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    To my friends, my pals. Good ones are hard to come by. Great ones I hold on to forever.

      

    


“Whaddya mean, ‘not bad?’” Drood squinted up, tapping his bow’s strung tip on the jerkin-covered chest of his bigger, broader, beardier friend Rom. In response, Rom arched an eyebrow, looking once more at the far away results of Drood’s shot.

“Kilrayne’s shot went high right,” persisted Drood. “The kid is off even more. Look at mine.”

“I’m looking,” said Rom. Three straw-stuffed targets swayed like hanged men on a windy gibbet at the far end of the range. Each sported a spent arrow. Only one had a shaft in the middle of its fabricated chest.

“Do you see?” insisted Drood.

“I do,” said Rom.

Drood thrust his bow at the target. “Dead center. Seventy yards with a crosswind. Shot on command. And all I get from you is, ‘not bad?’” 

Rom shrugged. “I have seen better.”

“Wha-? Where? Where have you seen better than that?” Drood lowered his weapon and swept a callous-fingered hand to encompass their surroundings. Behind them squatted the sagging-roofed, rough-plank buildings housing the barracks, mess, and offices of Blaine’s Bastards Swords-for-Hire. In front, beyond the shafted targets, over the slapdash compound wall and away across Fier’s bustling harbor, soared the alabaster towers of Prince Darras’ royal palace, gayly colored pennants snapping in the sea breeze. The same breeze what stirred those princely pennants swayed the archery targets and brought the odors of fish, tar, oakum, and unbathed workmen into the already pungent practice yard. 

“I’m waiting,” insisted Drood.

Rom cleared his throat and crossed his arms. “Well, I’ve seen a mounted knight in full plate with shield raised high charge downhill and catch it right here.” He pointed to his neck, the spot where a gorget and shoulder pauldron met. “And that was closer to a hundred yards.”

Drood cradled his bow and spread his feet. “Uh-huh.”

“Oh, and I’ve seen a bandit leader catch one right in the eye despite standing thirty feet up on a castle allure, hiding behind a thrashing buxom blonde. Then there was the arrow up the dragon’s snout, the ricochet around the corner to kill that goblin king, splitting the portcullis rope, the—”

“Okay.” Drood lifted a hand. “I get it. You’ve seen some precision archery in your day.”

“I should say so,” said Rom.

Behind and currently unaddressed by the debating pair waited two other mercenaries who had competed with Drood for Best Bow of the Bastards. The aforementioned Kilrayne and the kid, having heard Rom’s litany of phenomenal skill, leant in to hear more. The kid was a broad-chested, thick-necked, thin-bearded youth of late teens who could not look fresher off the farm if he had just tumbled from a hay wagon. He gripped his plain bow like a garden spade, mouth open and head tipped at the distant targets as if confounded by what he saw. The other older, greasier bowman was Kilrayne—a slim, lanky, dark haired weasel of a man with a receding chin. He held his exotic weapon of black wood the way a cutpurse clutched stolen pearls.

Drood pouted, batting his eyes at Rom. “May I ask who this master of bow and shaft might be?” 

“Are you serious?” quipped Rom.

Drood’s lips quivered. His nose twitched.

Rom chucked his friend on the shoulder. “Piss off.”

A grin split Drood’s face and he chuckled as he turned to look again at the targets. “I’d forgotten about that stupid goblin king, raiding shepherds to expand his empire. Still, this shot was pretty damn good, under the circumstances.”

Rom shook his head. “And what circumstances are those?”

“Everything I just said. Plus I’m hungover.”

“You and me both.”

“Was a hell of a night though.”

Rom pinched his nose. “If you say so. I don’t remember much.”

“Enough already,” snapped Kilrayne, pulling a fresh shaft from his quiver. “I don’t give a good godsdamn about your drunken escapades. And I don’t buy none of them stories, neither. Stories carry no weight.” He prodded Drood’s arm with the brown-feathered end of his arrow. “I say you got lucky. We go again.”

“Why would we do that?” Drood gestured downrange. “Victory is mine. You each owe me two bits.”

The farm boy mutely fumbled for his coin purse.

Kilrayne slapped the big lad on the arm. “Put away your silver unless you’re paying me, boy. I say we shoot again, double or nothing.”

Drood looked from his competitors to his friend. “He said double or nothing.”

“He did,” confirmed Rom, gripping the handle of the longsword sheathed at his hip.

“I just laid a shaft dead center, and he wants to up the bet?” Drood rocked on his heels.

“Seems that way.”

The farm boy raised a hand for attention. “Uh, s-sorry, but I ain’t got no four bits to lose. Not ’til Captain pays us end of the month.”

“It’s fine,” Kilrayne slapped the kid on the arm again. “Ain’t like we don’t know where to find you.” Kilrayne’s eyes narrowed along with his knife blade grin. “Besides, if you win, you’ll have eight bits jingling in that little leather pouch a’yours.”

The kid brightened as if the idea of winning never occurred to him until just now. “Alright. I’m in.” He, too, snatched up a fresh arrow.

Drood considered them, checked with Rom—who only shrugged again—and pulled out an arrow fletched with grey goose feather. “Fine. Double or nothing. What say... closest to my last shaft wins?”

“That’ll do,” snickered Kilrayne.

“Fine by me,” said the kid, rolling out his shoulders and taking up his stance.

The three bowmen set their feet sidelong to the target, each nocked an arrow, raised his bow in his left hand and drew with his right. Each steadied his breath and took aim.

“What are they doing?” whispered a small voice by Rom’s elbow.

The big swordsman lifted a finger for quiet. “It’s a bet,” he whispered back, then louder, to the archers, “On my command...”

“Are they all going to shoot at once?” asked the whisperer.

“Yes, yes. Shush,” hissed Rom.

“Oh, my apologies.”

“Any time, ya lummox,” grunted Kilrayne from the side of his mouth.

“Loose!” Rom shouted.

Three bowstrings twanged. Three arrows hissed. Heavy thunks of iron heads piercing cloth and straw, and the unmistakable crack of splitting wood.

The archers lowered their bows.

“Well, I’ll be...” The farm boy’s arms drooped slack at his sides.

Kilrayne grumbled out, “No firkin’ way.”

Drood stood squinting, lips pursed like a man uncertain his eyes told his brain the truth.

At the far end, Drood’s target rocked on its rope. Four shafts protruded from the center. Actually, three whole shafts and a gray-feathered one split down the middle. A white-fletched arrow stuck out just above the split shaft. Kilrayne’s brown-fletched one quivered below. A second gray-feathered arrow stuck out from between the curled halves of the first.

Beside Rom’s elbow came a whistle of impressed appreciation. “Your friend is quite the shot.”

“That, he is,” said the big man with a smile.

“Four bits.” Drood held open his hand to Kilrayne.

Kilrayne shook his head, leaning away. “No, no. We bet closest to. Not... not....”

“You can’t get any closer than that,” stuttered the farm boy. “I gotta owe ya, sir. ’Til payday, that is.”

Drood unstrung his bow. “Keep your coins, kid. I don’t really want them.”

The farm boy meekly bowed his head. “That’s m-mighty kind of you, mister Drood, sir.” He trudged away, a couple of equally farm-fresh lads joining him from the dispersing crowd of veteran Bastards that had gathered to watch the show.

Kilrayne’s shoulders sagged. He glowered at Drood and sniffed. “Yep. Mighty kind. Right sporting of ya.” His taller, thicker, just as greasy companion Lemm—a shield wall hack-and-slash type—walked up in front of Rom and planted his feet, angry bull eyes glaring and broad, hairy nostrils flaring.

Rom made no move and Drood kept smiling. “I do not want the kid’s coins, Kilrayne. But yours, for some reason, I have a deep and gnawing need to liberate.” Drood held open his hand. “Four bits.”

Kilrayne scratched at his stubbly jaw and looked to Lemm. The brute grunted, shrugged, and kept staring daggers at Rom. The bowman grumbled and slapped his money into Drood’s palm. 

“You won’t always be so lucky,” sneered Kilrayne. “Let’s go.” He tapped Lemm on the chest. The pair tromped off to the barracks.
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