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For Hudson. Welcome to the world, kiddo.

Have fun.

—S. G.

To Mama Brenda, aka B. Money

—C. C.
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ONCE UPON A TIME…

… it wasn’t easy to be a knight-in-training.

My name is Tim. I’m a junior member of the Knight Brigade for the Great and Glorious Kingdom of Merryland.

I don’t really know you, but I’m guessing your normal morning goes something like this:

Wake up.

Go to the bathroom.

Shower. (Maybe.)

Get dressed.

Eat breakfast.

Go to school.

Now, here’s what I do on a typical morning:

Wake up.

Face this:
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That’s right. I started my day by squaring off against a dragon.

My head instructor, Sir Vyval, leader of the Brave and Honorable Knights of Merryland, believes that a knight must be prepared to defend himself at any moment. Even if that moment happens to be very, very early in the morning. So he will occasionally do something to keep me on my toes, like releasing a fire-breathing dragon into my room while I’m asleep. If I defeat the dragon, I pass the test. If the dragon defeats me… well, Sir Vyval needs to find a new knight to train.

Do you know what it’s like to wake up facing a dragon?

It stinks.

Literally. You probably know that dragons are foul-tempered and are covered with scales and breathe fire, but people rarely talk about the fact that they smell like a dead fish that someone kept in their armpit for a week.

Also, it’s quite scary.

I will admit, the first thing I did upon seeing a dragon staring at me was shriek in fear.

But then, I’m only twelve years old.

The second thing I did was roll off the pile of hay I was sleeping on in the knights’ barracks at the castle. (People in my time don’t have beds unless they are royals; we sleep on piles of hay, if we’re lucky enough to find it. And if we’re not lucky enough to find hay, we sleep on things like dirt or gravel.) Then I grabbed the sword and shield that I have learned to keep by my side at all times. Which turned out to be a very wise decision, as the dragon released a blast of fire, which I was able to deflect like this:
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Dragons can’t blast you with flame forever. Eventually they have to stop to recharge. So when this one did, I took my sword and…

Oh.

I just realized what you’re thinking.

You’re thinking, That’s only a baby dragon! The way this kid was narrating, I thought he was fighting a real dragon. That puny little thing doesn’t look that dangerous at all.

Well, you’re wrong.

A baby dragon is plenty dangerous. It’s not like I was fighting a rabbit here. Baby dragons might be smaller than adult dragons, but they still have bad attitudes, sharp teeth, nasty claws, and the whole breathing-fire thing. Make one false move around a baby dragon and it will fricassee your butt.

This one was particularly unpleasant. It kept trying to claw me, bite me, and flame-broil me. I had to fend it off repeatedly with my sword and my shield.
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However, there is one thing you can do to a baby dragon that you can’t do to an adult.

This:
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Try kicking an adult dragon in the rear end and you’ll break all your toes. And then you’ll get eaten.

But this worked. Once I booted him out the window, the little jerk decided he’d had enough and flew off to roost in one of the castle turrets.

A moment later, Sir Vyval entered my room.
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Sir Vyval was revered throughout the land as one of the bravest, most dashing knights. He was heavily scarred from many storied battles. He had lost two fingers in the Orc Wars. He had lost an eye in the Battle of the Basilisks. And he had lost his nose in a fight against a giant manticore.

He also lost his temper a lot. Sir Vyval might have been a great knight who had served the kingdom with honor for many years, but he wasn’t very nice or understanding. You never wanted to make him angry.

I looked to him expectantly.

“That,” he said, “was absolutely terrible.”

My spirits sagged. “Really?” I asked. “Because I managed to fend the dragon off without so much as a scratch.”

“You barely managed to fend off a baby dragon,” Sir Vyval said dismissively. “If I had fought like that in the Great Dragon Uprising, this whole kingdom would have been burned to the ground! And it took you way too long to chase that little thing off. Your cousin Bull took care of the one I put in his room in half the time!”

My spirits sagged even more. Bull isn’t really my cousin—and he isn’t really a he. Bull is really my best friend, Belinda, who is pretending to be a boy so she can also become a knight. (In my time, peasant girls only have two career options: housewife or witch. Belinda didn’t like either of those, so she chose to live a lie instead.) She had always been better at fighting, throwing axes, and stabbing things than I had, and now that she was training to be a knight, her skills were improving quickly. Just a few days before, Belinda had handily defeated Sir Cuss, one of the kingdom’s most honored knights, in a practice fight.
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“If you want to become a member of this force, you’re going to have to do better,” Sir Vyval told me. “Much, much, much, much, much better. Now get this room cleaned up. There’s a dragon poop in the corner.” With that, he stormed out and slammed the door behind him.

Like I said, training wasn’t easy. The sun had barely risen, and I had already fought a dragon and been chewed out by my commander.

And the day only got worse from there.

A lot worse.
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You are probably wondering to yourself, If training to be a knight was so awful, then why was this knucklehead doing it?

Because the alternative was even more awful.

I was born a peasant. All my ancestors were peasants. All my relatives were peasants.

I hated being a peasant. It was boring. It was exhausting. It was laborious. [image: IQ Booster!] It was…

Oh. You noticed that IQ Booster arrow. Every once in a while, as a favor to you, I like to use a big word. How is this a favor? Well, sometimes when you come across a book as exciting, thrilling, and hilarious as this one, your parents will frown on it because it has illustrations. Then they may suggest that you read something that’s more educational, like The Wonders of Mathematics or A Field Guide to Norwegian Spittlebugs. But thanks to those IQ Boosters I’ve tossed in, you can tell your parents that this book is educational! For example, “laborious” means “extremely difficult” and “strenuous.” (If your parents challenge you to use it in a sentence, say “Doing my chores this morning was really laborious, and now I’d like to relax by reading The Labyrinth of Doom.”)

Anyhow…

Training to be a knight was also laborious, but being a knight had many advantages over being a peasant. Such as:

1) Knights got to live in the castle, rather than in huts like peasants.
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2) Knights ate better than peasants. The royal family fed us delicious things like meat and fruit, while peasants ate gruel three times a day, every day, for their entire lives. Sometimes knights even got dessert, which was so rare for peasants that many people thought it was only a myth. Admittedly, when we got dessert, it was usually leftovers from the royal dinner, like chocolate cake with several bites taken out of it, but still… IT WAS CHOCOLATE CAKE!!!! Which, if you’ve only had gruel your entire life, is the greatest thing ever.
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And most importantly…

3) Knights had exciting lives. Peasantry was dull. I had only been on one journey as a knight so far, and it had been nonstop adventure. I had gone on a great, epic quest too, and rescued Princess Grace of Merryland after she had been stolen by a stinx. True, I had nearly died several times, but still, it had been the greatest, most incredible, most fulfilling few days of my life. I was extremely eager to have another great adventure someday soon…
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… although Sir Vyval insisted I had a lot of training to do before that could happen.

I suppose another thing you might be wondering is: How did I get to go on a great, epic quest if I was only a knight-in-training?

The answer is that I was working for a different royal at the time. And I was a bit of a sucker.

You see, Prince Ruprecht, who is the only son of the royal family in the Kingdom of Wyld, where I grew up, recruited Belinda and me, along with Ferkle, our village idiot, to help him rescue Princess Grace, assuming she would fall in love with him. But it turned out that Prince Ruprecht was not the wonderful prince we had all assumed he was. Even though everyone in the Kingdom of Wyld thought that he was brave and valiant, he was really a cruel and devious coward. Ruprecht’s even meaner and more devious adviser, Nerlim, had concocted an evil plan. They had Belinda, Ferkle, and me do all the hard work to save Princess Grace—and then tried to kill us so that we couldn’t tell everyone the truth about Ruprecht.

Obviously they had not been successful. Belinda, Ferkle, and I escaped—and Princess Grace realized that she didn’t need to fall in love with any prince who came along and rescued her. Princess Grace then offered us the chance to become knights for her in Merryland. Ferkle opted out, as he enjoyed being the village idiot, but Belinda and I didn’t want to go back to being peasants. My parents were happy to let me go; since I was twelve and it was the olden days, it was time for me to leave home and start out on my own anyhow. (Belinda’s parents were happy too, although Belinda had lied to them about the whole learning-to-be-a-knight thing and told them she had been accepted as a student at the prestigious Madame Blackbottom’s School of Witchcraft.) And so Belinda and I eagerly went off to become knights.
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Although we hadn’t known about all the training we’d have to do.

To be honest, I had never really thought that much about what the day-to-day life of a young knight would be like. I had expected there would be lots of quests and adventures, like the one I had just gone on. I had not counted on Sir Vyval routinely waking me by putting baby dragons in my bed.

There were plenty of other laborious training exercises as well:

Long runs through the countryside wearing heavy suits of armor.
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Courses full of dangerous obstacles like swinging pendulums and pits of fire, which we had to navigate wearing heavy suits of armor.
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Battles against other young dangerous beasts, like chimeras and harpies and blugworts, which of course had to be done in heavy armor.
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And cleaning and polishing all the other knights’ armor, which we had to do in our own heavy armor.

[image: Image]

As you can see, a typical day could be extremely exhausting—and therefore, very soporific. [image: IQ Booster!]

(“Soporific” means “sleep inducing.” If your parent challenges you to use it in a sentence, you could say, “I find educational books like A Field Guide to Norwegian Spittlebugs to be much more soporific than exciting, hilarious tales like The Labyrinth of Doom.”)

So I was really wiped out after a long morning of training. Which is why I might have nodded off for a tiny bit while I was on guard duty. Which led to quite a bit of trouble.

As you will see.
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