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Edris stalked along the edge of the makeshift boxing ring; bloody fists raised. This was his fifth fight during the autumn festival, but the cheers of the crowd washed away any fatigue he might have felt. It was drawing close to midnight, and people were still streaming into the clearing to see who would win the title.

Brushing the hair from his eyes, Edris gave Cedric an opening. Cedric took it and sprang forward, a fist sailing through the smoky air. Dodging the blow, Edris grabbed Cedric and hoisted the two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man off his feet. Laughing, he slammed him to the ground, shaking the lanterns hanging from the tree branches. The crowd roared.

Slowly, Cedric stood. He wasn’t going to stay in the match long at this rate. Edris could see it in the man’s blackened eyes. Twenty gold wasn’t worth the beating he was taking. 

Cedric charged again, throwing a right hook at Edris’s dirty but otherwise unmarked face. Edris caught the blow with his left hand, then sent a sharp right jab into Cedric’s nose. It wasn’t a hard shot, certainly not as hard as Edris could’ve thrown, but it jolted Cedric’s head back. He hit Cedric two more times for good measure, sending him reeling to the ground.

Maybe he’d stay down this time. Nobody would blame him for quitting. He’d gotten in a few good licks and had fought honorably. Besides, Edris hadn’t lost a match since he was twelve years old, and everybody knew he wasn’t going to lose now.

The referee’s count reached seven as Cedric struggled to one knee. He rubbed his puffy face, blood dribbling over his distended bottom lip, his breaths coming in great wheezing gasps. He heaved himself to his feet. 

Edris crossed the ring. He dropped his guard slightly. 

Cedric’s expression brightened as he threw another right hook. 

With the crystal clarity he always experienced when he fought, Edris calculated the route the punch would take and then analyzed his best option. He’d block the blow with a sweeping left forearm and then send a right to Cedric’s—what? His eye? He’d hate to hurt him too badly. Nose? He needed to finish the fight. He drank five pints of beer before the match and had to get to the privy. Hitting him in the nose might not end it. He’d hit him in the chin, but not so hard that it’d break...

A scowling face in the crowd seized Edris’s attention. It was his father, Lord Elros, and he wasn’t happy. 

Cedric’s blow exploded flush against Edris’s jaw. For a heart-faltering moment, the onlookers sucked in air, their cheers cut short. They leaned closer. But the punch barely budged his young head.

Lord Elros sneered in disgust.

Cedric cocked his left, but Edris couldn’t play around anymore. He had to end the fight, even if it meant hurting his father’s captain.

Edris slipped a right jab into Cedric’s nose, then came up with a left uppercut. It connected with Cedric’s chin, nearly flipping him over as he collapsed to the ground. The crowd erupted.

The referee counted to ten and then raised Edris’s blood-spattered hand in triumph. “And our harvest festival champion—”

If he said anything else, Edris couldn’t hear it through the shouts and whistles. His muscular shoulders sagged as his father climbed into the ring.

“Sir...” Edris began.

His father slapped him across the face. Edris could’ve ducked or blocked the blow, but he’d learned long ago it was better to take the beating than to anger his father even more. Besides, the slaps never really hurt.

Lord Elros grabbed Edris’s ear as though he were a little boy. If anybody in the now-silent clearing thought it was funny, they didn’t dare laugh. Nobody wanted to anger the Lord of Bend, not if they valued their lives.

“Come with me.” He pulled Edris through the crowd. “Now!”

He led Edris into the woods. Edris didn’t know why. It wasn’t as though they were alone. People were strolling by as they headed home, and his father wasn’t exactly the type to talk in hushed tones.

Lord Elros rounded on his son. “What the hell was that?” 

Edris hesitated. If he answered and the question was meant to be rhetorical, he’d get another slap, or worse. Yet if he didn’t answer quickly enough—

“I won,” he said, immediately wishing he had kept his mouth shut.

“Won?” the lord repeated. “Is that what you call it? Because I call it a fucking farce. Picking him up and spinning him? And don’t tell me you weren’t carrying the worthless pile of shit. You could’ve knocked him senseless within two minutes.” 

Edris bowed his head. “Yes, sir.”

“The most powerful weapon you will ever have is your reputation. It’ll serve you well with your friends and it’ll serve you well against your enemies.”

“Yes, sir.”

“By the gods!” Lord Elros cried, not caring whether the passing villagers could overhear him. “Look at you!” He reached up and pounded on his son’s bulging chest. “The gods made you a mountain for a reason. You’re going to be the best knight to ever walk these god-damned lands, understand? They’re going to be talking about you a hundred years from now. If they aren’t—” The lord paused, his anger growing. 

Edris knew what he was about to say. He’d heard it a thousand times. 

“And if they aren’t,” the lord said, “you aren’t my son. Do you understand? You lose. And you don’t come home. You aren’t the best; you don’t use my name. You’re nothing to me. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

The lord pointed to the clearing. Boys were shimmying up the trees, retrieving the brass lanterns. Workers had taken the boxing ring apart and were carting it away. “What you did back there was a disgrace.” 

“Sorry, sir.”

He considered his son, towering nearly a foot above him. “You think this is a game? Is that it? Do you think it’s going to be a game when you begin serving the god-damned king?”

Edris had heard these rants before as well. His father’s clashes with his brother-in-law, King Michael, were legendary. Everybody knew they hated each other. But saying god-damned king was blood-chillingly close to treason. He tried to calm him, but his father wouldn’t let a word in edgewise.

“Listen to me,” Lord Elros ordered. “The next match you have, you hurt the son of a bitch. Make him bleed. Break his bones. Cripple him. Do you understand? You make him hurt every single damn day he wakes up. You make him limp for the rest of his life.”

“But...” Edris sputtered. “What about the Code? It isn’t honorable to—”

“You and your damned Code. Let me tell you something, boy, there is no honor in the real world. There are no rules. You get into a fight, and you use every trick you can in order to win. That’s the only way you’ll survive. Nobody is going to show you mercy, so you can’t show them any. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If you show people what you can do in the ring, your foes will think twice about challenging you outside of it. And your friends will know they can count on you to do what needs to be done.”   

Lord Elros got even closer to his son’s face. Edris’s eyes watered from the wine on his breath. 

“I want you to kill the next man you fight. You kill him and strike fear into everybody who ever crosses your god-damned path. Are you listening to me? The next man you fight, you kill. Snap his neck.”

Edris nodded, not sure if he could live with himself if he actually killed somebody. The fights were games. All of this was supposed to be for fun. But fighting dirty and killing somebody? That wasn’t the type of person he wanted to be.

“Look,” Lord Elros said. “You’re starting your service to the king next year. The job of a kingsman is to kill. That’s what you’re being trained for. You’re a warrior. Warriors kill. Get used to it. The king points, and you kill the man, woman, or child on the other end of his prissy little finger. You can’t be the best if you’re soft.”

Edris didn’t say anything. The tirade was nearly over, and he didn’t want to inflame his father’s wrath by saying something wrong.

“Be the best,” his father finished, “or you aren’t my son. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Lord Elros regarded the villagers streaming past. Few met his gaze.

“When you enter the king’s service, you won’t be the biggest, strongest man anymore. And you’ll be my son. That won’t help you in some people’s eyes. So, you’ll need fear on your side. You need to be able to strike terror into people’s hearts. You need to be able to snap their necks and not lose a moment’s sleep over it. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Lord Elros dragged the back of his hand across his dry mouth. Edris could tell he was craving a drink.

“I’m only doing this for your own good,” his father said. “I’m trying to toughen you up, so you’ll be the best. I’m helping you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lord Elros seemed to search for something else to say. “How are you getting home? Your horse was in the stables when I left.”

Hands jammed in his pockets, Edris shrugged. “I was thinking about having a beer or two and then coming home in the morning.” Knowing what his father wanted to hear, he added, “The run would strengthen my legs.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re finally taking your preparation seriously. Though I want you home by dawn. Have your drink, if you believe you deserve one. But I want you home before sunup.”

The lord’s country estate was twelve miles away. That wasn’t too far. But it was located in the foothills of the mountains and, after fighting all day, running up the rocky slopes was going to be a challenge.

“Yes, sir,” Edris said.

“All right, then.” Lord Elros pulled on his riding gloves and straightened his weskit. “I’ll see you at dawn.”

Edris watched his father shove his way through the dispersing crowd. He smiled when a little girl flipped the Lord of Bend the middle finger. Good thing the lord didn’t see it. Edris knew firsthand his father had no qualms about beating a child.

Cedric limped toward him. “Ed.” 

“Hey, Cedric. How are you feeling? You look like you could go another couple rounds.”

Cedric snorted, holding a bloody rag to the gash over his left eye. He handed Edris a small pouch. “Thanks for taking it easy on me.” 

Edris checked the pouch. It was his twenty gold for winning the tournament. “I didn’t take it easy on you. You fought well. Better than last time.”

“You’re a rotten liar. You’ll need to work on that before you become a kingsman.”

“I didn’t realize being a good liar was part of the job.”

“Trust me. It’s the most important part. That and being able to look the other way.”

Edris didn’t know what that meant, so he surveyed the townsfolk leaving the clearing and waited for Cedric to say whatever was on his mind.

“I overheard your father,” Cedric said eventually. 

“I’m sorry. He gets that way. If he really thought you were a pile of shit, you wouldn’t be captain of his guards. He’s not going to sack you.”

“In all honesty, I wouldn’t care a wit if he did. I’m sure every other lord in the kingdom would hire me at twice the pay, if only to hear me tell stories about your father.”

That was probably true. The number of people who valued the Lord of Bend’s company was rapidly dwindling.

“No...I meant,” Cedric continued, “what he said about being a kingsman.”

“He’s rather prone to exaggerate. You should hear him talk about his own exploits when he was my age.”

“He does exaggerate, I’ll give you that—but not this time. Look, Ed. You know how highly I think of you. And my face is a testament to your fighting prowess. But your father is right. When you go serve His Majesty, you need to be prepared. Like he said, you won’t be the biggest and strongest anymore. And you’ll be with men who are seasoned warriors.”

Edris wished he had something to drink, then worried he was becoming like his father. 

“I mean it, Ed. You’re good. Very, very good. But you won’t be the best in the company. Not at first, at any rate.”

“If I’m not the best...” Edris muttered. 

“Don’t worry about that. Not right away, at least.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“I sympathize with your position. However, you need to understand, you’ll be starting at the bottom. You’ll be what the officers call a dreg. You’re a piece of shit. And that’s how they’ll treat you. They’ll push you. They’ll push you hard, waiting for you to lose your cool. Especially the nobles. Every lordling and bastard of a duke will challenge you, knowing you can’t lift a finger against them.”

Attempting to lighten the mood, Edris chuckled. “Hey, those bastards and lordlings are my cousins!”

“They may be family,” Cedric replied, “but they won’t treat you like it. They won’t do you any favors—trust me. Then there’s the fact you’re Elros’s son...”

An inebriated man shouted his congratulations as he passed. Edris waved in gratitude. 

He sighed. “Right.”

“You’ll have to play things smart. You ain’t one to follow orders. You tend to go your own way. And that won’t cut it in the king’s service. If they have you stand all day in the hot sun guarding a pile of reeking horse manure, you do it without saying a word.”

Cedric must’ve caught something in Edris’s expression, a hint of the anxiety that had been building in his gut ever since his father announced he had enlisted his youngest son in the military. 

“You can do it. Try to treat everybody like you treat your father. Eyes forward. Nod when appropriate. Lots of ‘yes, sirs.’ You’ll do fine.”

Edris shook his head, droplets of drying sweat tumbling from his scraggly hair. “I don’t think I can, Ced.”

“You’ll be fine. Keep your mouth shut and realize that once you put on the king’s tabard, you aren’t noble anymore. You’re a stinking, lousy dreg.”

Cedric glanced past Edris. Evidently, somebody was coming up the path behind him. 

“Thanks again for not beating me senseless,” he said as he limped away. 

But Edris was too deep in thought to answer.

A moment later, somebody put a tender hand on his arm. Turning, Edris found Beatrice smiling up at him.

“You okay?” she asked, concerned.

Edris touched the purple lump on the side of his chin. “It’s nothing. Believe me. By the time he hit me, he was too tired to do much damage. Hey, Brago!” He inclined his head toward the much smaller boy standing behind Beatrice. 

“Ed,” Brago said in his quiet, almost menacing tone. “Good fight.”

“Thanks. Make any money off it?”

“Regrettably not. Nobody was willing to wager against you.”

Edris laughed. “Sorry about that. Wait a minute.” He felt in his pocket and pulled out the pouch Cedric had given him. He handed the disheveled boy a gold coin. “Here. Get something good to eat.”

A greedy gleam flickered behind Brago’s cold eyes. 

“Hold on.” Edris dropped another couple coin into the boy’s hand. “Get some decent boots, too. It’ll be winter soon.”

Brago struggled to speak. “Thanks, Ed. That’s remarkably kind of you.”

“I don’t need it. By the way, did you find a job yet?”

Brago’s dark expression returned. “I’m afraid people are a bit leery of hiring thieves.”

“You’re not a thief,” Edris said, knowing full well that he was. “Tell you what—come by the manor sometime. I’ll see if we can find something for you to do. The dogs always need tending. Or the horses.”

“What about your father?”

“I’ll take care of him. Besides, you’ll be cheaper to hire than anybody else. He’ll work you hard, but you’ll make a few coins.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.”

Edris turned to Beatrice, admiring her long leg exposed by the slit in her skirt.

She arched an eyebrow, knowing exactly what he was thinking. Edris blushed. 

Next to them, Brago fidgeted uncomfortably. He gestured toward town. “I’ll be on my way then.” His fingers tightened around the coins as he snuck a glance at Beatrice staring lovingly up at Edris. “I’m in your debt, Ed.” He gave a slight bow. “Thank you yet again.”

“Stop by the manor,” Edris called to him. “The one in the country, not the one in town.”

“Indeed, I will.”

Edris watched the diminutive Brago disappear among the departing crowd, then pulled Beatrice to him. She tried to protest, but not much.

“By the gods, Bea,” he said. “You look inviting.” He kissed her neck.

“Not too inviting, I should hope.” She giggled, slapping his bare chest. “Please! Not here. People will think I’m a whore.”

“If anybody calls you that, I’ll kill them.”

Beatrice extracted herself from Edris’s powerful arms. “Which brings me back to what I was asking. Are you okay? And I don’t mean your various bumps and bruises and cuts. Though, the gods know, I worry about them as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your father!” she said pointedly. “Everybody heard what he was telling you.” Her expression turned concerned again. “You okay?”

Edris shrugged. “You know him. Only the best will do.”

“Are you really going to kill the next man you fight?”

“Of course not. To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind losing the next match to spite him.”

“He’d disown you!”

“I don’t care. Honestly. I could put all of this behind me and find a job on a farm or in a logging camp.”

“Or as a poet?” Beatrice suggested.

He hushed her, shooting furtive glances at the people walking by. 

“What?” she asked. “I think your poems are sweet.”

“Yeah, well, let’s keep them just between you and me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Men.”

Edris grabbed her tiny waist and pulled her close once more, feeling himself melt into her arms. It was strange how holding her made him feel safe. Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

She stroked his shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 

He tried to think of something clever to say, but the truth slipped out of him. “I don’t want to serve the king.”

“Don’t you have to?”

Edris frowned. “I suppose.”

“I don’t understand. You’ve always wanted to be a knight. It’s all you’ve talked about since you were a boy.”

“There’s a lot of crap to wade through in order to become a knight.”

“So? There’s nothing you can’t handle. By the gods, Ed. Nobody can beat you with blade, bow, or fist.”

Edris dithered. “Nobody here, you mean.”

“Or in Lower Angle. Or Bend. You’ve won every contest you’ve ever entered.”

Edris didn’t answer. He held Beatrice to his sweaty chest.

“What’s wrong?” she asked again.

“Nothing. Oh, here.” He handed her the pouch with the rest of his winnings.

Beatrice pushed it away. “I’m not—”

“Bea,” Edris said, “I like taking care of you.”

She beamed.

They both knew she could use the extra money. Although she wasn’t a street urchin like Brago, Beatrice and her parents weren’t far from being homeless, and a fistful of gold coins would go a long way.

“Thank you,” she said begrudgingly. 

She kissed him.

He bounced his eyebrows. “If you truly want to thank me...”

“Oh! So that’s your plan, is it? I heard your father. You have to be home by dawn.”

“I have a few minutes.”

“Edris, son of Elros,” Beatrice chided him playfully. “If you ever give me only a few minutes in that way, you’ll never see me again!”

He laughed. “Fair enough. I have more than a few minutes.”

They kissed.

“You better get going,” she said. “It’s a long walk.”

“I can run and get there well before dawn.”

“Even so, get going. I’m tired and have to work in the morning. See you soon?”

“On my honor.”

They kissed again.

“Ed?”

“My lady?”

“You can tell me anything. You do know that, right? Anything you’re thinking or feeling.”

“I’m fine. But...” He grimaced. “It’s going to be a long five years with the king.”

“For me as well.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two

[image: ]




For the first couple of miles, Edris ran. The night air was cool, and the earthy smells of the dark forest pleased him. But soon, his legs grew heavy and he slowed to a jog, then to a leisurely walk. He reminded himself that he’d fought all day. But his fatigue troubled him. When he served the king, he’d have to go on long marches while wearing a full pack and chainmail. 

He had to be the best...

He was only half kidding when he had told Beatrice he wanted to be a farmer. He liked being outside where he could do whatever he wanted, and although he’d never admit it to anybody—he liked plants and flowers. Seeing things grow made him feel...well, different. The time or two he’d helped the servants in the fields were probably the most peaceful moments in his life.

Being a farmer, however, was out of the question. He’d never met a wealthy man who worked the soil. And having money had its advantages, especially when you ate as much as he did. He couldn’t live if he were poor. Not like Beatrice or Brago. How they managed, Edris could only guess. He liked sleeping outside, but Brago slept on the streets or in the woods every night, even in the winter. Poor half-starved kid... 

No. If he was going to defy his father, he’d have to be able to support himself, and farming wouldn’t do that. Neither would gardening or being a logger. Or a poet.

He thought about serving as a kingsman. His stomach sank.

He could tolerate his father’s tantrums mainly because he could always go ride, or fell a tree, or fight. While in the king’s service, he wouldn’t have such luxuries. He couldn’t merely walk away from his commanding officers. Every moment of every day was going to be lived to please the king—a king who hated his family.

His mind slipped back to Beatrice again. Oh, how he longed to spend the night with her. Even if they didn’t do anything other than hold each other, being with her made everything seem okay. Someday, maybe...

No, he was too young to think about marriage. Besides, getting married to a peasant girl would only add to his growing list of problems.

Edris trudged up an incline. Through the thinning trees, he could see the eastern horizon turning amber. Dawn couldn’t be far off.

“Bollocks!”

He broke into a jog, then pushed himself into a run. 

Climbing the last hill, he peered down onto his father’s estate. The east guardhouse was a mile away, but the main house was another mile beyond that. 

Did he have to be inside the house to be home on time? Or was being on the grounds close enough?

He knew the answer. His father would most likely be waiting for him at the manor door, watching the sky. If he didn’t cross the threshold by the time the sun was up...

Edris bounded down the hill, tired feet pounding the stone road. Reaching the bottom, he put on a burst of speed. Up ahead, a guard with a black dog appeared behind the closed iron gates.

“Malcom,” Edris called, out of breath.

The guard opened a gate, the dog waiting obediently by his side. “Morning, Master Edris. Out early? Or in late?”

“In late.” Edris peered at the eastern hills. A sliver of the yellow sun peeked above the forested ridge. “Could you do me a favor?”

“Name it, sir.”

“If asked, can you tell my father I got here before sunup and that we stood at the gate chatting a while?”

“Due back by dawn, I take it...”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t particularly like lying to his lordship, but if you return the favor, I’d be much obliged.”

“Name your price.”

The guard offered Edris an envelope with King Michael’s royal insignia—a green dragon coiled around a tall, lopsided hill. The seal had been broken.

“It wasn’t me!” Malcom said defensively. “The messenger delivered it like that. When I told him to go to the lord and explain himself, he rode off, leaving me with an open letter from the king! Can you imagine?”

Edris took the envelope. “I’ll give it to my father and explain what happened.”

“You’re most kind, sir. I’ve been worrying all night what His Lordship was going to do me when I gave it to him.”

“I’ll take care of it. Before dawn, right?”

“Absolutely. If I recall correctly, the sky had yet to turn when you came running up.”

“Thanks, Malcom.”

“Thank you, sir!”

Edris pet the dog, then followed the road of crushed red stone to the manor house. 

Passing the elegantly manicured lawns and bushes trimmed to resemble woodland creatures, Edris inspected the envelope. 

It was from the king, all right. The handwriting was all too familiar.

Didn’t His Majesty have a secretary or somebody to write his correspondence? 

Edris’s stride slowed.

The letter must be pretty important if His Highness wrote it himself. 

What could it say?

Maybe it was about his service to the king.

His gaze drifted to the windows looming above him. Yellow light streamed through the curtains in the servants’ rooms, but the rest were still dark.

Edris regarded the envelope again.

“Oh, hell.” 

He peeked inside. 

The top sheet read simply: “Elros. Announce the beginning of the month. Yours, M.”

Then Edris read the proclamation underneath. 
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Edris placed the king’s letter on his father’s imposing desk, atop a scattered pile of papers and unanswered correspondences, then sat in the corner.

Would his father be displeased he’d read the letter? It wasn’t as though it said anything confidential. Then again, his father only had two emotions—angry and oblivious. Edris had survived largely by keeping his father unaware of his actions. He’d gone weeks without his father speaking to him. When he was a child, Edris was convinced his father didn’t remember his name. The lord simply addressed him as “Boy.” Unfortunately, now that Edris was going to be serving the king, Lord Elros was paying more and more attention to his youngest son—and it would only get worse as his enlistment date drew closer.

Edris rubbed his tired face. 

He needed to blow off some steam. He needed to have a little fun before his life as a free man came to a miserable end. He had to get away from his father before they came to blows.

Edris stared at the royal envelope. Its flap was creased; it had obviously been opened.

Yes, his father was going to be displeased.

Another beating...

Perhaps if he smoothed it out somehow—

The familiar stomping footfalls echoed along the corridor. Edris jerked his hand from the letter and sat up straight. The door to the study flew open.

Lord Elros took several steps toward his cluttered desk before realizing he wasn’t alone.

“Edris,” he said, surprised. He checked the window. The sun had been up for nearly an hour. “Did you get home by dawn as I asked?”

“Yes, sir.”

The lord sat in his chair, apparently no longer interested in the conversation. “Fine. I’ll check with the guards.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lord Elros searched through piles of papers, extracted one, and reached for a quill. He looked at Edris. “Anything else?”

“No, sir.” Edris got to his feet, but then thought it would be best to address the state of the king’s letter. “That is, yes, sir.”

Lord Elros slapped the quill onto the desk. “Well, which is it? Yes or no? Honestly, I realize you aren’t as intelligent as your brothers, but you should have some inkling as to whether there is anything else.”

“Yes, sir.” Edris gestured to the ruffled envelope. “A messenger from the king arrived early this morning. The letter he delivered was open. I didn’t want you to think that any of the servants read it.”

Lord Elros slid a contemptuous glance at the letter, then returned to the paper in front of him. He scribbled on it, the scratching of his quill breaking the painful silence.

Lord Elros paused, then lifted an eyebrow. “I suppose there is something else.”

Edris fought the urge to say No, sir. 

“I was wondering...” he said slowly. 

“Oh, by the gods, spit it out. You are the stupidest son anybody could have. If Edran had your body, he’d be a god.”

I was wondering if the letter had anything to do with my service...to the king, that is.”

“King,” grumbled Lord Elros. Aggravated, he threw the letter at Edris. “You remember how to read, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” 

Edris eagerly opened the envelope, trying desperately to maintain his charade. His father watched him read the note, and then the second page. Edris took his time, making sure his eyes drifted across each line he’d read earlier that morning.

“Well?” Lord Elros demanded. “What does our illustrious king have to say? I’m sure he has many thoughtful insights on how I can improve my rule.”

Edris’s eyes reached the end of the announcement, letting the disappointment show on his face. 

“It’s nothing to do with me, sir.” He gave the letter to his father. “It’s an announcement about the next Kings’ Quest.”

“As I thought.” Lord Elros returned to his writing. 

“Yes, sir.” Edris made for the door as though puzzling over a rather challenging problem. He stopped, holding the silver doorknob.

His father slammed the quill again. “What is it now? Forget how to open a damned door?”

“Sir...” Edris said, trying not to overplay his hand. If he said things correctly, he might be able to get away from his father for a bit and have some fun before enlisting. “The reward for this quest is a thousand gold pieces.”

Sighing, Lord Elros scanned the royal proclamation. “It appears you are able to read after all. I am so very glad all that money I spent on tutors didn’t go to waste.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Out with it, boy. What is it you want to say?”

“What if I undertook the quest?” Before his father could answer, Edris pushed his idea. “It would be great training before I go to Upper Angle. I’ve been getting rather lazy here, with servants cooking for me and tending to my every need. So, I believe I should challenge myself more.”

A wave of anger washed over the lord’s face. “You’d lose.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Lord Elros’s anger gave way, replaced, perhaps, by pride at his son’s bravado. “Trust me. You’d lose. Is that what you want—to be known as a loser?”

“No, sir. But nobody has to know I’m competing. Anybody would assume I was spending my last year before serving the king exploring and having a good time. They’d only know I’m competing if I win.”

“If you win?” Any pride in Lord Elros’s expression quickly changed to sarcasm. “What do you know about adventuring? What do you know about—?” He checked the royal proclamation. “The Sword of Betrayal? Do you know anything about who it belonged to?”

“It belonged to Prince Raaf,” Edris said, praying he was right.  

“And what do you know about him?”

“I know the legends.”

His father grunted. “Think! If the legends were true, there wouldn’t be any need for a quest, would there? Everybody would know where his sword was.”

Lord Elros reclined in his leather chair, irritated. However, something in his calculating, slightly hungover stare suggested he was mulling the matter over. Edris attempted to sweeten the pot.

“Markus will undoubtedly be competing,” he added. “At the very least, I might be able to get in his way a bit. You know, slow him down. Maybe tell other adventurers what he’s up to so he doesn’t win.”

Lord Elros looked sharply at him. “Be careful, boy.” But Edris could tell his father wouldn’t mind if the king’s son lost the competition. “Don’t underestimate Markus. You might have a few inches on him, but he’s smart and ruthless. As are all of the king’s brats.”

“Perhaps, he should be taken down a peg or two.”

Lord Elros chuckled. “Think you could do that?”

“I’m not saying we’re going to brawl in the streets. But if he and I are both in the same place, I might be able to keep an eye on him and get in his way, like I said.”

“You don’t get in the way of a charging bull.” Lord Elros stared out the window, thinking.

“And also,” Edris said, attempting to tip the scales, “I can start the quest before it’s actually announced.”

“Moron! Don’t you think Michael has already told his son what the next quest is? Why do you think the envelope was open? I’d bet a hundred gold that the messenger allowed some adventurer to look inside. Half the adventurers throughout the realms have probably started the quest. Idiot.”

Edris opened his mouth, but then decided not to say anything. 

“If you get found out...” Lord Elros began.

“I won’t. Nobody will—”

“Don’t interrupt!” 

Lord Elros peered out the window again. Bright sunlight flooded the untidy room.

“You realize you’re talking about interfering with the king’s flesh and blood,” he said.

“Yes, sir. Again, I only mean to spy on him and maybe pass information to his competitors. Perhaps distract him a bit or give him false information. That sort of thing.”

Lord Elros drummed his fingers on the desk. A faint smile trickled across his lips. “I’d love to see Markus lose this one.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You know what will happen if you get caught?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you?” Lord Elros turned more fully toward him. “I’m the Lord of Bend. How do you think it’d look if my son was found sabotaging the king’s son? Do you know what I’d have to do to you?”

Edris swallowed. “You’d have to disown me.”

“Precisely. And the king will undoubtedly do worse to you. At the very least, you’d see the inside of a prison.” The lord regarded him. “Still wish to proceed?” 

There was only one answer Edris could give. Even if he wanted to change his mind, he wouldn’t dare. He’d never hear the end of how he chickened out. His father would probably disown him right then and there.

He nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Lord Elros leaned back in his chair, appearing almost proud. “Very well. Go talk to Edros. He has a head for these sorts of things. He can get you started.”

“Started, sir?”

“Yes, boy. If you don’t know anything about adventuring, how are you going to stop Markus from winning? You’ll need to be able to anticipate his moves before he makes them. And you can’t do that if you don’t have a clue what’s transpiring.”

“Thank you, sir.” Edris opened the office door, wondering what he’d gotten himself into. 

“Edris.” 

“Yes, sir?”

“I know nothing about this. I have given you permission to spend the rest of your time before you enlist traveling and training. Nothing more. Do you understand?”

Edris bowed. “Yes, sir. I’m on my own.”

“Exactly so.”
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“Father agreed to this?” asked Edros. 

He and Edris sat in Edros’s musty study in their mansion at Bend, a town a few hours’ ride from Lord Elros’s preferred country estate. Edros was Edris’s second brother. Edran, the oldest, was the lord-in-waiting and undisputedly Lord Elros’s favorite. But Edros also commanded some of the lord’s respect due to his ability to master various languages and memorize nearly everything he read. At twenty-two, he was a cleric and was rising quickly up his order’s ranks—though this might have been assisted by his father’s many gifts and donations. 

“He’s agreed in his fashion.” Seeing his brother’s confusion, Edris added grudgingly, “Initially, I had proposed to undertake the quest as a means of getting in better shape.”

“And getting away from Father.”

“Precisely.”

“Then he twisted it into something he wanted?”

“More or less.”

Edros stroked his beard. “I don’t understand. You have no chance of winning. Maybe after you get some experience. But a boy your age—” Edris bristled. “Forgive me. I mean, young man. What I’m attempting to say is, allowing one of his sons to fail isn’t within our father’s nature. What does he really want you to do?”

“He wants me to make sure Markus doesn’t win.”

Edros’s eyes lit up. “Oh! Yes, I see. That would be more consistent with our dear father’s magnanimous character.” He studied Edris sitting across from him, wringing his calloused hands. “What are you going to do?”

Edris shrugged. 

“Look,” Edros said, “if you want my advice, you should forget about Markus and go off and enjoy yourself. Serving the king isn’t going to be particularly pleasant.”

“Wonderful. Five years of hell.”

“I don’t know about hell, but you might as well have fun while you can.”

Edris clenched and then unclenched his fists. “What about Father? He seemed keen on the idea of Markus losing.”

“He’s always like that. He’ll get excited about something until something else comes along. Trust me, meddling with a king’s son never ends well.” He gestured to the packed shelves around them. “Read any history book or faerie tale.”

“That’s my life,” Edris muttered sarcastically, “a faerie tale.”

“It isn’t that bad, is it? Other people have it a lot worse.”

“I suppose.”

“Just stay clear of Markus. Being around him will only lead to trouble.”

“You know how Markus and I get along. He’ll pat my head like a damned dog and call me Fatty Eddie. Believe me, I’d rather stay clear of him.”

“Fatty Eddie!” Edros laughed. “I’d forgotten about that.”

Edris grumbled. 

“Oh, don’t worry,” Edros said. “You’re far from fat nowadays. And besides, he’d need a ladder to reach your head!”

“Speaking of ladders, I should’ve left him stuck in that tree when we were kids. It would’ve served him right to be trapped up there all night.”

“Yes, well, who knows how things would’ve turned out for either of you had you acted differently. Every action has a corresponding consequence.” He watched his younger brother absentmindedly massage his palms. “What’s wrong, Ed? This can’t be about Markus or running all over the countryside until you enlist.”

Again, Edris shrugged his muscular shoulders. “I...” 

“You what?”

“I don’t know what I want.” He gave his brother a meaningful look. “But I know what I don’t want.”

“Ed, we’ve been through this before. You have no choice. You’re going to be a kingsman. It’s your lot in life.”

Edris cursed under his breath.

“What exactly are you worried about?” Edros asked. “I would’ve thought you’d love to serve in the military. You’ve talked about nothing else since you were four.”

“I talked about being a knight.”

“And serving as a kingsman for a few years will get you one step closer to earning a knighthood. What’s the problem?”

“I don’t deal particularly well with being pushed around.”

“True. Oh, don’t take it that way. You know what I mean. You manage father’s invectives well enough.”

“I can escape from him. His belittling and snide comments only last a few moments of the day. Then he sends me off running or sparring or what have you. But when I go into the service, I belong to the king. I’m his to do what he will with.” He glared at Edros. “I won’t be owned.”

“Everybody is owned in one way or another.”

“Not me.”

“His Majesty isn’t all that bad. You’ve met him. He’s always treated you civilly. So out with it. What’s really going on?”

“I’m not exactly the type who takes orders well.”

“You’ll learn.”

“I don’t want to learn!” Edris cried. “I don’t want to be trapped for five fucking years doing somebody else’s bidding.”

“Which returns us to what you really want to do.” 

“I want to...I don’t know. I want to ride and explore and fight and wench and...mostly wench.” They laughed, despite Edris’s growing anxiety. “I want to be my own man.”

“Then you’re going into the wrong profession.”

“I know!” Edris got up and strode about the tiny room. The smell of dusty books and aged parchment gave him a headache. “But other than farming, I’m not sure what else I could do.”

“Farming?”

“You know, physical labor. I’m good at that kind of thing.”

“I’m sorry, Ed. There are only three occupations suitable for a lord’s son—lord-in-waiting, cleric, and the military. Nobility don’t do physical labor. That’s how it is.”

“I know.”

“And besides, you’re built for fighting. If you were a cleric, you’d scare all the sinners away!”

Edris raked his fingers nervously through his brown hair. 

“You’re going to be a terrific knight someday,” his brother said. “But first, you have to show the king your worth. That’s how things work. Five years of toil and labor for a lifetime of being a drunken, womanizing knight. It’s a pretty good deal, if you think about it.”

“Perhaps.” 

“It’ll go by fast. Trust me. In the meanwhile, enjoy your freedom while you can.”
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Edris buried the ax head eight inches into the tree trunk, chunks of wood flying. He jerked it free and swung again. The pine tree quivered. Another blow and it’d bow before him like a defeated foe.

He swung again and, as he predicted, the tree listed to one side. Then, with the cracking of splintering wood, it crashed to the ground. It was the third tree he’d felled since returning from Bend. Not that speaking with Edros had actually helped. He was more confused and conflicted than ever. 

Edris wiped the sweat from his brow and inhaled deeply. 

He loved this kind of thing. Chopping down trees always relaxed him. There was something about being outside in the sun, stripped to the waist, and swinging a weapon until life’s aggravations left him. There was also something calming about the smell of freshly cut wood. Why couldn’t a lord’s son get a job in a lumber camp? That he could do without complaint.

Edris hefted his ax, preparing to chop the toppled tree into more manageable sections.

A dark dot rode toward him, cutting across the rolling green fields.  

Planting his ax in the dirt, Edris grabbed his shirt and toweled away the rivers of sweat cascading down his chest. He strode to meet the rider halfway.

“Father,” he called when Lord Elros got within earshot. “Is everything all right?”

The Lord of Bend reined his black stallion to a halt in front of Edris. “What are you doing here? You were told to go meet with Edros and discuss your next steps.”

“I met with him earlier this morning.”

“And?”

Edris prepared himself for the lord’s fury. “Edros didn’t believe I should undertake the mission.”

“Oh, didn’t he, now? What did the learned scholar have to say?”

“He seemed to believe that I should find a better way of spending my last year before serving the king.”

The lord’s lips tightened, then twitched. “Better way?”

“Yes, sir. He suggested I stay clear of Markus and travel instead.”

“And did you tell him my thoughts on the matter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bollocks!” Cracking his reins, the Lord of Bend kicked his horse into a gallop—not toward the manor house, but toward town.
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