still they may go for a night walk, the beautiful evening lit up by the beautiful stars and also the beautiful streetlamps. The traveler can easily meet many beautiful women there (or beautiful men, if they are into dudes) and in general have a wonderful time.

Now would you like to go to Pamela? Surprise! It turns out Pamela is every city, potentially. The kicker is, you cannot go to Pamela by walking or driving or airplane or whatever. It's really more of a state of mind, man. That is why you cannot find a good guidebook on it.

**********

Kublai scratched his head a bit. "Those were some pretty weird cities. And that last one wasn't a real city at all."

Marco Polo smiled. "Ah, it is foolish to expect the unusual to conform to the standards of the usual. And what could be more unusual than a city that technically isn't a city?"

"Yeah, I guess that makes sense," said Kublai Khan. "Okay Marco, I guess you can stay here." And thus began the first of many meetings between Marco Polo and Kublai Khan.
