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I knew that expression. 

He wasn’t much older than me, and the look in his eyes held fear—a 

distinctive fear, when one is faced with overwhelming odds and no idea what to 

do. 

I knew that look because I had worn that expression many times in the 

past. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. 

That was my first mistake. 

He glanced up, met my eyes, and then noticed the ducal tabard and the 

telltale red belt. “Oh! Squire!” He rose quickly from his seat, spilling much of the 

beer he had been nursing, and then bent down on one knee. 

Darlissa and I exchanged glances. As squires of the duchy of Ashbury, we 

were used to people treating us differently, and not always cordially. But 

technically, we were still commoners ourselves until we were confirmed as 

knights. 

“Please rise,” Dar said. “You are not required to bow to squires.” 

The lad rose with hesitancy, as if unsure of Dar’s expertise on the matter. 

He stood before us, and I motioned to some shaded benches nearby. 

The fair continued around us as we took seats. Music played in the 

distance, and dancers jumped by, heading toward a nearby stage where a crowd 

had already gathered. The smell of freshly baked treats and heavily-seasoned 

meats wafted through the air. Dar and I had spent much of the morning shopping 
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around and watching the entertainment, and I had just purchased a new set of 

dice for the games Ren and I enjoyed.  

The poor kid looked terrified. I leaned forward to try and calm him. “My 

name is Terin Ostler, and this is Dar Corak.” 

“Darlissa,” she hissed through her teeth.  

“Galen,” he replied. “Galen Cunnerman.” He lowered his eyes and stared 

at the ground, shaking slightly. 

I turned back to Galen. “We are squires of Duke Frost, and we noticed 

how worried you look. Is there something we could do to help?” 

“I don’t think there’s anything anyone can do to help me.” 

“Talk to us.” 

He looked around nervously, but no one paid us any attention, busy as 

they were with eating and merrymaking.  

Galen sipped his drink, watching us closely as if still unsure of our intent. 

“It’s my family,” he finally said. “You have heard of the Cunnerman-Forbin feud?” 

We shook our heads. “This is our first time in the barony of Blythedale,” I 

said. “We’re usually in Ashbury City, near the duke.” 

“Oh, of course,” Galen said. “Well, both the Forbins and us are farmers 

and hunters. I do lots of trapping myself. Anyway, the Forbins have land next to 

us, and they’re always hunting on our land. They say it’s their land but it isn’t. It 

belongs to us.” 

“Have you brought this to the attention of your local lord?” I asked. 

“Yeah. This is Baron Ivan’s estate. But he don’t do nothing. He just sends 
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his squires to try to get us to make peace. But every time there’s an agreement, 

the Forbins break it.” 

Dar clasped her hands together in her lap. “That’s when you should be 

calling the sheriff, who is answerable to his or her liege lord.” 

Galen rocked in his seat. “Not that easy. We can’t prove they did anything. 

A barn would burn down, or a sheep would go missing. One time my cousin was 

found half dead under a tree, and when he was healed back he didn’t remember 

nothing. These things don’t just happen by themselves. And now I have to fight.” 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure that if we just got the families 

together to talk, we could—wait, what? Fight?” 

Galen sighed and pointed to the short sword strapped to his side. “The 

elders of each family got together and decided that the only way to solve this 

feud was with an honor combat, and they sent the oldest unmarried male from 

each family here to fight. And that’s me!” 

“That’s terrible!” I said.  

“Male?” Dar scowled, her feathery eyebrows shaking. “They think women 

can’t fight?” 

I turned back to Galen and spoke quickly to distract Dar. “How will this 

solve anything? If they’re not obeying previous agreements, what makes this one 

valid?” 

“Because that’s the kind of people they are!” Galen grabbed his drink and 

downed it. “They’re violent people. They fight over everything. My brother-in-law 

Maz says they even use necromancy. They create zombies to wander the fields 
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and scare away the crows. You can’t trust the Forbins, but they’ll pay attention to 

violence. It’s some sort of weird honor code with them.” 

I let out a low whistle. Necromancy—which includes creating undead—

was tremendously illegal and dangerous. “Are you sure about the undead? Have 

you seen them?” 

“Well, no, but that’s what they tell me.” 

Dar let out a small ladylike snort. “That doesn’t seem very likely. 

Controlling undead is difficult, and requires quite a bit of magical talent, 

especially if you want to keep them from attacking everything they see, including 

you and your family. And if that’s true, we should just go and see for ourselves. If 

we see undead, they’ll all be arrested and then your problem would be over.”  

Galen looked down at the ground for a few seconds. “Well, what if you 

don’t find any? Then we’re back where we were before, except I wouldn’t have 

shown up for the fight and my family would have lost.” 

“Tell me more about this fight,” I said. “Who are they sending?” 

“I don’t know,” Galen replied. “I’ve never really met any of them. Our 

families don’t stay in touch, of course—we avoid each other as much as possible. 

It’ll probably be some huge guy who knocks down trees with his bare arms. If I 

knew some spells maybe that would help, but I’m just now learning the simplest 

healing spells. I got a long way to go.” 

“And none of the families are coming to watch?” 

“They haven’t left the farm in years. They’re all afraid that if they leave, the 

Forbins will come over and burn the house down.” 
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“Surely it’s not a fight to the death,” said Dar. 

“No, no ...” Galen scratched at his nose. “Just until one person gives up, 

but that’ll be me and then the Forbins will take our land and never let us forget it 

and I will be shamed and my family will hate me and I’ll never be able to look my 

dad in the face again—” After that, his speech became unclear as he sobbed 

uncontrollably into a very wet handkerchief. It was indeed quite pitiful. At least I 

was never that bad. 

I leaned back and then shifted my posture when I realized it might look like 

I didn’t care. If there is one thing constantly being hammered into the squires by 

the paladins, it’s that we have to at all times remember that the commoners will 

look to us for support and courage, and we must always go out of our way to help 

them in their times of need. The Code of Chivalry and the laws of the land 

demand that we become shining lights of hope to those who we serve, else the 

fabric of society would fail. 

That’s the idea, anyway. Doesn’t always work out quite so perfectly. 

“When is this supposed to happen?” I asked. 

Galen loudly blew his nose. “Today, at noon. Sheriff Petra’s gonna be the 

official who decides the winner.”  

“That’s about ten minutes from now.” 

Galen collapsed into a terrible crying fit, punctuated with loud hiccups. 

I turned to Dar. “Do you know Sheriff Petra?” 

“Never met her.” 

“Good.” I smiled. “That will make this easier...” 
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Dar held up a hand. “Oh, no, Terin. I know that look on your face. You 

have an idea that probably involves skating on thin ice and breaking rules.” 

“Nothing quite so bad,” I replied. “I mean, at least this time, there’s no war 

that’ll break out if my idea doesn’t work. Look, no one knows what Galen looks 

like, right? I could take his place, throw a few spells to disarm the Forbin kid, 

maybe paralyze him, and then Petra can declare me the winner. Everything 

solved.” 

“You’d do that?” Galen asked. 

“No, he wouldn’t,” Dar replied for me. “That is dishonest and a lie. The 

Code of Chivalry prohibits lying.” 

“It also requires us to protect the citizens of Ashbury to the best of our 

ability.” 

“Without lying to do so!” 

“I seem to recall you pretending to argue with me in order to get on the 

good side of that barbarian king,” I countered. “We did that so you could attack 

him when he didn’t expect it. That was a lie.” 

“That was deceit.” Dar pointed a finger into my face. “He was an absolute 

enemy who declared war on us. Sometimes subterfuge is the best tool to use. 

That was no different than ... than feinting during a battle to make your opponent 

think you’re going to hit him in a different spot. Or setting up an ambush along a 

trail.” 

“That’s what we’re doing here. The Forbins are the enemy. It’s an 

ambush. We’re setting up a trap for the bad guy, and when it’s all over the good 
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guy will win and no one will be any wiser.” 

“Terin! Will you stop bending the rules?” 

“You think it’s perfectly fine to be deceitful when you decide it is, but you 

judge me poorly for doing the same thing.” 

“It’s not the same thing! If you do this, you’re not just lying to an enemy, 

you’re also lying to the Sheriff who will be overseeing this. Does your word mean 

nothing to you? Do you want people to always wonder if you’re lying to them 

when you speak to them? It’s outrageous that I’m even having this discussion 

with you.” 

Galen had watched the debate with his mouth open, but now spoke up. 

“But this would solve everything!” he said. “It’s a great idea, and no one will ever 

have to know.” 

“No!” Dar crossed her arms. “No, I will not allow it.” 

I leaned toward her and spoke in a low voice. “You are not my liege and 

cannot prevent me from doing this.” 

“What if he’s some huge guy, like Rendal? Do you think you could beat 

Ren in a fight?” 

Rendal Smith was usually the third squire in our little group, but upon 

reaching the fair, he decided that his place was in the tent with the roasting boar, 

where all the beer was being served. By now, he was surrounded by the many 

girls who swooned over his muscles and good looks, feeding him grapes or 

something. I fought to get the image out of my mind and to dispel the unsquire-

like jealousy I felt. 
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“He won’t be like Ren,” I said, mostly to convince myself. “I mean, Ren has 

been training for years. I’ll just be facing some farmer kid.” 

“If you do this, I’ll tell the paladins.” 

I frowned at Dar. “Look. The reason we’re not supposed to lie is so that 

our word can be trusted. But it won’t be me. I’ll just be acting. I’ve acted all my 

life, you know. I was a bard before I got squired.” 

“I want nothing to do with this.” She rose and stormed away, never looking 

back. 

Galen let out a small whimper. “That can’t be good.” 

“No,” I said. “No, it isn’t.” 

We watched her silently until she became lost in the crowd.  
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