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The spring rains had softened the ground, so Dunk had no trouble digging the grave. He chose a spot on
the western dope of alow hill, for the old man had dways loved to watch the sunset. “ Another day
done,” hewould sigh, “and who knows what the morrow will bring us, eh, Dunk?’

Wdl, one morrow had brought rains that soaked them to the bones, and the one after had brought wet
gusty winds, and the next a chill. By the fourth day the old man was too week to ride. And now he was
gone. Only afew days past, he had been singing asthey rode, the old song about going to Gulltown to
seeafar mad, but instead of Gulltown he'd sung of Ashford. Off to Ashford to seethe fair maid,
heigh-ho, heigh-ho, Dunk thought miserably as he dug.

When the hole was deep enough, he lifted the old man’sbody in hisarms and carried him there. He had
been asmall man, and dim; stripped of hauberk, helm, and sword belt, he seemed to weigh no more than
abag of leaves. Dunk was hugely tall for his age, a shambling, shaggy, big-boned boy of sixteen or
seventeen years (no one was quite certain which) who stood closer to seven feet than to six, and had

only just begun tofill out hisframe. The old man had often praised his strength. He had adways been
generousin hispraise. It wasal hehad to give.

Helaid him out in the bottom of the grave and stood over him for atime. The smell of rainwasintheair
again, and he knew he ought to fill the hole before the rain broke, but it was hard to throw dirt down on
that tired old face. There ought to be a septon here, to say some prayers over him, but he only has me.
The old man had taught Dunk al he knew of swords and shields and lances, but had never been much
good at teaching him words.

“I’d leave your sword, but it would rust in the ground,” he said at last, apologetic. “The godswill give
you anew one, | guess. | wish you didn’t die, ser.” He paused, uncertain what €l se needed to be said.
Hedidn't know any prayers, not al the way through; the old man had never been much for praying.

“Y ou were atrue knight, and you never beat mewhen | didn’t deserveit,” hefinaly managed, “except
that onetime in Maidenpoal. It was the inn boy who ate the widow woman'’s pie, not me, | told you. It
don’t matter now. The gods keep you, ser.” He kicked dirt in the hole, then began to fill it methodically,
never looking &t the thing &t the bottom. He had along life, Dunk thought. He must have been closer to
sixty than to fifty, and how many men can say that? At least he had lived to see another spring.

The sun was westering as he fed the horses. There were three; his swaybacked stot, the old man’s
pafrey, and Thunder, hiswarhorse, who was ridden only in tourney and battle. The big brown stdlion
was not as swift or strong as he had once been, but he still had his bright eye and fierce spirit, and he was
more vauable than everything else Dunk owned. If | sold Thunder and old Chestnut, and the saddies and
bridlestoo, I’d come away with enough slver to. . . Dunk frowned. The only life he knew wasthelife of



ahedge knight, riding from keep to keep, taking service with thislord and that lord, fighting in their
battles and eating in their hdls until the war was done, then moving on. There were tourneys from timeto
time aswell, though less often, and he knew that some hedge knights turned robber during lean winters,
though the old man never had.

| could find another hedge knight in need of asquireto tend hisanimasand clean hismail, he thought, or
might be | could go to some city, to Jannisport or King's Landing, and join the City Watch. Or else. ..

He had piled the old man’ s things under an oak. The cloth purse contained three silver stags, nineteen
copper pennies, and a chipped garnet; as with most hedge knights, the greatest part of hisworldly wedlth
had been tied up in his horses and weapons. Dunk now owned a chain-mail hauberk that he had scoured
the rust off athousand times. An iron halfhelm with abroad nasal and a dent on the |eft temple. A sword
belt of cracked brown leather, and alongsword in awood-and-leather scabbard. A dagger, arazor, a
whetstone. Greaves and gorget, an eight-foot war lance of turned ash topped by acrud iron point, and
an oaken shidld with ascarred metd rim, bearing the Sigil of Ser Arlan of Pennytree: awinged chdice,
slver on brown.

Dunk looked at the shield, scooped up the sword bdlt, and looked at the shield again. The belt was made
for the old man’ s skinny hips. It would never do for him, no more than the hauberk would. Hetied the
scabbard to alength of hempen rope, knotted it around hiswaist, and drew the longsword.

The blade was straight and heavy, good castle-forged sted, the grip soft leather wrapped over wood, the
pommel a smooth polished black stone. Plain asit was, the sword felt good in his hand, and Dunk knew
how sharp it was, having worked it with whetstone and oilcloth many anight before they went to deep. It
fitsmy grip aswdl asit ever fit his, he thought to himsdf, and thereisatourney at Ashford Meadow.

Swestfoot had an easier gait than old Chestinut, but Dunk was still sore and tired when he spied theinn
ahead, atal daub-and-timber building beside a stream. The warm yelow light spilling from itswindows
looked so inviting that he could not passit by. | have three silvers, he told himself, enough for agood
med and asmuch deas| careto drink. As he dismounted, a naked boy emerged dripping from the
stream and began to dry himsdlf on aroughspun brown cloak. “ Are you the stableboy?’ Dunk asked
him. Thelad looked to be no more than eight or nine, a pasty-faced skinny thing, hisbare feet caked in
mud up to the ankle. His hair was the queerest thing about him. He had none.

“I'll want my pafrey rubbed down. And oatsfor al three. Can you tend to them?”’
The boy looked a him brazenly. “I could. If | wanted.”

Dunk frowned. “I’ll have none of that. | am aknight, I’ll have you know.”

“You don’t look to be aknight.”

“Do dl knightslook the same?’

“No, but they don’t look like you, either. Y our sword belt’ s made of rope.”

“Solong asit holds my scabbard, it serves. Now seeto my horses. You' |l get acopper if you do well,
and aclout inthe ear if you don’'t.” He did not wait to see how the stableboy took that, but turned away
and shouldered through the door.

At this hour, he would have expected theinn to be crowded, but the common room was amost empty.
A young lordling in afine damask mantle was passed out a one table, snoring softly into apool of spilled



wine. Otherwise there was no one. Dunk |ooked around uncertainly until astout, short. whey-faced
woman emerged from the kitchensand said, “ Sit where you like. Isit ale you want, or food?’

“Both.” Dunk took achair by the window, well away from the degping man.

“There' sgood lamb, roasted with acrust of herbs, and some ducks my son shot down. Which will you
have?’

He had not eaten at an innin half ayear or more. “Both.”

The woman laughed. “Wdll, you're big enough for it.” She drew atankard of ae and brought it to his
table. “Will you be wanting aroom for the night aswell?’

“No.” Dunk would have liked nothing better than a soft straw mattress and aroof above his head, but he
needed to be careful with his coin. The ground would serve. “ Some food, some de, and it sonto
Adhford for me. How much farther isit?’

“A day’ sride. Bear north when the road forks at the burned mill. Ismy boy seeing to your horses, or has
herun off agan?

“No, he' sthere,” said Dunk. “Y ou seem to have no custom.”

“Half the town’ sgoneto see the tourney. My own would aswell, if | dlowed it. They’ |l havethisinn
when | go, but the boy would sooner siwagger about with soldiers, and the girl turnsto sghsand giggles
every time aknight ridesby. | swear | couldn’t tell you why. Knights are built the same as other men, and
| never knew ajoust to change the price of eggs.” She eyed Dunk curioudy; his sword and shield told
her one thing, hisrope belt and roughspun tunic quite another. “Y ou’ re bound for the tourney yoursaf?’

Hetook asip of the ae before he answered. A nut brown color it was, and thick on the tongue, the way
helikedit. “Aye” hesaid. “I mean to be achampion.”

“Do you, now?’ theinnkeep answered, polite enough.

Across the room, the lordling raised his head from the wine puddie. His face had asdlow, unhealthy cast
toit beneath arat’s nest of sandy brown hair, and blond stubble crusted his chin. He rubbed his mouth,
blinked at Dunk, and said, “1 dreamed of you.” His hand trembled as he pointed afinger. “Y ou stay
away from me, do you hear? Y ou stay well away.”

Dunk stared at him uncertainly. “My lord?’

Theinnkeep leaned close. “Never you mind that one, ser. All he doesisdrink and talk about his dreams.
Ill see about that food.” She bustled off.

“Food?’ Thelordling made the word an obscenity. He staggered to his feet, one hand on the table to
keep himsdlf from falling. “I’m going to be sick,” he announced. Thefront of histunic was crusty red with
old wine gtains. “1 wanted awhore, but there’ s none to be found here. All gone to Ashford Meadow.
Gods be good, | need somewine.” He lurched unsteadily from the common room, and Dunk heard him
climbing steps, snging under his breath.

A sad creature, thought Dunk. But why did he think he knew me? He pondered that amoment over his
de.

Thelamb was as good as any he had ever eaten, and the duck was even better, cooked with cherries
and lemons and not near as greasy as most. The innkeep brought buttered pease aswell, and oaten



bread till hot from her oven. Thisiswhat it meansto be aknight, he told himself as he sucked the last bit
of meat off the bone. Good food, and dewhenever | want it, and no one to clout mein the head. He had
asecond tankard of de with the meal, athird to wash it down, and a fourth because there was no one to
tell him he couldn’t, and when he was done he paid the woman with asilver stag and still got back a
fistful of coppers.

It wasfull dark by the time Dunk emerged. His ssomach wasfull and his purse was alittle lighter, but he
felt good as he walked to the stables. Ahead, he heard a horse whicker. “Easy, lad,” aboy’svoice said.
Dunk quickened his step, frowning.

He found the stableboy mounted on Thunder and wearing the old man’ s armor. The hauberk was longer
than he was, and he' d had to tilt the helm back on hisbald head or el se it would have covered his eyes.
He looked utterly intent, and utterly absurd. Dunk stopped in the stable door and laughed.

The boy looked up, flushed, vaulted to the ground. “My lord, | did not mean—

“Thief,” Dunk said, trying to sound stern. “Take off that armor, and be glad that Thunder didn’t kick you
inthat fool head. He' sawarhorse, not aboy’ s pony.”

The boy took off the helm and flung it to the straw. 1 could ride him aswell asyou,” he said, bold asyou
please.

“Close your mouth, | want none of your insolence. The hauberk too, take it off. What did you think you
weredoing?’

“How can | tell you, with my mouth closed?’ The boy squirmed out of the chain mail and let it fall.

“Y ou can open your mouth to answer,” said Dunk. “Now pick up that mail, shake off the dirt, and put it
back where you found it. And the halfhelm too. Did you feed the horses, as | told you? And rub down
Sweetfoot?”’

“Yes,” the boy said, as he shook straw from the mail. “Y ou’ re going to Ashford, aren’t you? Take me
with you, ser.”

The innkeep had warned him of this. “ And what might your mother say to that?’
“My mother?” The boy wrinkled up hisface. “My mother’ s dead, shewouldn’t say anything.”

He was surprised. Wasn't the innkeep his mother? Perhaps he was only * prenticed to her. Dunk’ s head
wasalittlefuzzy from the de. “ Are you an orphan boy?’ he asked uncertainly.

“Areyou?’ the boy threw back.

“I wasonce,” Dunk admitted. Till the old man took mein.

“If you took me, | could squirefor you.”

“I have no need of asquire,” he sad.

“Every knight needsasquire,” the boy said. “Y ou look as though you need one more than most.”

Dunk raised ahand threateningly. “And you look as though you need aclout in the ear, it seemsto me.
Fill measack of oats. I'm off for Ashford done.”

If the boy was frightened, he hid it well. For amoment he stood there defiant, his arms crossed, but just



as Dunk was about to give up on him the lad turned and went for the oats.

Dunk wasrdieved. A pity | couldn’'t . . . but he hasagood life here a the inn, a better onethan he'd
have squiring for a hedge knight. Taking him would be no kindness.

He could 4till fed the lad' s disgppointment, though. As he mounted Sweetfoot and took up Thunder’s
lead; Dunk decided that a copper penny might cheer him. “Here, lad, for your help.” Heflipped the coin
down at him with asmile, but the stableboy made no attempt to catchit. It fell in the dirt between hisbare
feet, and therehelet it lie.

He' |l scoop it up as soon as| am gone, Dunk told himsdlf. He turned the palfrey and rode from the inn,
leading the other two horses. The trees were bright with moonlight, and the sky was cloudless and
speckled with stars. Y et as he headed down the road he could fed the stableboy watching his back,
sullen and Slent.

The shadows of the afternoon were growing long when Dunk reined up on the edge of broad Ashford
Meadow. Three score pavilions had aready risen on the grassy fidld. Some were smdl, some large;
some sguare, some round; some of sailcloth, some of linen, some of silk; but al were brightly colored,
with long banners streaming from their center poles, brighter than afield of wildflowerswith rich redsand
sunny yellows, countless shades of green and blue, deep blacks and greys and purples.

The old man had ridden with some of these knights; others Dunk knew from talestold in common rooms
and round campfires. Though he had never learned the magic of reading or writing, the old man had been
relentlesswhen it came to teaching him herddry, often drilling him asthey rode. The nightingaes belonged
to Lord Caron of the Marches, as skilled with the high harp as he was with alance. The crowned stag
wasfor Ser Lyonel Baratheon, the Laughing Storm. Dunk picked out the Tarly huntsman, House
Dondarrion’ s purple lightning, the red apple of the Fossoways. There roared the lion of Lannister gold on
crimson, and there the dark green seaturtle of the Estermonts swam across a pale green field. The brown
tent beneath red stallion could only belong to Ser Otho Bracken, who was called the Brute of Bracken
since daying Lord Quentyn Blackwood three years past during atourney at King's Landing. Dunk heard
that Ser Otho struck so hard with the blunted longaxe that he stove in the visor of Lord Blackwood's
helm and the face benesth it. He saw some Blackwood banners aswell, on the west edge of the
meadow, as distant from Ser Otho asthey could be. Marbrand, Mallister, Cargyll, Westerling, Swann,
Mullendore, Hightower, Florent, Frey, Penrose, Stokeworth, Daffy, Parren, Wylde; it seemed as though
every lordly house of the west and south had sent aknight or three to Ashford to see the fair maid and
bravethelistsin her honor.

Y et however finetheir pavilions were to look upon, he knew there was no place therefor him. A
threadbare wool cloak would be dl the shelter he had tonight. While thelords and grest knights dined on
capons and suckling pigs, Dunk’ s supper would be ahard, stringy piece of salt beef. He knew full well
that if he made his camp upon that gaudy field, he would need to suffer both silent scorn and open
mockery. A few perhapswould treat him kindly, yet in away that was amost worse.

A hedge knight must hold tight to his pride. Without it, he was no more than asdlsword. | must earn my
placein that company. If | fight well, somelord may take meinto his household. | will ridein noble
company then, and est fresh mest every night in acastle hail, and raise my own pavilion at tourneys. But
first | must do well. Reluctantly, he turned his back on the tourney grounds and led his horsesinto the
trees.

On the outskirts of the great meadow a good haf mile from town and castle he found aplace where a
bend in abrook had formed a deep pool. Reeds grew thick along its edge, and atal leafy em presided



over al. The spring grass there was as green as any knight’ s banner and soft to the touch. It was a pretty
spot, and no one had yet laid clam to it. Thiswill be my pavilion, Dunk told himsdlf, a pavilion roofed
with leaves, greener even than the banners of the Tyrells and the Estermonts.

Hishorses came first. After they had been tended, he stripped and waded into the pool to wash away the
dust of trave. “A true knight is cleanly aswedl asgodly,” the old man dways said, insgting that they wash
themselves head to hedl's every time the moon turned, whether they smelled sour or not. Now that he was
aknight, Dunk vowed he would do the same.

He sat naked under the m while he dried, enjoying the warmth of the spring air on hisskin ashe
watched adragonfly move lazily among the reeds. Why would they nameit a dragonfly? he wondered. It
looks nothing like adragon. Not that Dunk had ever seen adragon. The old man had, though. Dunk had
heard the story haf ahundred times, how Ser Arlan had been just alittle boy when his grandfather had
taken him to King's Landing, and how they’ d seen the last dragon there the year beforeit died. She'd
been agreen female, small and stunted, her wings withered. None of her eggs had ever hatched. “ Some
say King Aegon poisoned her,” the old man would tell. “The third Aegon that would be, not King
Daeron’ sfather, but the one they named Dragonbane, or Aegon the Unlucky. He was afraid of dragons,
for he'd seen hisuncl€ s beast devour his own mother. The summers have been shorter since the last
dragon died, and the winterslonger and cruder.”

Theair began to cool asthe sun dipped below the tops of the trees. When Dunk felt gooseflesh prickling
hisarms, he beat his tunic and breeches againgt the trunk of the em to knock off the worst of the dirt,
and donned them once again. On the morrow he could seek out the master of the games and enroll his
name, but he had other matters he ought to look into tonight if he hoped to challenge.

Hedid not need to study hisreflection in the water to know that he did not look much aknight, so he
dung Ser Arlan’ sshield across his back to display the sigil. Hobbling the horses, Dunk |eft them to crop
the thick green grass beneath the em as he set out on foot for the tourney grounds.

In normal times the meadow served as acommonsfor the folk of Ashford town acrosstheriver, but now
it wastransformed. A second town had sprung up overnight, atown of silk instead of stone, larger and
fairer than itselder Sster. Dozens of merchants had erected their stalls along the edge of thefidd, selling
feltsand fruits, belts and boots, hides and hawks, earthenware, gemstones, pewterwork, spices, feathers,
and al manner of other goods. Jugglers, puppeteers, and magicians wandered among the crowds plying
their trades... as did the whores and cutpurses. Dunk kept awary hand on his coin.

When he caught the smell of sausages szzling over asmoky fire, his mouth began to water. He bought
one with a copper from his pouch, and ahorn of adeto wash it down. As he ate he watched a painted
wooden knight battle a painted wooden dragon. The puppeteer who worked the dragon was good to
watch too; atdl drink of water, with the olive skin and black hair of Dorne. Shewas dim asalance with
no breaststo speak of, but Dunk liked her face and the way her fingers made the dragon snap and dither
at the end of its strings. He would have tossed the girl a copper if he' d had one to spare, but just now he
needed every coin.

There were armorers among the merchants, as he had hoped. A Tyroshi with aforked blue beard was
sling ornate helms, gorgeous fantastical things wrought in the shapes of birds and beasts and chased
with gold and silver. Elsewhere he found aswordmaker hawking cheap steel blades, and another whose
work was much finer, but it was not asword he lacked.

The man he needed was dl the way down at the end of the row, ashirt of fine chain mail and apair of
lobstered steel gauntlets displayed on the table before him. Dunk inspected them closdly. “Y ou do good



work,” hesad.

“None better.” A ssumpy man, the smith was no more than five feet tall, yet wide as Dunk about the
chest and arms. He had a black beard, huge hands, and no trace of humility.

“I need armor for the tourney,” Dunk told him. “A suit of good mail, with gorget, greaves, and
greethem.” The old man’s halfhelm would fit his head, but he wanted more protection for hisfacethan a
nasa bar aone could provide.

The armorer looked him up and down. “Y ou'reabig one, but I’ ve armored bigger.” He came out from
behind the table. “Kned, | want to measure those shoulders. Aye, and that thick neck o' yours.” Dunk
knelt. Thearmorer laid alength of knotted rawhide dong his shoulders, grunted, dipped it about his
throat, grunted again. “Lift your arm. No, theright.” He grunted a third time. “Now you can stand.” The
ingde of aleg, thethickness of hiscalf, and the Sze of hiswaist dicited further grunts. “I have some
piecesin me wagon that might do for you,” the man said when he was done. “Nothing prettied up with
gold nor slver, mind you, just good sted, strong and plain. | make helmsthat look like helms, not winged
pigsand queer foreign fruits, but mine will serve you better if you teake alancein theface.”

“That'sdl | want,” said Dunk. “How much?’
“Eight hundred gtags, for I’'m feding kindly.”

“Eight hundred?’ It was more than he had expected. “I... | could trade you some old armor, made for a
gmdler man. . . ahdfhelm, amail hauberk...”

“Stedy Pate sdllsonly hisown work,” the man declared, “ but it might be | could make use of the metd.
If it’ snot too rusted, I'll take it and armor you for six hundred.”

Dunk could beseech Pate to give him the armor on trust, but he knew what sort of answer that request
would likely get. He had travel ed with the old man long enough to learn that merchants were notorioudy
mistrustful of hedge knights, some of whom werelittle better than robbers. “I'll give you two silvers now,
and the armor and the rest of the coin on the morrow.”

The armorer studied him amoment. “ Two slversbuysyou aday. After that, | sall me work to the next

Dunk scooped the stags out of his pouch and placed them in the armorer’ s callused hand. “ You'll get it
al. | mean to be achampion here”

“Doyou?’ Patehit one of the coins. “ And these others, | suppose they al camejust to cheer you on?’

The moon was well up by the time he turned his steps back toward hiselm. Behind him, Ashford
Meadow was ablaze with torchlight. The sounds of song and laughter drifted acrossthe grass, but his
own mood was somber. He could think of only oneway to raise the coin for hisarmor. And if he should
be defeated... “Onevictory isdl | need,” he muttered adoud. “ That’s not so much to hope for.”

Even 0, the old man would never have hoped for it. Ser Arlan had not ridden atilt snce the day he had
been unhorsed by the Prince of Dragonstonein atourney at Storm’s End, many years before. “It isnot
every man who can boast that he broke seven lances againg the finest knight in the Seven Kingdoms,” he
would say. “I could never hope to do better, so why should | try?’

Dunk had suspected that Ser Arlan’s age had more to do with it than the Prince of Dragonstone did, but
he never dared say as much. The old man had his pride, even at the last. | am quick and strong, he



aways said so, what was true for him need not be true for me, hetold himsalf stubbornly.

He was moving through a patch of weed, chewing over his chancesin hishead, when he saw the flicker
of firdight through the bushes. What isthis? Dunk did not stop to think. Suddenly his sword wasin his
hand and he was crashing through the grass.

He burst out roaring and cursing, only to jerk to asudden halt at the sight of the boy beside the campfire.
“Youl” Helowered the sword. “What are you doing here?’

“Cooking afish,” said the bald boy. “Do you want some?’
“I meant, how did you get here? Did you sted ahorse?’

“I rodein the back of acart, with aman who was bringing some lambsto the castle for my lord of
Adhford' stable”

“Waell, you'd best seeif he' sgoneyet, or find another cart. | won't have you here.”
“You can't make mego,” the boy said, impertinent. “I’ d had enough of that inn.”

“I'll have no more insolence from you,” Dunk warned. “I should throw you over my horse right now and
take you home.”

“You' d need toride dl the way to King's Landing,” said the boy. * Y ou’ d missthe tourney.”

King's Landing. For amoment Dunk wondered if he was being mocked, but the boy had no way. of
knowing that he had been born in King’'s Landing aswell. Another wretch from Flea Bottom, like as not,
and who can blame him for wanting out of that place?

Hefdt foolish slanding there with sword in hand over an eight-year-old orphan. He sheathed i,
glowering so the boy would see that he would suffer no nonsense. | ought to give him agood besting at
the leadt, he thought, but the child looked so pitiful he could not bring himsdlf to hit him. He glanced
around the camp. Thefire was burning merrily within aneat circle of rocks. The horses had been
brushed, and clothes were hanging from the em, drying above the flames. “What are those doing there?’

“I washed them,” the boy said. “And | groomed the horses, made the fire, and caught thisfish. | would
have raised your pavilion, but | couldn’t find one.”

“There smy pavilion.” Dunk swept a hand above his heed, at the branches of thetal em that loomed
above them.

“That'satree,” the boy said, unimpressed.

“It'sdl the pavilion atrue knight needs. | would sooner deep under the stars than in some smoky tent.”
“What if it rains?’

“Thetreewill shelter me”

“Treeslesk.”

Dunk laughed. “ So they do. Wdll, if truth betold, | lack the coin for apavilion. And you' d best turn that
fish, or it will be burned on the bottom and raw on the top. Y ou’ d never make akitchen boy.”

“I would if | wanted,” the boy said, but he turned the fish.



“What happened to your hair?’ Dunk asked of him.

“The maesters shaved it off.” Suddenly selfconscious, the boy pulled up the hood of hisdark brown
cloak, covering his head.

Dunk had heard that they did that sometimes, to treat lice or rootworms or certain Sicknesses. “Are you
in?

“No,” said the boy. “What' s your name?’
“Dunk,” hesaid.

The wretched boy laughed doud, asif that was the funniest thing he’ d ever heard. “Dunk?’ he said. “ Ser
Dunk? That' s no name for aknight. Isit short for Duncan?’

Wasit? The old man had caled him just Dunk for aslong as he could recdl, and he did not remember
much of hislife before. “Duncan, yes,” he said. “Ser Duncan of . . .“ Dunk had no other name, nor any
house; Ser Arlan had found him living wild in the stews and dleys of Flea Bottom. He had never known
hisfather or mother. What was heto say?* Ser Duncan of FleaBottom” did not sound very knightly. He
could take Pennytree, but what if they asked him where it was? Dunk had never been to Pennytree, nor
had the old man talked much about it. He frowned for amoment, and then blurted out, “ Ser Duncan the
Tdl.” Hewastal, no one could dispute that, and it sounded puissant.

Though the little sneak did not seem to think so. “I have never heard of any Ser Duncan the Tall.”
“Do you know every knight in the Seven Kingdoms, then?’

The boy looked at him boldly. “The good ones.”

“I’'m asgood as any. After the tourney, they’ Il dl know that. Do you have aname, thief?”

The boy hestated. “Egg,” he said.

Dunk did not laugh. His head doeslook like an egg. Small boys can be cruel, and grown men aswell.
“Egg,” hesaid, “I should beat you bloody and send you on your way, but thetruth is, | have no pavilion
and | have no squire ether. If you'll swear to do asyou'retold, I'll let you serve mefor the tourney.
After that, well, we'll see. If | decide you' re worth your keep, you' |l have clothes on your back and food
inyour bely. The clothes might be roughspun and the food sat beef and sdlt fish, and maybe some
venison from time to time where there are no foresters about, but you won't go hungry. And | promise
not to beat you except when you deserveit.”

Egg amiled. “Yes, my lord.”

“Ser,” Dunk corrected. “I am only ahedge knight.” He wondered if the old man was |ooking down on
him. | will teach him the arts of battle, the same as you taught me, ser. He seemsalikey lad, might be
oneday he'll make aknight.

Thefishwas il alittle raw on the insde when they ateit, and the boy had not removed dl the bones,
but it till tasted aworld better than hard salt besf.

Egg soon fell adeep beside the dying fire. Dunk lay on his back nearby, his big hands behind his head,
gazing up at the night sky. He could hear distant music from the tourney grounds, haf amile awvay. The
sars were everywhere, thousands and thousands of them. One fdll as he was watching, abright green
streak that flashed across the black and then was gone.



A fdling gtar brings luck to him who seesit, Dunk thought. But the rest of them aredl in their pavilions by
now, staring up at silk instead of sky. So theluck ismine aone.

In the morning, he woke to the sound of acock crowing. Egg was still there, curled up benegath the old
man'’ s second-best cloak. Well, the boy did not run off during the night, that’sastart. He prodded him
awake with hisfoot. “Up. There swork to do.” The boy rase quick enough, rubbing hiseyes. “Help me
saddle Swestfoot,” Dunk told him.

“What about breakfast?’
“There ssdt beef. After we' re done.”
“I’d sooner eat the horse,” Egg said. “ Ser.”

“You'll eat my figt if you don’t do asyou ' retold. Get the brushes. They’rein the saddle sack. Yes, that
one”

Together they brushed out the palfrey’ s sorrel coat, hefted Ser Arlan’ s best saddle over her back, and
cinched it tight. Egg was agood worker once he put hismind to it, Dunk saw.

“I expect I'll be gone most of the day,” he told the boy as he mounted. “Y ou’ re to stay here and put the
camp in order. Make sure no other thieves come nosing about.”

“Can | have asword to run them off with?" Egg asked. He had blue eyes, Dunk saw, very dark, amost
purple. His bald head made them seem huge, somehow.

“No,” said Dunk. “A knife' s enough. And you had best be here when | come back, do you hear me?
Rob me and run off and I'll hunt you down, | swear | will. With dogs.”

“You don't have any dogs,” Egg pointed ouit.

“I'll get some,” said Dunk. “Just for you.” He turned Sweetfoot’ s head toward the meadow and moved
off a abrisk trot, hoping the threat would be enough to keep the boy honest. Save for the clothes on his
back, the armor in his sack, and the horse beneath him, everything Dunk owned in the world was back at
that camp. | am agreat fool to trust the boy so far, but it isno more than the old man did for me, he
reflected. The Mother must have sent him to me so that | could pay my debt.

As he crossed the field, be heard the ring of hammers from the riverside, where carpenters were nailing
together jousting barriersand raising alofty viewing stand. A few new pavilionswere going up aswell,
while the knights who had come earlier dept off last night’ srevels or sat to bresk thelr fasts. Dunk could
smell woodsmoke, and bacon aswell.

To the north of the meadow flowed the river Cockleswent, avassal stream to the mighty Mander.
Beyond the shallow ford lay town and castle. Dunk had seen many amarket town during his journeys
with the old man. Thiswas prettier than most; the whitewashed houses with their thatched roofs had an
inviting aspect to them. When he was smaller, he used to wonder what it would be liketo livein such a
place; to deep every night with aroof over your head, and wake every morning with the sasmewalls
wrapped around you. It may be that soon I'll know. Aye, and Egg too. It could happen. Stranger things

happened every day.

Adhford Castle was astone structure built in the shape of atriangle, with round towersrising thirty feet
tall a each point and thick crendlated walls running between. Orange banners flew from its battlements,
displaying the white sun-and-chevron sgil of itslord. Men-at-arms in orange-and-white livery stood



outside the gates with halberds, watching people come and go, seemingly moreintent on joking with a
pretty milkmaid than in keeping anyone out. Dunk reined up in front of the short, bearded man he took
for their captain and asked for the master of the games.

“It' sPlummer you want, he's steward here. I’ [l show you.”

Inside the yard, a stableboy took Sweetfoot for him. Dunk dung Ser Arlan’s battered shield over a
shoulder and followed the guards captain back of the stables to aturret built into an angle of the curtain
wall. Steep stone steps led up to the wallwalk. “ Come to enter your master’ s name for the lists?” the
captain asked as they climbed.

“It' smy own namel’ll be putting in.”

“Isit now?” Wasthe man smirking? Dunk was not certain. “ That door there. I'll leave you to it and get
back to my post.”

When Dunk pushed open the door, the steward was Sitting at atrestle table, scratching on a piece of
parchment with aquill. He had thinning grey hair and anarrow pinched face. “Yes?’ he said, looking up.
“What do you want, man?’

Dunk pulled shut the door. “Are you Plummer the steward? | came for the tourney. To enter thelists.”
Plummer pursed hislips. “My lord' stourney isacontest for knights. Are you aknight?’

He nodded, wondering if hisears werered.

“A knight with aname, mayhaps?’

“Dunk.” Why had he said that?“ Ser Duncan. The Tdl.”

“And Where might you be from, Ser Duncan the Tall?’

“Everyplace. | was squireto Ser Arlan of Pennytree since | wasfive or six. Thisishisshidd.” He
showed it to the steward. “He was coming to the tourney, but he caught a chill and died, so | camein his
stead. He knighted me before he passed, with his own sword.” Dunk drew the longsword and laid it on
the scarred wooden table between them.

The magter of the lists gave the blade no more than aglance. “ A sword it is, for acertainty. | have never
heard of this Arlan of Pennytree, however. Y ou were his squire, you say?’

“He aways said he meant for me to be aknight, as he was. When he was dying he called for his
longsword and bade me knedl. He touched me once on my right shoulder and once on my left, and said
somewords, and when | got up he said | was aknight.”

“Hmpf.” The man Plummer rubbed hisnose. “ Any knight can make aknight, it istrue, though it ismore
customary to stand avigil and be anointed by a septon before taking your vows. Were there any
witnesses to your dubbing?’

“Only arobin, upin athorntree. | heard it as the old man was saying the words. He charged meto bea
good knight and true, to obey the seven gods, defend the weak and innocent, serve my lord faithfully and
defend the reeilm with dl my might, and | sworethat | would.”

“No doubt.” Plummer did not deign to call him ser, Dunk could not help but notice. “1 shal need to
consult with Lord Ashford. Will you or your late master be known to any of the good knights here



asembled?”’

Dunk thought amoment. “ There was a pavilion flying the banner of House Dondarrion? The black, with
purplelightning?’

“That would be Ser Manfred, of that House.”
“Ser Arlan served hislord father in Dorne, three years past. Ser Manfred might remember me.”

“I would advise you to speak to him. If hewill vouch for you, bring him here with you on the morrow, at
thissametime.

“Asyou say, m'lord.” He started for the door.
“Ser Duncan,” the steward called after him.
Dunk turned back.

“You areaware,” the man said, “that those vanquished in tourney forfeit their arms, armor, and horse to
the victors, and must needs ransom them back?’

“I know.”
“And do you have the coin to pay such ransom?’

Now he knew hisearswerered. “1 won't have need of coin,” he said, praying it wastrue. All | needis
onevictory. If I win my first tilt, I'll have theloser’ sarmor and horse, or hisgold, and | can stand aloss

mysdf

Hewalked dowly down the steps, reluctant to get on with what he must do next. In the yard, he collared
one of the stableboys. “I must speak with Lord Ashford’ s master of horse.”

“I'll find him for you.”

It was cool and dimin the stables. An unruly grey stallion snapped at him as he passed, but Sweetfoot
only whickered softly and nuzzled his hand when heraised it to her nose. “ Y ou’' reagood girl, aren't
you?’ he murmured. The old man always said that aknight should never love ahorse, snce morethan a
few were liketo die under him, but he never heeded his own counsd ether. Dunk had often seen him
spend hislast copper on an gpple for old Chestnut or some oats for Sweetfoot and Thunder. The palfrey
had been Ser Arlan’ sriding horse, and she had borne him tirdlesdy over thousands of miles, dl up and
down the Seven Kingdoms. Dunk felt as though he were betraying an old friend, but what choice did he
have? Chestnut was too old to be worth much of anything, and Thunder must carry himintheligts.

Some time passed before the master of horse deigned to appear. As he waited, Dunk heard a blare of
trumpets from thewalls, and avoice in the yard. Curious, he led Sweetfoot to the stable door to see
what was happening. A large party of knights and mounted archers poured through the gates, a hundred
men at least, riding some of the most splendid horses that Dunk had ever seen. Some greet lord has
come. He grabbed the arm of a stableboy as he ran pagt. “Who are they?’

The boy looked a him queerly. “Can’t you see the banners?’ He wrenched free and hurried off.

The banners... As Dunk turned his head, agust of wind lifted the black silk pennon atop the tal staff, and
the fierce three-headed dragon of House Targaryen seemed to spread itswings, bresthing scarlet fire.
The banner-bearer was atall knight in white scale armor chased with gold, a pure white cloak streaming



from his shoulders. Two of the other riders were armored in white from head to hed aswell. Kingsguard
knights with the royal banner. Smal wonder Lord Ashford and his sons came hurrying out the doors of
the keep, and the fair maid too, ashort girl with yellow hair and around pink face. She does not seem so
fair to me, Dunk thought. The puppet girl was prettier.

“Boy, let go of that nag and seeto my horse.”

A rider had dismounted in front of the stables. He istalking to me, Dunk redlized. “I am not a stableboy,
m’lord.”

“Not clever enough?’ The speaker wore a black cloak bordered in scarlet satin, but undernesth was
rament bright asflame, dl reds and yellows and golds. Sim and straight as adirk, though only of
middling height, he was near Dunk’s own age. Curls of slver-gold hair framed a face sculpted and
imperious; high brow and sharp cheekbones, straight nose, pale smooth skin without blemish. Hiseyes
were adeep violet color. “If you cannot manage a horse, fetch me some wine and a pretty wench.”

“I... m’lord, pardons, I'm no serving man ether. | have the honor to be aknight.”

“Knighthood hasfalen on sad days,” said the princeling, but then one of the stableboys came rushing up,
and he turned away to hand him the reins of his pafrey, asplendid blood bay. Dunk wasforgottenin an
ingtant. Relieved, he dunk back inside the stablesto wait for the master of horse. He felt ill-at-ease
enough around the lordsin their pavilions, he had no business speaking to princes.

That the beautiful stripling was a prince he had no doubt. The Targaryenswere the blood of lost Valyria
across the seas, and their silver-gold hair and violet eyes set them apart from common men. Dunk knew
Prince Badlor was older, but the youth might well have been one of his sons: Vaarr, who was often
cdled “the Y oung Prince’ to set him gpart from hisfather, or Matarys, “the Even Y ounger Prince,” asold
Lord Swann’sfool had named him once. There were other princelings aswell, cousinsto Vaarr and
Matarys. Good King Daeron had four grown sons, three with sons of their own. Theline of the
dragonkings had almost died out during hisfather’ s day, but it was commonly said that Daeron |1 and his
sons had |eft it securefor dl time.

“You. Man. You asked for me.” Lord Ashford’ s master of horse had a red face made redder by his
orange livery, and a brusque manner of speaking. “What isit?| have no timefor—"

“| want to sl thispafrey,” Dunk brokein quickly, before the man could dismisshim. “ She' sagood
horse, sure of foot—"

“I havenotime, | tell you.” The man gave Sweetfoot no more than aglance. “My lord of Ashford hasno
need of such. Take her to the town, perhaps Henly will give you asilver or three.” That quick, hewas
turning away.

“Thank you, m’'lord,” Dunk said before he could go. “M’lord, has the king come?’

The master of horse laughed at him. “No, thank the gods. Thisinfestation of princesistria enough.
Wheream | going to find the stdlsfor al these animals? And fodder?” He strode off shouting &t his
stableboys.

By thetime Dunk |eft the stable, Lord Ashford had escorted his princely guestsinto the hail, but two of
the Kingsguard knightsin their white armor and snowy cloaks ill lingered in the yard, talking with the
captain of the guard. Dunk halted before them. “M’lords, | am Ser Duncan the Tall.”

“Wel met, Ser Duncan,” answered the bigger of the white knights. “1 am Ser Roland Crakehal, and this



ismy Sworn Brother, Ser Donnd of Duskendde.”

The seven champions of the Kingsguard were the most puissant warriorsin dl the Seven Kingdoms,
saving only perhaps the crown prince, Bagl or Breakspear himsdlf. “Have you cometo enter the lists?’
Dunk asked anxioudy.

“It would not befitting for usto ride against those we are sworn to protect,” answered Ser Donndl, red
of hair and beard.

“Prince Vaarr hasthe honor to be one of Lady Ashford's champions,” explained Ser Roland, “and two
of hiscousns mean to challenge. Therest of us have come only to watch.”

Relieved, Dunk thanked the white knights for their kindness, and rode out through the castle gates before
another prince should think to accost him. Three princelings, he pondered as he turned the palfrey toward
the streets of Ashford town. Valarr was the el dest son of Prince Baglor, second in lineto the Iron
Throne, but Dunk did not know how much of hisfather’ s fabled prowess with lance and sword he might
have inherited. About the other Targaryen princes he knew even less. What will | do if | havetoride
againg aprince? Will | even be allowed to challenge one so highborn? He did not know the answer. The
old man had often said he wasthick asa castlewall, and just now hefdt it.

* % *

Henly liked thelook of Sweetfoot well enough until he heard Dunk wanted to sdll her. Then dl the
stableman could seein her were faults. He offered three hundred silvers. Dunk said he must have three
thousand. After much arguing and cursing, they settled at seven hundred fifty silver stags. That was adedl
closer to Henly’ s tarting price than to Dunk’ s, which made him fed the loser in thetilt, but the stableman
would go no higher, soin the end he had no choice but to yield. A second argument began when Dunk
declared that the price did not include the saddle, and Henly insisted that it had.

Findly it wasdl settled. AsHenly Ieft to fetch his coin, Dunk stroked Sweetfoot’ s mane and told her to
be brave. “If | win, I’ll come back and buy you again, | promise.” He had no doubt that al the palfrey’s
flaws would vanish in the intervening days, and she would be worth twice what she was today.

The stableman gave him three gold pieces and the rest in silver. Dunk bit one of the gold coinsand
smiled. He had never tasted gold before, nor handled it. “ Dragons,” men caled the coins, since they were
stamped with the three-headed dragon of House Targaryen on one side. The other bore the likeness of
the king. Two of the coins Henly gave him had King Daeron’ sface; the third was older, well worn, and
showed adifferent man. His name was there under his head, but Dunk could not read the letters. Gold
had been shaved off its edges too, he saw. He pointed this out to Henly, and loudly. The stableman
grumbled, but handed over another few slvers and afistful of coppersto make up the weight. Dunk
handed afew of the coppers right back, and nodded at Sweetfoot. “ That’sfor her,” he said. * See that
she has some Oats tonight. Aye, and an apple too.”

With the shield on hisarm and the sack of old armor dung over his shoulder, Dunk set out on foot
through the sunny streets of Ashford town. The heft of al that coin in his pouch made him fed queer;
amogt giddy on one hand, and anxious on the other. The old man had never trusted him with more than a
coin or two at atime. He could live ayear on this much money. And what will | do whenit’sgone, sl
Thunder? That road ended in beggary or outlawry. This chance will never come again, | must risk al.

By the time he splashed back across the ford to the south bank of the Cockleswent, the morning was
amost done and the tourney grounds had cometo life once more. The winesellers and sausage makers
were doing abrisk trade, adancing bear was shuffling dong to hismaster’ s playing asasinger sang “The
Bear, the Bear, and the Maiden Fair,” jugglers were juggling, and the puppeteers were just finishing



another fight.

Dunk stopped to watch the wooden dragon dain. When the puppet knight cut its head off and the red
sawdust spilled out onto the grass, he laughed doud and threw the girl two coppers. “ Onefor last night,”
he called. She caught the coinsin the air and threw him back a smile as sweet as any he had ever seen.

Isit me she smilest, or the coins? Dunk had never been with agirl, and they made him nervous. Once,
three years past, when the old man’s purse was full after haf ayear in the service of blind Lord Forent,
he' d told Dunk the time had come to take him to a brothel and make him aman. He' d been drunk,
though, and when he was sober he did not remember. Dunk had been too embarrassed to remind him.
Hewas not certain he wanted awhore anyway. If he could not have a highborn maiden like a proper
knight, he wanted onewho at least liked him more than hisslver.

“Will you drink ahorn of ale?’ he asked the puppet girl as she was scooping the sawdust blood back
into her dragon. “With me, | mean? Or asausage? | had a sausage last night, and it was good. They're
made with pork, | think.”

“I thank you, m'’lord, but we have another show.” The girl rose, and ran off to the fierce fat
Dornishwoman who worked the puppet knight while Dunk stood there feding stupid. He liked the way
sheran, though. A pretty girl, and tal. | would not have to knedl to kissthat one. He knew how to kiss.
A tavern girl had showed him one night in Lannisport, ayear ago, but she' d been so short she had to sit
on the table to reach hislips. The memory made his ears burn. What a great fool hewas. It wasjousting
he should be thinking about, not kissing.

Lord Ashford' s carpenters were whitewashing the waist-high wooden barriers that would separate the
jousters. Dunk watched them work awhile. There werefive lanes, arrayed north to south so none of the
competitorswould ride with the sunin hiseyes. A three-tiered viewing stand had been raised on the
eastern side of theligts, with an orange canopy to shield thelords and ladies from rain and sun. Most
would sit on benches, but four high-backed chairs had been erected in the center of the platform, for
Lord Ashford, thefair maid, and the visiting princes.

On the eastern verge of the meadow, aquintain had been set up and a dozen knights weretilting at i,
sending the pole arm spinning every time they struck the splintered shield suspended from one end. Dunk
watched the Brute of Bracken take histurn, and then Lord Caron of the Marches. | do not have as good
aseat asany of them, he thought uneasily.

Elsawhere, men weretraining afoot, going a each other with wooden swords while their squires stood
shouting ribald advice. Dunk watched a stocky youth try to hold off amuscular knight who seemed lithe
and quick asamountain cat. Both had the red apple of the Fossoways painted on their shields, but the
younger man’ s was soon hacked and chipped to pieces. “Here' s an apple that’ s not ripe yet,” the older
said as he dammed the other’ shelm. The younger Fossoway was bruised and bloody by the time he
yielded, but hisfoe was hardly winded. He raised his visor, looked about, saw Dunk, and said, “Y ou
there. Y es, you, the big one. Knight of the winged chdice. Isthat alongsword you wear?’

“Itismineby rights,” Dunk said defensively. “1 am Ser Duncanthe Tall.”

“And | Ser Steffon Fossoway. Would you care to try me, Ser Duncan the Tall? 1t would be good to
have someone new to cross swordswith. My cousin’s not ripe yet, asyou' ve seen.”

“Doit, Ser Duncan,” urged the beaten Fossoway as he removed hishelm. “1 may not be ripe, but my
good cousin isrotten to the core. Knock the seeds out of him.”

Dunk shook his head. Why were these lordlings involving him in their quarrd? He wanted no part of it. “I



thank you, ser, but | have mattersto attend.” He was uncomfortable carrying so much coin. The sooner
he paid Stedly Pate and got his armor, the happier he would be.

Ser Steffon looked at him scornfully. “ The hedge knight has matters.” He glanced about and found
another likely opponent loitering nearby. “ Ser Grance, well met. Cometry me. | know every feebletrick
my cousin Raymun has magtered, and it seemsthat Ser Duncan needsto return to the hedges. Come,
come.

Dunk stalked away red-faced. He did not have many tricks himsdlf, feeble or otherwise, and he did not
want anyone to see him fight until the tourney. The old man always said that the better you knew your
foe, the easier it wasto best him. Knights like Ser Steffon had sharp eyesto find aman’sweskness at a
glance. Dunk was strong and quick, and hisweight and reach werein hisfavor, but he did not believe for
amoment that his skills were the equa of these others. Ser Arlan had taught him as best he could, but the
old man had never been the greatest of knights even when young. Great knights did not live their livesin
the hedges, or die by the side of amuddy road. That will not happen to me, Dunk vowed. | will show
them that | can be more than a hedge knight.

“Ser Duncan.” The younger Fossoway hurried to catch him. “1 should not have urged you to try my
cousin. | was angry with his arrogance, and you are so large, | thought . . . wll, it was wrong of me. Y ou
wear no armor. He would have broken your hand if he could, or aknee. He likes to batter men inthe
training yard, so they will be bruised and vulnerable later, should he meet theminthelists”

“Hedid not break you.”

“No, but I am his own blood, though hisisthe senior branch of the gpple tree, as he never ceasesto
remind me. | an Raymun Fossoway.”

“Wdl met. Will you and your cousin ridein the tourney?’

“Hewill, for acertainty. Asto me, would that | could. | am only asquire asyet. My cousin has promised
to knight me, but insiststhat | am not ripeyet.” Raymun had a square face, a pug nose, and short woolly
hair, but his smile was engaging. “ Y ou have the look of achallenger, it seemsto me. Whose shield do
you mean to strike?’

“It makes no difference,” said Dunk. That was what you were supposed to say, though it made al the
differenceintheworld. “I will not enter thelists until thethird day.”

“And by then some of the championswill havefdlen, yes,” Raymun said. “Wél, may the Warrior smile
onyou, ser.”

“Andyou.” If heisonly asquire, what businessdo | have being aknight? One of usisafool. Thesilver
in Dunk’ s pouch clinked with every step, but he could loseit al in a heartbeat, he knew. Even the rules of
thistourney worked againgt him, making it very unlikely that he would face agreen or feeblefoe.

There were adozen different forms atourney might follow, according to the whim of the lord who hosted
it. Some were mock battles between teams of knights, others wild melees where the glory went to the
last fighter | eft tanding. Whereindividua combats were the rule, pairings were sometimes determined by
lot, and sometimes by the master of the games.

Lord Ashford was staging this tourney to celebrate his daughter’ s thirteenth nameday. The fair maid
would st by her father’ s Sde as the reigning Queen of Love and Beauty. Five champions wearing her
favorswould defend her. All others must perforce be chalengers, but any man who could defeat one of
the champions would take his place and stand as a champion himself, until such time as another



chalenger unseated him. At the end of three days of jousting, the five who remained would determine
whether the fair maid would retain the crown of Love and Beauty, or whether another would weer it in
her place.

Dunk stared at the grassy lists and the empty chairs on the viewing stand and pondered his chances. One
victory was dl he needed; then he could name himsdlf one of the champions of Ashford Meadow, if only
for an hour. The old man had lived nigh on sixty years and had never been achampion. It is not too much
to hopefor, if the gods are good. He thought back on all the songs he had heard, songs of blind Symeon
Star-Eyes and noble Serwyn of the Mirror Shield, of Prince Aemon the Dragonknight, Ser Ryam
Redywne, and Florian the Fool. They had al won victories against foes far more terrible than any he
would face. But they were great heroes, brave men of noble birth, except for Florian. And what am |?
Dunk of FleaBottom? Or Ser Duncan the Tal?

He supposed he would learn the truth of that soon enough. He hefted the sack of armor and turned his
feet toward the merchants stalls, in search of Stedy Pate.

Egg had worked manfully at the campsite. Dunk was pleased; he had been hdf afraid his squire would
run off again. “Did you get agood price for your palfrey?’ the boy asked.

“How did you know I’ d sold her?’
“Y ou rode off and walked back, and if robbers had stolen her you’ d be more angry than you are.”

“I got enough for this.” Dunk took out his new armor to show the boy. “If you' re ever to be aknight,
you'll need to know good stedl from bad. Look here, thisisfine work. Thismail is double-chain, each
link bound to two others, see? It gives more protection than single-chain. And the helm, Pate’ s rounded
the top, see how it curves? A sword or an axe will dide off, where they might bite through aflat-topped
helm.” Dunk lowered the gresthelm over his head. “How doesit look?’

“There sno visor,” Egg pointed out.

“Ther€ sair holes. Visors are points of weskness.” Stedly Pate had said as much. “If you knew how
many knights have taken an arrow in the eye asthey lifted their visor for asuck o' cool air, you’ d never
want one,” he'd told Dunk.

“There sno crest either,” said Egg. “It' sjust plain.”

Dunk lifted off the helm. “Plainisfinefor the likes of me. See how bright the stedl is? 1t will be your task
to keep it that way. Y ou know how to scour mail?’

“Inabarrel of sand,” said the boy. “but you don't have abarrd. Did you buy apavilion too, ser?’

“I didn’t get that good aprice.” The boy istoo bold for his own good, | ought to beat that out of him. He
knew he would not, though. He liked the boldness. He needed to be bolder himsdf. My squireis braver
than | am, and more clever. “Y ou did well here, Egg,” Dunk told him. “ On the morrow, you' Il comewith
me. Have alook at the tourney grounds. We'll buy oats for the horses and fresh bread for ourselves.
Maybe abit of cheese aswell, they were sdlling good cheese at one of the stalls.”

“I won't need to go into the castle, will 17’
“Why not? One day | meanto livein acastle. | hope to win a place above the sdt before I’ m done.”

The boy said nothing. Perhaps he fearsto enter alord' s hal, Dunk reflected. That’s no more than might



be expected. He will grow out of it in time. He went back to admiring his armor, and wondering how
long hewould weer it.

Ser Manfred was athin man with asour ook on hisface. He wore ablack surcoat dashed with the
purple lightning of House Dondarrion, but Dunk would have remembered him anyway by his unruly mane
of red-gold hair. “ Ser Arlan served your lord father when he and Lord Caron burned the V ulture King
out of the Red Mountains, ser,” he said from one knee. “I was only aboy then, but | squired for him. Ser
Arlan of Pennytree.”

Ser Manfred scowled. “No. | know him not. Nor you, boy.”
Dunk showed him the old man’sshidd. “ Thiswas hisggil, thewinged chdice.”

“My lord father took eight hundred knights and near four thousand foot into the mountains. | cannot be
expected to remember every one of them, nor what shieldsthey carried. It may be that you were with us,
but .. ." Ser Manfred shrugged.

Dunk was struck speechless for an ingtant. The old man took awound in your father’ s service, how can
you have forgotten him?*“ They will not allow meto chalenge unless some knight or lord will vouch for
me.

“And what isthat to me?’ said Ser Manfred. “1 have given you enough of my time, ser.”

If he went back to the castle without Ser Manfred, he waslost. Dunk eyed the purple lightning
embroided across the black wool of Ser Manfred' s surcoat and said, “1 remember your father telling the
camp how your house got its Sigil. One stormy night, asthefirgt of your line bore amessage acrossthe
Dornish Marches, an arrow killed his horse benesth him and spilled him on the ground. Two Dornishmen
came out of the darknessin ring mail and crested helms. His sword had broken beneath him when hefell.
When he saw that, he thought he was doomed. But as the Dornishmen closed to cut him down, lightning
cracked from the sky. It was abright burning purple, and it split, striking the Dornishmen in their stedl and
killing them both where they stood. The message gave the Storm King victory over the Dornish, and in
thanks he raised the messenger to lordship. He wasthefirst Lord Dondarrion, so hetook for hisarmsa
forked purple lightning bolt, on ablack field powdered with stars.”

If Dunk thought the tale would impress Ser Man- fred, he could not have been more wrong. “Every pot
boy and groom who has ever served my father hears that story soon or late. Knowing it does not make
you aknight. Begone with you, ser.”

It waswith aleaden heart that Dunk returned to Ashford Castle, wondering what he might say so that
Plummer would grant him the right of challenge. The steward was not in histurret chamber, however. A
guard told him he might be found in the Great Hall. “ Shdl | wait here?’ Dunk asked. “How long will he
be?’

“How should | know? Do what you please.”

The Great Hall was not so great, as halls went, but Ashford was asmall castle. Dunk entered through a
side door, and spied the steward at once. He was standing with Lord Ashford and a dozen other men at
thetop of the hall. He walked toward them, beneath awal hung with wool tapestries of fruits and
flowers.

“—more concerned if they were your sons, I’ [l wager,” an angry man was saying as Dunk approached.



His straight hair and square-cut beard were so fair they seemed white in the dimness of the hall, but as he
got closer he saw that they were in truth apale silvery color touched with gold.

“Daeron has donethis before,” another replied. Plummer was standing so asto block Dunk’ sview of the
gpesker. “Y ou should never have com- manded him to enter the lists. He belongs on atourney field no
more than Aerys does, or Rhaegel.”

“By which you mean he’ d sooner ride awhore than ahorse,” the first man said. Thickly built and
powerful, the prince—he was surely a prince— wore aleather brigandine covered with silver studs
beneath a heavy black cloak trimmed with ermine. Pox scars marked his cheeks, only partly concealed
by hisslvery beard. “I do not need to be reminded of my son’sfallings, brother. He has only eighteen
years. He can change. He will change, gods be damned, or | swear I’ll see him dead.”

“Don’t be an utter fool. Dagron iswhat heis, but heis till your blood and mine. | have no doubt Ser
Roland will turn him up, and Aegon with him.”

“When the tourney isover, perhaps.”

“Aerionishere. Heis abetter lance than Daeronin any casg, if it isthe tourney that concernsyou.” Dunk
could see the speaker now. He was seated in the high seat, a sheaf of parchmentsin one hand, Lord
Adhford hovering at his shoulder. Even seated, he looked to be a head taller than the other, to judge from
the long straight legs stretched out before him. His short-cropped hair was dark and peppered with grey,
his strong jaw clean-shaven. His nose looked as though it had been broken more than once. Though he
was dressed very plainly, in green doublet, brown mantle, and scuffed boots, there was aweight to him,
asense of power and certainty.

It cameto Dunk that he had walked in on something that he ought never have heard. | had best go and
come back later, when they are done, he decided. But it was dready too late. The prince with the silvery
beard suddenly took note of him. “Who are you, and what do you mean by bursting in on us?” he
demanded harshly.

“Heisthe knight that our good steward was expecting,” the seated man said, smiling a Dunk in away
that suggested he had been aware of him dl thetime. “You and | are the intruders here, brother. Come
closer, ser.”

Dunk edged forward, uncertain what was expected of him. Helooked at Plummer, but got no help there.
The pinch-faced steward who had been so forceful yesterday now stood silent, studying the stones of the
floor. “My lords,” he said, “I asked Ser Manfred Dondarrion to vouch for me so I might enter thelists,
but he refuses. He says he knows me not. Ser Arlan served him, though, | swear it. | have his sword and
shidd, I

“A shield and asword do not make aknight,” declared Lord Ashford, a big bald man with around red
face. “Plummer has spoken to me of you. Even if we accept that these arms belonged to this Ser Arlan of
Pennytree, it may well be that you found him dead and stole them. Unless you have some better proof of
what you say, some writing or—"

“I remember Ser Arlan of Pennytree,” the man in the high seat said quietly. “He never won atourney that
| know, but he never shamed himsdlf either. At King's Landing sixteen years ago, he overthrew Lord
Stokeworth and the Bastard of Harrenhal in the melee, and many years before at Lannisport he unhorsed
the Grey Lion himsdf. Thelion was not so grey then, to be sure”

“Hetold me about that, many atime,” said Dunk.



The tal man studied him. “Then you will remember the Grey Lion’ strue name, | have no doubt.”

For amoment there was nothing in Dunk’ shead at al. A thousand times the old man had told thet tale, a
thousand times, the lion, the lion, hisname, hisname, hisname. . . Hewas near despair when suddenly, it
came. “Ser Damon Lannigter!” he shouted. “The Grey Lion! He's Lord of Casterly Rock now.”

“Soheis” said thetal man pleasantly, “and he entersthe lists on the morrow.” Herattled the sheaf of
papersin hishand.

“How can you possibly remember some inggnificant hedge knight who chanced to unhorse Damon
Lannigter sixteen years ago?’ said the prince with the sllver beard, frowning.

“I makeit apracticetolearn dl | can of my foes.”
“Why would you deign to joust with ahedge knight?’

“It was nine years past, at Storm’s End. Lord Baratheon held a hagtilude to celebrate the birth of a
grandson. The lots made Ser Arlan my opponent in thefirgt tilt. We broke four lances before | finaly
unhorsed him.

“Seven,” indsted Dunk, “and that was against the Prince of Dragonstone!” No sooner were the words
out than he wanted them back. Dunk the lunk, thick asa castle wall, he could hear the old man chiding.

“Soitwas” The prince with the broken nose smiled gently. “ Tdesgrow in thetelling, | know. Do not
think ill of your old master, but it wasfour lances only, | fear.”

Dunk was grateful that the hall was dim; he knew hisearswerered. “My lord.” No, that’ swrong too.
“Your Grace.” Hefdl to his knees and lowered hishead. “Asyou say, four, | meantno. .. | never. ..
The old man, Ser Arlan, he used to say | wasthick asacastlewall and dow as an aurochs.”

“And strong as an aurochs, by the look of you,” said Baglor Breakspear. “No harm was done, ser.
Rise”

Dunk got to hisfeet, wondering if he should keep his head down or if hewas dlowed to look aprincein
theface. | am speaking with Baglor Targaryen, Prince of Dragonstone, Hand of the King, and heir
apparent to the Iron Throne of Aegon the Conqueror. What could a hedge knight dare say to such a
person?“Y -you gave him back his horse and armor and took no ransom, | remember,” he ssammered.
“The old—Ser Arlan, hetold me you were the soul of chivary, and that one day the Seven Kingdoms
would be safein your hands.”

“Not for many ayear ill, | pray,” Prince Bador said.

“No,” said Dunk, horrified. Heamost said, | didn’t mean that the king should die, but stopped himsdlf in
time. “1 am sorry, m’'lord. Your Grace, | mean.”

Belatedly he recdled that the stocky man with the silver beard had addressed Prince Baglor as brother.
Heisblood of the dragon aswell, damn mefor afool. He could only be Prince Maekar, the youngest of
King Daeron’ s four sons. Prince Aerys was bookish and Prince Rhaegel mad, meek, and sickly. Neither
was like to cross haf the realm to attend atourney, but Maegkar was said to be a redoubtable warrior in
his own right, though ever in the shadow of hiseldest brother.

“You wish to enter thelidts, isthat it?’ asked Prince Badlor. “ That decision rests with the master of the
games, but | see no reason to deny you.”



The steward inclined his head. “ Asyou say, my lord.”

Dunk tried to ssammer out thanks, but Prince Maekar cut him off. “Very well, ser, you are grateful. Now
be off with you.”

“Y ou must forgive my noble brother, ser,” said Prince Baglor. “Two of his sons have gone astray on their
way here, and hefearsfor them.”

“The spring rains have swollen many of the streams,” said Dunk. “ Perhaps the princes are only delayed.”
“| did not come here to take counsdl from ahedge knight,” Prince Maekar declared to his brother.
“Youmay go, ser,” Prince Baglor told Dunk, not unkindly.

“Yes, my lord.” He bowed and turned.

But before he could get away, the prince caled after him. “ Ser. One thing more. Y ou are not of Ser
Arlan’s blood?

“Yes, m'lord. | mean, no. I’'m not.”

The prince nodded at the battered shield Dunk carried, and the winged chdice upon itsface. “By law,
only atrueborn son isentitled to inherit aknight'sarms. Y ou must needs find anew device, ser, asigil of
your own.”

“I will,” said Dunk. “Thank you again, Y our Grace. | will fight bravely, you'll see.” Asbrave as Bag(or
Breakspear, the old man would often say.

The winesdllers and sausage makers were doing a brisk trade, and whores walked brazenly among the
galsand pavilions. Some were pretty enough, one red-haired girl in particular. He could not help staring
at her breasts, the way they moved under her loose shift as she sauntered past. He thought of the silver in
his pouch. | could have her, if | liked. She' d like the clink of my coin well enough, | could take her back
to my camp and have her, dl night if | wanted. He had never lain with awoman, and for al he knew he
might diein hisfirgt tilt. Tourneys could be dangerous. . . but whores could be dangerous too, the old
man had warned him of that. She might rob mewhile | dept, and what would | do then? When the
red-haired girl glanced back over her shoulder a him, Dunk shook his head and walked away.

Hefound Egg at the puppet show, sitting crosdegged on the ground with the hood of his cloak pulled all
the way forward to hide his badness. The boy had been afraid to enter the castle, which Dunk put down
to equa parts shyness and shame. He does not think himself worthy to mingle with lordsand ladies, let
aonegreat princes. It had been the same with him when he waslittle. The world beyond Flea Bottom
had seemed as frightening asit was exciting. Egg needstime, that’ sall. For the present, it seemed kinder
to givethelad afew coppersand let him enjoy himsdf among the stdls than to drag him aong unwilling
into the cadtle.

Thismorning the puppeteers were doing the tale of Forian and Jonquil. The fat Dornishwoman was
working Florian in hisarmor made of motley, whilethetal girl held Jonquil’ sstrings. “Y ou are no knight,”
she was saying as the puppet’ s mouth moved up and down. “1 know you. Y ou are Florian the Foal.”

“I am, my lady,” the other puppet answered, kneeling. “ Asgreat afool asever lived, and asgreat a
knight aswell.”

“A fool and aknight?’ said Jonquil. “1 have never heard of such athing.”



“Sweet lady,” said Horian, “dl men arefools, and dl men are knights, where women are concerned.”

It was agood show, sad and sweet both, with a sprightly swordfight at the end, and anicely painted
giant. When it was over, the fat woman went among the crowd to collect coinswhile the girl packed

away the puppets.
Dunk collected Egg and went up to her.

“M’lord?’ she said, with a sideways glance and a haf-smile. She was a head shorter than he was, but il
taller than any other girl he had ever seen.

“That was good,” Egg enthused. “I like how you make themm move, Jonquil and thedragon and dl. | saw
apuppet show last year, but they moved al jerky. Y ours are more smooth.”

“Thank you,” shetold the boy politely.

Dunk said, “Y our figures are well carved too. The dragon, especialy. A fearsome beast. Y ou make them
yoursdf?’

She nodded. “My uncle doesthe carving. | paint them.”

“Could you paint something for me? | have the cointo pay.” He dipped the shield off his shoulder and
turned it to show her. “I need to paint something over the chaice.”

The girl glanced at the shidld, and then a him.
“What would you want painted?’

Dunk had not considered that. If not the old man’ swinged chalice, what? His head was empty. Dunk the
lunk, thick asacastlewall. “1 don't. . . I'm not certain.” Hisearswere turning red, he realized miserably.
“Y oumugt think me an utter fool.”

She amiled. “All men arefools, and al men are knights.”
“What color paint do you have?’ he asked, hoping that might give him an idea.
“I can mix paintsto make any color you want.”

The old man’s brown had always seemed drab to Dunk. “ Thefield should be the color of sunset,” he
said suddenly. “The old man liked sunsets. And the device. . .

“Andmtree” said Egg. “A big dm tree, like the one by the pool, with abrown trunk and green
branches”

“Yes,” Dunk said. “That would serve. An elmtree. . . but with ashooting star above. Could you do
that?’

The girl nodded. “ Give methe shidd. I'll paint it this very night, and have it back to you on the morrow.”
Dunk handed it over. “I am caled Ser Duncan the Tdl.”
“I'm Tansdle,” shelaughed. “Tansdle Too-Tdl, the boys used to cal me.”

“You'renot too tall,” Dunk blurted out. “You'rejust right for. . .* Heredlized what he had been about to
say, and blushed furioudy.



“For?’ ssid Tansdlle, cocking her head inquisitively.
“Puppets” hefinished lamely.

Thefirst day of the tourney dawned bright and clear. Dunk bought asackful of foodstuffs, so they were
ableto break their fast on goose eggs, fried bread, and bacon, but when the food was cooked he found
he had no appetite. His belly felt hard as arock, even though he knew he would not ride today. Theright
of first challenge would go to knights of higher birth and greater renown, to lords and their Sonsand
champions from other tourneys.

Egg chattered dl through their breakfast, talking of this man and that man and how they might fare. He
was not japing me when he said he knew every good knight in the Seven Kingdoms, Dunk thought
ruefully. He found it humbling to listen so intently to the words of a scrawny orphan boy, but Egg’'s
knowledge might serve him should he face one of these menin atilt.

The meadow was a churning mass of people, dl trying to ebow their way closer for abetter view. Dunk
was as good an elbower as any, and bigger than most. He squirmed forward to arise six yards from the
fence. When Egg complained that al he could see were arses, Dunk sat the boy on his shoulders. Across
thefield, the viewing stand wasfilling up with highborn lords and ladies, afew rich townfolk, and ascore
of knights who had decided not to compete today. Of Prince Maekar he saw no sign, but he recognized
Prince Badlor at Lord Ashford' s side. Sunlight flashed golden off the shoulder clasp that held his cloak
and the dim coronet about his temples, but otherwise he dressed far more smply than most of the other
lords. He does not look a Targaryen in truth, with that dark hair. Dunk said as much to Egg.

“It'ssaid hefavors his mother,” the boy reminded him. “ She was a Dornish princess.”

The five champions had raised their pavilions a the north end of the lists with the river behind them. The
smallest two were orange, and the shields hung outside their doors displayed the white sun-and-chevron.
Those would be Lord Ashford' s Sons Androw and Robert, brothersto the fair maid. Dunk had never
heard other knights speak of their prowess, which meant they would likely bethefirst to fall.

Beside the orange pavilions stood one of deegp- dyed green, much larger. The golden rose of Highgarden
flapped aboveit, and the saffie device was emblazoned on the greet green shield outside the door.
“That'sLeo Tyrel, Lord of Highgarden,” said Egg.

“I knew that,” said Dunk, irritated. “ The old man and | served at Highgarden before you were ever
born.” He hardly remembered that year himself, but Ser Arlan had often spoken of Leo Longthorn, ashe
was sometimes called; apeerlessjoudter, for dl the silver inhishair. “That must be Lord Leo beside the
tent, the dender greybeard in green and gold.”

“Yes” sad Egg. “I saw him at King's Landing once. He'snot one you' || want to challenge, ser.”
“Boy, | do not require your counsal on who to challenge.”

The fourth pavilion was sewn together from diamond-shaped pieces of cloth, dternating red and white.
Dunk did not know the colors, but Egg said they belonged to aknight from the Vae of Arryn named Ser
Humfrey Hardyng. “He won agreat melee at Maidenpool last year, ser, and overthrew Ser Donndl of
Duskendde and the Lords Arryn and Royceinthelists”

The last pavilion was Prince Vdarr’s. Of black silk it was, with aline of pointed scarlet pennons hanging
from itsroof likelong red flames. The shield on its stand was glossy black, emblazoned with the
three-headed dragon of House Targaryen. One of the Kingsguard knights stood besideiit, his shining



white armor stark againgt the black of the tentcloth. Seeing him there, Dunk wondered whether any of the
challengers would dare to touch the dragon shield. Vaarr was the king' s grandson, after al, and sonto
Baelor Breskspear.

He need not have worried. When the horns blew to summon the chalengers, dl five of themaid's
champions were called forth to defend her. Dunk could hear the murmur of excitement in the crowd as
the chalengers gppeared one by one at the south end of the lists. Heralds boomed out the name of each
knight in turn. They paused before the viewing stand to dip their lancesin sdlute to Lord Ashford, Prince
Badlor, and the fair maid, then circled to the north end of the field to select their opponents. The Grey
Lion of Casterly Rock struck the shield of Lord Tyrell, while his golden-haired heir Ser Tybolt Lannister
challenged Lord Ashford' s eldest son. Lord Tully of Riverrun tapped the diamond-patterned shield of
Ser Humfrey Hardyng, Ser Abdar Hightower knocked upon Vaarr’'s, and the younger Ashford was
caled out by Ser Lyond Baratheon, the knight they called the Laughing Storm.

The challengerstrotted back to the south end of the liststo await their foes: Ser Abelar in silver and
smoke colors, astone watchtower on his shield, crowned with fire; the two Lannistersal crimson,
bearing the golden lion of Casterly Rock; the Laughing Storm shining in cloth-of-gold, with ablack stag
on breast and shield and arack of iron antlers on hishelm; Lord Tully wearing a striped blue-and-red
cloak clasped with aglver trout a each shoulder. They pointed their twelve-foot lances skyward, the
gusty winds snapping and tugging & the pennons.

At the north end of thefield, squires held brightly barded destriersfor the championsto mount. They
donned their helms and took up lance and shield, in splendor the equal of their foes: the Ashfords
billowing orange silks, Ser Humfrey’ s red-and-white diamonds, Lord Leo on hiswhite charger with
green satin trappings patterned with golden roses, and of course Vaarr Targaryen. The Young Prince' s
horse was black as night, to match the color of hisarmor, lance, shield, and trappings. Atop hishemwas
agleaming three-headed dragon, wings spread, enameled in arich red; itstwin was painted upon the
glossy black surface of hisshield. Each of the defenders had awisp of orange silk knotted about an arm;
afavor bestowed by thefair maid.

Asthe champions trotted into position Ashford Meadow grew almost still. Then ahorn sounded, and
dtillness turned to tumult in half aheartbeat. Ten pairs of gilded spurs droveinto the flanks of ten great
warhorses, athousand voices began to scream and shout, forty iron-shod hooves pounded and tore the
grass, ten lances dipped and steadied, the field seemed amost to shake, and champions and challengers
came together in arending crash of wood and stedl. In an ingtant, the riders were beyond each other,
wheeling about for another pass. Lord Tully reeled in his saddle but managed to keep his seat. When the
commons realized that al ten of the lances had broken, agreat roar of gpprova went up. It wasa
splendid omen for the success of the tourney, and atestament to the skill of the competitors.

Squires handed fresh lances to the jousters to replace the broken onesthey cast aside, and once more
the spurs dug deep. Dunk could fedl the earth trembling benesth the soles of hisfeet. Atop his shoulders,
Egg shouted happily and waved his pipestem arms. The Y oung Prince passed nearest to them. Dunk saw
the point of hisblack lance kiss the watchtower on hisfoe' s shield and dide off to dam into his chest,
even as Ser Abdar’ sown lance burst into splintersagaingt Vaarr sbresstplate. The grey sdlioninthe
slver-and-smoke trappings reared with the force of the impact, and Ser Abelar Hightower was lifted
from his stirrups and dashed violently to the ground.

Lord Tully was down aswell, unhorsed by Ser Humfrey Hardyng, but he sprang up a once and drew his
longsword, and Ser Humfrey cast aside his lance—unbroken—and dismounted to continue their fight
afoot. Ser Abelar was not so sprightly. His squire ran out, loosened hishelm, and called for help, and
two servingmen lifted the dazed knight by the armsto help him back to his pavilion. Elsewhere on the



field, the six knights who had remained ahorse wereriding their third course. More lances shattered, and
thistime Lord Leo Tyrdl amed his point so expertly he ripped the Grey Lion’shedm cleanly off his head.
Barefaced, the Lord of Casterly Rock raised his hand in salute and dismounted, yielding the match. By
then Ser Hum frey had beaten Lord Tully into surrender, showing himsdf as skilled with asword as he
waswith alance.

Tybolt Lannister and Androw Ashford rode against each other thrice more before Ser Androw finaly
lost shield, seat, and match dl at once. The younger Ashford lasted even longer, breaking no lessthan
nine lances againg Ser Lyond Baratheon, the Laughing Storm. Champion and chalenger both lost their
saddles on their tenth course, only to rise together to fight on, sword against mace. Findly a battered Ser
Robert Ashford admitted defeat, but on the viewing stand his father looked anything but dejected. Both
Lord Ashford's Sons had been ushered from the ranks of the champions, it was true, but they had
acquitted themsalves nobly againgt two of the finest knightsin the Seven Kingdoms.

| must do even better, though, Dunk thought as he watched victor and vanquished embrace and walk
together from thefidd. It isnot enough for meto fight well and lose. | must win &t least thefirgt challenge,
or | losedl.

Ser Tybolt Lannister and the Laughing Storm would now take their places among the champions,
replacing the men they had defeated. Already the orange pavilions were coming down. A few feet away,
the Y oung Prince sat a hiseasein araised camp chair before his great black tent. His helm was off. He
had dark hair like hisfather, but abright stresk ran throughit. A servingman brought him a silver goblet
and hetook asip. Water, if heiswise, Dunk thought, wineif not. He found himsdf wondering if Vdarr
had indeed inherited ameasure of hisfather' s prowess, or whether it had only been that he had drawn
the weakest opponent.

A fanfare of trumpets announced that three new chalengers had entered the lists. The herads shouted
their names. “ Ser Pearse of House Caron, Lord of the Marches.” He had aslver harp emblazoned on
his shield, though his surcoat was patterned with nightingaes. “ Ser Joseth of House Mdlligter, from
Seagard.” Ser Joseth sported awinged helm; on his shield, asiiver eagle flew across an indigo sky. “ Ser
Gawen of House Swann, Lord of Stonehelm on the Cape of Wrath.” A pair of swans, one black and
onewhite, fought furioudy on hisarms. Lord Gawen'sarmor, cloak, and horse bardings were ariot of
black and white aswell, down to the stripes on his scabbard and lance.

Lord Caron, harper and singer and knight of renown, touched the point of hislanceto Lord Tyrell’ srose.
Ser Joseth thumped on Ser Humfrey Hardyng' s diamonds. And the black-and-white knight, Lord
Gawen Swann, challenged the black prince with the white guardian. Dunk rubbed his chin. Lord Gawen
was even older than the old man, and the old man was dead. “ Egg, who isthe least dangerous of these
challengers?’ he asked the boy on his shoulders, who seemed to know so much of these knights.

“Lord Gawen,” theboy said at once. “Vaarr'sfoe.”
“Prince Valarr,” he corrected. “ A squire must keep a courteous tongue, boy.”

The three challengerstook their places as the three champions mounted up. Men were making wagers al
around them and calling out encouragement to their choices, but Dunk had eyes only for the prince. On
thefirg pass he struck Lord Gawen' s shield aglancing blow, the blunted point of the lance diding aside
just asit had with Ser Abelar Hightower, only thistime it was deflected the other way, into empty air.
Lord Gawen’s own lance broke clean against the prince’ s chest, and Vaarr seemed about to fal for an
instant before he recovered his seat.

The second time through the ligts, Vdarr swung hislanceleft, aming for hisfoe' sbreast, but struck his



shoulder instead. Even s0, the blow was enough to make the older knight lose hislance. Onearm flailed
for balance and Lord Gawen fdl. The Y oung Prince swung from the saddle and drew his sword, but the
fallen man waved him off and raised hisvisor. “| yidld, Your Grace,” he called. “Well fought.” Thelords
in the viewing stand echoed him, shouting, “Well fought! Well fought!” asVdarr kndlt to help the
grey-haired lord to hisfeet.

“It was not ether,” Egg complained.
“Bequiet, or you can go back to camp.”

Farther away, Ser Joseth Mdlister was being carried off the field unconscious, while the harp lord and
the rose lord were going at each other lugtily with blunted longaxes, to the ddlight of the roaring crowd.
Dunk was so intent on Vaarr Targaryen that he scarcely saw them. Heisafair knight, but no more than
that, he found himself thinking. | would have a chance againgt him. If the gods were good, | might even
unhorse him, and once afoot my weight and strength would tell.

“Get him!” Egg shouted merrily, shifting his seet on Dunk’ sback in hisexcitement. “ Get him! Hit him!
Yes! He' sright there, he' sright there!” It seemed to be Lord Caron he was cheering on. The harper was
playing adifferent sort of music now, driving Lord Leo back and back as stedl sang on stedl. The crowd
seemed almost equdly divided between them, so cheersand curses mingled fredly in the morning air.
Chips of wood and paint were flying from Lord Leo’ s shield as Lord Pearse' s axe knocked the petal s off
his golden rose, one by one, until the shidd findly shattered and split. But asit did, the axehead hung up
for aninstant inthewood . . . and Lord Leo’ s own axe crashed down on the haft of hisfoe' s wegpon,
breaking it off not afoot from hishand. He cast aside his broken shield, and suddenly he was the one on
the attack. Within moments, the harper knight was on one knee, snging his surrender.

For the rest of the morning and well into the afternoon, it was more of the same, as chalengerstook the
field in twos and threes, and sometimes five together. Trumpets blew, the heralds called out names,
warhorses charged, the crowd cheered, lances snapped like twigs, and swords rang againgt helms and
mail. It was, smdlfolk and high lord dike agreed, asplendid day of jousting. Ser Humfrey Hardyng and
Ser Humfrey Beesbury, abold young knight in yellow and black stripes with three beehives on his shield,
splintered no less than adozen lances gpiece in an epic struggle the smadlfolk soon began cdling “the
Battle of Humfrey.” Ser Tybolt Lannister was unhorsed by Ser Jon Penrose and broke hissword in his
fal, but fought back with shield a one to win the bout and remain a champion. One-eyed Ser Robyn
Rhyding, agrizzled old knight with a salt-and-pepper beard, lost hishemto Lord Leo’slancein their
first course, yet refused to yied. Threetimes more, they rode at each other, the wind whipping Ser
Robyn’s hair while the shards of broken lances flew round his bare face like wooden knives, which Dunk
thought all the more wondrous when Egg told him that Ser Robyn had lost hiseye to asplinter from a
broken lance not five years earlier. Leo Tyrell wastoo chivarousto aim another lance at Ser Robyn's
unprotected head, but even so Rhyding' s stubborn courage (or wasit folly?) left Dunk astounded. Findly
the Lord of Highgarden struck Ser Robyn' s breastplate a solid thump right over the heart and sent him
cartwhedling to the earth.

Ser Lyond Baratheon also fought severa notable matches. Againgt lesser foes, he would often break into
booming laughter the moment they touched his shield, and laugh dl the time he was mounting and
charging and knocking them from their stirrups. If his challengerswore any sort of crest on their helm, Ser
Lyonel would gtrike it off and fling it into the crowd. The crests were ornate things, made of carved wood
or shaped |eather, and sometimes gilded and enameled or even wrought in pure silver, so the men he beat
did not appreciate this habit, though it made him a gresat favorite of the commons. Before long, only
crestless men were choosing him. Asloud and often as Ser Lyonel laughed down a challenger, though,
Dunk thought the day’ s honors should go to Ser Humfrey Hardyng, who humbled fourteen knights, each



one of them formidable.

Meanwhile the Y oung Prince sat outside his black pavilion, drinking from hissilver goblet and rising from
time to time to mount his horse and vanquish yet another undistinguished foe. He had won nine victories,
but it seemed to Dunk that every one was hollow. Heis beating old men and upjumped squires, and a
few lords of high birth and low skill. The truly dangerous men areriding past his shidld asif they do not
seeit.

Latein the day, a brazen fanfare announced the entry of anew challenger to thelists. Herodeinon a
great red charger whose black bardings were dashed to revea glimpses of yellow, crimson, and orange
beneath. As he approached the viewing stand to make his salute, Dunk saw the face beneath the raised
visor, and recognized the prince he’d met in Lord Ashford' s stables.

Egg'slegstightened around his neck. “ Stop that,” Dunk snapped, yanking them gpart. “ Do you mean to
choke me?’

“Prince Aerion Brightflame,” aherald cdlled, “of the Red Keep of King's Landing, son of Maekar Prince
of Summerhal of House Targaryen, grandson to Daeron the Good, the Second of His Name, King of the
Andals, the Rhoynar, and the First Men, and Lord of the Seven Kingdoms.”

Aerion bore athree-headed dragon on his shield, but it was rendered in colors much more vivid than
Vaarr's, one head was orange, one yellow, onered, and the flames they breathed had the sheen of gold
leaf. His surcoat was aswirl of smoke and fire woven together, and his blackened helm was surmounted
by acrest of red enamel flames.

After apauseto dip hislanceto Prince Badlor, apause so brief that was dmost perfunctory, he galloped
to the north end of thefield, past Lord Leo’ s pavilion and the Laughing Storm's, dowing only when he
approached Prince Vdarr’ stent. The Y oung Prince rose and stood stiffly beside his shield, and for a
moment Dunk was certain that Aerion meant to strikeit . . . but then he laughed and trotted past, and
banged his point hard againgt Ser Humfrey Hardyng' s diamonds. “Come out, come out, little knight,” he
sanginaloud clear voice, “it’ stime you faced the dragon.”

Ser Humfrey inclined his head tiffly to hisfoe as his destrier was brought out, and then ignored him while
he mounted, fastened his helm, and took up lance and shield. The spectators grew quiet asthe two
knightstook their places. Dunk heard the clang of Prince Aerion dropping his visor. The horn blew.

Ser Humfrey broke dowly, building speed, but hisfoe raked the red charger hard with both spurs,
coming hard. Egg'slegstightened again. “Kill him!” he shouted suddenly. “Kill him, he' sright there, kill
him, kill him, kill him!” Dunk was not certain which of the knights he was shouting to.

Prince Aerion’ s lance, gold-tipped and painted in stripes of red, orange, and yellow, swung down across
the barrier. Low, too low, thought Dunk the moment he saw it. HE'Il misstherider and strike Ser
Humfrey’ s horse, he needsto bring it up. Then, with dawning horror, he began to suspect that Aerion
intended no such thing. He cannot meanto . . .

At the last possible ingtant, Ser Humfrey’ s stdlion reared away from the oncoming point, eyesrolling in
terror, but too late, Aerion’s lance took the animal just above the armor that protected his breastbone,
and exploded out of the back of hisneck inagout of bright blood. Screaming, the horse crashed
sdeways, knocking the wooden barrier to pieces as hefell. Ser Humfrey tried to leap free, but afoot
caught in astirrup and they heard his shriek as hisleg was crushed between the splintered fence and
fdling horse.

All of Ashford Meadow was shouting. Men ran onto the field to extricate Ser Humfrey, but the sallion,



dying in agony, kicked at them as they approached. Aerion, having raced blithely around the carnage to
the end of thelists, whedled his horse and came galloping back. He was shouting too, though Dunk could
not make out the words over the amost human screams of the dying horse. Vaulting from the saddle,
Aerion drew his sword and advanced on hisfalen foe. His own squires and one of Ser Humfrey’ s had to
pull him back. Egg squirmed on Dunk’ s shoulders. “Let me down,” the boy said. “The poor horse, let me
down.”

Dunk felt sick himsdf. What would | do if such afate befell Thunder? A man-at-armswith apole-axe
dispatched Ser Humfrey’ s stdlion, ending the hideous screams. Dunk turned and forced hisway through
the press. When he came to open ground, he lifted Egg off his shoulders. The boy’ s hood had fallen back
and hiseyeswerered. “A terrible sight, aye,” hetold thelad, “but a squire must needs be strong. You'll
see worse mishaps at other tourneys, | fear.”

“It was no mishap,” Egg said, mouth trembling. “ Aerion meant to doit. Y ou saw.”

Dunk frowned. It had looked that way to him aswdll, but it was hard to accept that any knight could be
so unchivarous, least of al one who was blood of the dragon. “1 saw aknight green as summer grass
lose control of hislance,” he said stubbornly, “and I’ll hear no more of it. Thejousting is donefor the
day, | think. Come, lad.”

Hewas right about the end of the day’ s contests. By the time the chaos had been set to rights, the sun
was low in thewest, and Lord Ashford had called a hdlt.

Asthe shadows of evening crept across the meadow, a hundred torcheswere it along the merchant’s
row. Dunk bought ahorn of aefor himsdf and half ahorn for the boy, to cheer him. They wandered for
atime, lislening to asprightly air on pipes and drums and watching a puppet show about Nymeria, the
warrior queen with the ten thousand ships. The puppeteers had only two ships, but managed arousing
sea battle dl the same. Dunk wanted to ask the girl Tansdleif she had finished painting his shield, but he
could seethat shewas busy. I'll wait until sheisdonefor the night, he resolved. Perhgps she'll havea
thirst then.

“Ser Duncan,” avoice caled behind him. And then again, “ Ser Duncan.” Suddenly Dunk remembered
that washim. 1 saw you among the smdlfolk today, with this boy on your shoulders,” said Raymun
Fossoway as he came up, smiling. “Indeed, the two of you were hard to miss.”

“The boy ismy squire. Egg, thisis Raymun Fossoway.” Dunk had to pull the boy forward, and even then
Egg lowered his head and stared at Raymun’ s boots as he mumbled a greeting.

“Wdl met, lad,” Raymun said eadly. “ Ser Duncan, why not watch from the viewing gdlery? All knights
arewelcomethere”

Dunk was at ease among smallfolk and servants; the idea of claiming a place among thelords, ladies, and
landed knights made him uncomfortable. “1 would not have wanted any closer view of that last tilt.”

Raymun grimaced. “Nor I. Lord Ashford declared Ser Humfrey the victor and awarded him Prince
Aerion’s courser, but even so, hewill not be able to continue. Hisleg was broken in two places. Prince
Baglor sent his own maester to tend him.”

“Will there be another champion in Ser Humfrey's place?”’

“Lord Ashford had amind to grant the place to Lord Caron, or perhaps the other Ser Humfrey, the one
who gave Hardyng such a splendid match, but Prince Baglor told him that it would not be seemly to



remove Ser Humfrey' s shield and pavilion under the circumstances. | believe they will continue with four
championsin place of five.”

Four champions, Dunk thought. Leo Tyrdll, Lyond Baratheon, Tybolt Lannister, and Prince Vdarr. He
had seen enough thisfirst day to know how little chance he would stand againgt the first three. Which left
only...

A hedge knight cannot challenge aprince. Vaarr issecond in lineto the Iron Throne. Heis Baglor
Breakspear’ s son, and hisblood isthe blood of Aegon the Conqueror and the Y oung Dragon and Prince
Aemon the Dragonknight, and I am some boy the old man found behind a pot shop in Flea Bottom.

His head hurt just thinking about it. “Who does your cousin mean to challenge?’ he asked Raymun.

“Ser Tybalt, dl things being equal. They are well matched. My cousin keeps a sharp watch on every ftilt,
though. Should any man be wounded on the morrow, or show signs of exhaustion or weakness, Steffon
will be quick to knock on his shield, you may count on it. No one has ever accused him of an excess of
chivary.” Helaughed, asif to take the sting from hiswords. “ Ser Duncan, will you join mefor acup of
wine?’

“I have amatter | must attend to,” said Dunk, uncomfortable with the notion of accepting hospitality he
could not return.

“I could wait here and bring your shield when the puppet show isover, ser,” said Egg. “They’regoing to
do Symeon Star-Eyes later, and make the dragon fight again aswell.”

“There, you see, your matter is attended to, and the wine awaits,” said Raymun. “It’san Arbor vintage,
too. How can you refuse me?’

Bereft of excuses, Dunk had no choice but to follow, leaving Egg at the puppet show. The gpple of
House Fossoway flew above agold-colored pavilion where Raymun attended his cousin. Behind it, two
servants were basting agoat with honey and herbs over asmall cookfire. “ There' sfood aswell, if you're
hungry,” Raymun said negligently as he held the flgp for Dunk. A brazier of codslit theinterior and made
the air pleasantly warm. Raymun filled two cupswith wine. “They say Aerionisin arage a Lord Ashford
for awarding his charger to Ser Humfrey,” he commented as he poured, “but I’ Il wager it was hisuncle
who counsdled it.” He handed Dunk awine cup.

“Prince Badlor isan honorable man.”

“Asthe Bright Princeisnot?” Raymun laughed. “ Don’t look so anxious, Ser Duncan, there’ snone here
but us. It isno secret that Aerion isabad piece of work. Thank the godsthat heiswell down in the
order of successon.”

“Y ou truly believe he meant to kill the horse?’

“Isthere any doubt of it? If Prince Maekar had been here, it would have gone differently, | promise you.
Aerionisal smilesand chivary so long as hisfather iswatching, if thetales betrue, but whenhe'snot . .

“I saw that Prince Maekar’ s chair was empty.”

“He sleft Ashford to search for his sons, along with Roland Crakehd| of the Kingsguard. There sawild
tale of robber knights going about, but I'll wager the princeisjust off drunk again.”

The wine was fine and fruity, as good acup as he had ever tasted. Herolled it in his mouth, swallowed,



and sad, “Which princeisthisnow?’

“Maekar’ sher. Daeron, he'snamed, after the king. They cal him Daeron the Drunken, though not in his
father’ s hearing. The youngest boy waswith him aswell. They left Summerhdl together but never
reached Ashford.” Raymun drained his cup and et it aside. “Poor Magkar.”

“Poor?’ said Dunk, sartled. “ Theking' s son?’

“Theking sfourth son,” said Raymun, “not quite as bold as Prince Badlor, nor as clever as Prince Aerys,
nor as gentle as Prince Rhaegel. And now he must suffer seeing his own sons overshadowed by his
brother’s. Daeron isasot, Aerion isvain and crud, the third son was so unpromising they gave him to the
Citadel to make amaester of him, and the youngest—"

“Ser! Ser Duncan!” Egg burst in panting. His hood had falen back, and the light from the brazier shonein
hisbig dark eyes. “Y ou haveto run, he' s hurting her!”

Dunk lurched to hisfeet, confused. “Hurting? Who?’

“Aerion!” the boy shouting. “He s hurting her. The puppet girl. Hurry.” Whirling, he darted back out into
the night.

Dunk madeto follow, but Raymun caught hisarm. “ Ser Duncan. Aerion, he said. A prince of the blood.
Becareful.”

It was good counsdl, he knew. The old man would have said the same. But he could not listen. He
wrenched free of Raymun’s hand and shouldered hisway out of the pavilion. He could hear shouting off
in the direction of the merchants row. Egg was dmost out of sght. Dunk ran after him. Hislegswere
long and the boy’ s short; he quickly closed the distance.

A wall of watchers had gathered around the puppeteers. Dunk shouldered through them, ignoring their
curses. A man-at-armsin theroyd livery stepped up to block him. Dunk put abig band on his chest and
shoved, sending the man flailing backward to sprawl on hisarseinthedirt.

The puppeteer’ s stal| had been knocked on its side. The fat Dornishwoman was on the ground weeping.
One man-at-arms was dangling the puppets of Florian and Jonquil from his hands as another set them
afire with atorch. Three more men were opening chests, spilling more puppets on the ground and
stamping on them. The dragon puppet was scattered al about them, abroken wing here, its head there,
itstail in three pieces. And in the midst of it al stood Prince Aerion, resplendent in ared velvet doublet
with long dagged deeves, twisting Tansdll€ sarm in both hands. She was on her knees, pleading with
him. Aerion ignored her. He forced open her hand and seized one of her fingers. Dunk stood there
stupidly, not quite believing what he saw. Then he heard a crack, and Tanselle screamed.

Oneof Aerion’smen tried to grab him, and went flying. Three long strides, then Dunk grabbed the
prince' s shoulder and wrenched him around hard. His sword and dagger were forgotten, along with
everything the old man had ever taught him. Hisfist knocked Aerion off hisfeet, and the toe of hisboot
dammed into the prince s belly. When Aerion went for hisknife, Dunk stepped on hiswrist and then
kicked him again, right in the mouth. He might have kicked him to death right then and there, but the
princeling’s men swarmed over him. He had aman on each arm and another pounding him acrossthe
back. No sooner had he wrestled free of one than two more were on him.

Finaly they shoved him down and pinned hisarms and legs. Aerion was on hisfeet again. The prince' s
mouth was bloody. He pushed insdeit with afinger. “ Y ou' ve loosened one of my teeth,” he complained,
“sowe |l start by breaking dl of yours.” He pushed hishair from hiseyes. “Y ou look familiar.”



“Y ou took mefor astableboy.”

Aerion smiled redly. 1 recdll. Y ou refused to take my horse. Why did you throw your life away? For this
whore?’ Tansdlle was curled up on the ground, cradling her maimed hand. He gave her a shove with the
toe of hisboot. “ She' s scarcely worth it. A traitor. The dragon ought never lose.”

Heismad, thought Dunk, but heis ill aprince' s son, and he meansto kill me. He might have prayed
then, if he had known a prayer dl the way through, but there was no time. There was hardly eventimeto
be afraid.

“Nothing moreto say?’ said Aerion. “Y ou bore me, ser.” He poked at his bloody mouth again. “ Get a
hammer and break al histeeth out, Wate,” he commanded, “and then let’ s cut him open and show him
the color of hisentrails.”

“No!” aboy’svoicesad. “Don't hurt him!”

Gods be good, the boy, the brave foolish boy, Dunk thought. He fought against the arms restraining him,
but it was no good. “Hold your tongue, you stupid boy. Run away. They’ll hurt you!”

“No they won't.” Egg moved closer. “If they do, they’ | answer to my father. And my uncleaswell. Let
go of him, | said. Wate, Y orkel, you know me. Do as| say.”

The hands holding hisleft arm were gone, and then the others. Dunk did not understand what was
happening. The men-at-arms were backing away. One even knelt. Then the crowd parted for Raymun
Fossoway. He had donned mail and helm, and his hand was on his sword. His cousin Ser Steffon, just
behind him, had already bared his blade, and with them were a haf-dozen men-at-armswith thered
apple badge sewn on their breasts.

Prince Aerion paid them no mind. “Impudent little wretch,” he said to Egg, spitting amouthful of blood at
the boy’ sfeet. “What happened to your hair?’

“I cut it off, brother,” said Egg. “1 didn’t want to look like you.”

* * %

The second day of the tourney was overcast, with agusty wind blowing from the west. The crowds
should be lesson aday like this, Dunk thought. It would have been easier for them to find a spot near the
fenceto seethejousting up close. Egg might have sat on therail, while | stood behind him.

Instead Egg would have a sest in the viewing box, dressed in silks and furs, while Dunk’ s view would be
limited to the four walls of the tower cell where Lord Ashford’ s men had confined him. The chamber had
awindow, but it faced in the wrong direction. Even so, Dunk crammed himsdlf into the window sest as
the sun came up, and stared gloomily off across town and field and forest. They had taken his hempen
sword belt, and his sword and dagger with it, and they had taken hissilver aswell. He hoped Egg or
Raymun would remember Chestnut and Thunder.

“Egg,” he muttered low under his breath. His squire, apoor lad plucked from the streets of King's
Landing. Had ever aknight been made such afool? Dunk the lunk, thick asa castlewall and dow asan
aurochs.



He had not been permitted to speak to Egg since Lord Ashford’ s soldiers had scooped them al up at the
puppet show. Nor Raymun, nor Tansdlle, nor anyone, not even Lord Ashford himself. He wondered if he
would ever see any of them again. For dl he knew, they meant to keep himin thissmall room until he
died. What did | think would happen? he asked himsdlf bitterly. | knocked down aprince s son and
kicked himintheface.

Beneath these grey skies, the flowing finery of the highborn lords and great champions would not. seem
quite so splendid asit had the day before. The sun, walled behind the clouds, would not brush their stee!
helmswith brilliance, nor make their gold and silver chasings glitter and flash, but even so, Dunk wished
he werein the crowd to watch the jousting. It would be agood day for hedge knights, for menin plain
mail on unbarded horses,

He could hear them, a least. The horns of the heralds carried well, and from time to time aroar from the
crowd told him that someone had fallen, or risen, or done something especidly bold. He heard faint
hoofbeats too, and once in agreat while the clash of swords or the snap of alance. Dunk winced
whenever he heard that last; it reminded him of the noise Tansdll€ sfinger had made when Aerion broke
it. There were other sounds too, closer a hand: footfallsin the hall outside his door, the stamp of hooves
in the yard below, shouts and voices from the castle walls. Sometimes they drowned out the tourney.
Dunk supposed that was just aswell.

“A hedge knight isthe truest kind of knight, Dunk,” the old man had told him, along long time ago.
“Other knights serve the lords who keep them, or from whom they hold their lands, but we serve where
we will, for men whose causeswe bdievein.. Every knight swearsto protect the weak and innocent, but
we keep the vow best, | think.” Queer how strong that memory seemed. Dunk had quite forgotten those
words. And perhaps the old man had aswell, toward the end.

The morning turned to afternoon. The distant sounds of the tourney began to dwindle and die. Dusk
began to seep into the cell, but Dunk still sat in the window seat, looking out on the gathering dark and
trying to ignore hisempty bely.

And then he heard footsteps and ajangling of iron keys. He uncoiled and rose to his feet as the door
opened. Two guards pushed in, one bearing an oil lamp. A servingman followed with atray of food.
Behind came Egg. “Leave the lamp and the food and go,” the boy told them.

They did as he commanded, though Dunk noticed that they |eft the heavy wooden door gar. The smell of
the food made him realize how ravenous he was. There was hot bread and honey, abowl of pease

porridge, a skewer of roast onions and well-charred meat. He sat by the tray, pulled apart the bread with
his hands, and stuffed someinto his mouth. “ There sno knife,” he observed. “ Did they think I'd stab you,

boy?’

“They didn’t tell me what they thought.” Egg wore a close-fitting black wool doublet with atucked waist
and long deeveslined with red satin. Across his chest was sewn the three-headed dragon of House
Targaryen. “My uncle says | must humbly beg your forgivenessfor deceiving you.”

“Your uncle,” said Dunk. “That would be Prince Badlor.”
The boy looked miserable. “I never meanttolie”
“But you did. About everything. Starting with your name. | never heard of a Prince Egg.”

“It'sshort for Aegon. My brother Aemon named me Egg. He s off at the Citadel now, learning to bea
maester. And Daeron sometimes calls me Egg aswell, and so do my sigters.”



Dunk lifted the skewer and bit into achunk of mesat. Goat, flavored with some lordly spice he'd never
tasted before. Grease ran down his chin. “Aegon,” he repeated. “ Of courseit would be Aegon. Like
Aegon the Dragon. How many Aegons have been king?’

“Four,” the boy said. “Four Aegons.”

Dunk chewed, swallowed, and tore off some more bread. “Why did you do it? Was it some jape, to
make afool of the supid hedge knight?’

“No.” The boy’seyesfilled with tears, but he stood there manfully. “1 was supposed to squire for
Daeron. HE smy oldest brother. | learned everything | had to learn to be agood squire, but Daeron isn't
avery good knight. He didn’t want to ride in the tourney, so after we left Summerhall he stole awvay from
our escort, only instead of doubling back he went straight on toward Ashford, thinking they’ d never look
for usthat way. It was him shaved my head. He knew my father would send men hunting us. Daeron has
common hair, sort of apae brown, nothing specia, but mineislike Aerion’sand my father’s”

“Theblood of the dragon,” Dunk said. “ Silver-gold hair and purple eyes, everyone knowsthat.” Thick as
acadtlewadll, Dunk.

“Y es. So Daeron shaved it off. He meant for usto hide until the tourney was over. Only then you took
mefor astableboy, and . . .“ Helowered hiseyes. “| didn’t care if Daeron fought or not, but | wanted to
be somebody’ ssquire. I'm sorry, ser. | truly am.”

Dunk looked at him thoughtfully. He knew what it was like to want something so badly that you would
tell amongtrouslie just to get neer it. “| thought you were likeme,” he said. “Might be you are. Only not
theway | thought.”

“We re both from King's Landing still,” the boy said hopefully.

Dunk had to laugh. “ Y es, you from the top of Aegon’ sHill and me from the bottom.”
“That’snot so far, ser.”

Dunk took a bite from an onion. “Do | need to call you m'lord or Y our Grace or something?’
“At court,” the boy admitted, “but other times you can keep on caling me Egg if you like, Ser.”
“What will they do with me, Egg?’

“My uncle wants to see you. After you' re done eating, ser.”

Dunk shoved the platter aside, and stood. “I’ m done now, then. I’ ve already kicked one prince in the
mouth, | don’t mean to keep another waiting.”

Lord Ashford had turned his own chambers over to Prince Badlor for the duration of hisstay, so it was
to the lord's solar that Egg—no, Aegon, he would have to get used to that—conducted him. Baglor sat
reading by the light of beeswax candle. Dunk knelt before him. “Rise,” the prince said. “Would you care
for wine?’

“Asit pleaseyou, Your Grace.”

“Pour Ser Duncan acup of the sweet Dornish red, Aegon,” the prince commanded. “Try not to spill it on
him, you' ve done him sufficient ill aready.”



“The boy won't spill, Your Grace,” said Dunk. “He sagood boy. A good squire. And he meant no
harm to me, | know.”

“One need not intend harm to do it. Aegon should have come to me when he saw what his brother was
doing to those puppeteers. Instead he ran to you. That was no kindness. What you did, ser ... well, |
might have done the samein your place, but | am aprince of the relm, not a hedge knight. It is never
wiseto strike aking' s grandson in anger, no matter the cause.”

Dunk nodded grimly. Egg offered him asilver goblet, brimming with wine. He accepted it and took along
swallow.

“I hate Aerion,” Egg said with vehemence. “And | had to run for Ser Duncan, uncle, the castle wastoo
far.”

“Aerionisyour brother,” the prince said firmly, “and the septons say we must love our brothers. Aegon,
leave us now, | would speak with Ser Duncan privatey.”

The boy put down the flagon of wine and bowed giffly. “Asyou will, Y our Grace.” He went to the door
of the solar and closed it softly behind him.

Badlor Breskspear studied Dunk’ s eyesfor along moment. “Ser Duncan, let me ask you this—how
good aknight are you, truly? How skilled at arms?’

Dunk did not know what to say. “ Ser Arlan taught me sword and shield, and how to tilt at ringsand
quintains”

Prince Baglor seemed troubled by that answer. “My brother Maekar returned to the castle afew hours
ago. Hefound hisheir drunk in aninn aday’ sride to the south. Maekar would never admit as much, but
| believeit was his secret hope that his sons might outshine minein thistourney. Instead they have both
shamed him, but what is he to do? They are blood of his blood. Maekar is angry, and must needs have a
target for hiswrath. He has chosen you.

“Me?’ Dunk said miserably.

“Aerion hasdready filled hisfather’ s ear. And Daeron has not hel ped you either. To excuse hisown
cowardice, hetold my brother that a huge robber knight, chance met on the road, made off with Aegon.

| fear you have been cast as this robber knight, ser. In Dagron’ stale, he has spent dl these days pursuing
you hither and yon, to win back his brother.”

“But Egg will tdll him thetruth. Aegon, | mean.

“Egg will tel him, | have no doubt,” said Prince Badlor, “but the boy has been known to lie too, asyou
have good reason to recall. Which son will my brother believe? Asfor the matter of these puppeteers, by
thetime Aerionisdonetwigting thetaeit will be high treason. The dragon isthe 9gil of theroyd House.
To portray one being dain, sawdust blood spilling fromitsneck . . . well, it was doubtlessinnocent, but it
wasfar fromwise. Aerion cdlsit aveiled attack on House Targaryen, an incitement to revolt. Maekar
will likely agree. My brother has aprickly nature, and he has placed dl his best hopes on Aerion, since
Daeron has been such agrave disappointment to him.” The prince took asip of wine, then set the gobl et
asde. “Whatever my brother believes or failsto believe, onetruth is beyond dispute. Y ou laid hands
upon the blood of the dragon. For that offense, you must be tried, and judged, and punished.”

“Punished?’ Dunk did not like the sound of that.

“Aerion would like your head, with or without teeth. He will not haveit, | promiseyou, but | cannot deny



himatrid. Asmy royd father is hundreds of leagues away, my brother and I must St in judgment of you,
aong with Lord Ashford, whose domainsthese are, and Lord Tyrell of Highgarden, hisliegelord. The
last time aman was found guilty of striking one of roya blood, it was decreed that he should lose the
offending hand.”

“My hand?’ said Dunk, aghast.
“And your foot. Y ou kicked him too, did you not?’
Dunk could not speak.

“To besure, | will urge my fellow judgesto be merciful. I am the King's Hand and the heir to the throne,
my word carries some weight. But so does my brother’s. Therisk isthere.”

“I,” said Dunk, “I ... Your Grace, | ..."” They meant no treason, it was only awooden dragon, it was
never meant to be aroya prince, he wanted to say, but hiswords had deserted him once and dl. He had
never been any good with words.

“Y ou have another choice, though,” Prince Baglor said quietly. “Whether it is a better choice or aworse
one, | cannot say, but | remind you that any knight accused of a crime hastheright to demand trial by
combat. So | ask you once again, Ser Duncan the Tall—how good a knight are you? Truly?’

A trid of seven,” said Prince Aerion, smiling. “That ismy right, | do believe.

Prince Badlor drummed hisfingers on thetable, frowning. To hisleft, Lord Ashford nodded dowly.
“Why?" Prince Magkar demanded, leaning forward toward his son. “ Are you afraid to face this hedge
knight aone, and let the gods decide the truth of your accusations?’

“Afraid?’ said Aerion. “Of such asthis? Don't be absurd, Father. My thought isfor my beloved brother.
Daeron has been wronged by this Ser Duncan aswell, and hasfirst clam to hisblood. A trid of seven
dlowsboth of usto face him.”

“Do me no favors, brother,” muttered Daeron Targaryen. The eldest son of Prince Maekar looked even
worse than he had when Dunk had encountered him in the inn. He seemed to be sober thistime, his
red-and-black doublet unstained by wine, but his eyes were bloodshot, and a fine sheen of sweat
covered hisbrow. “I am content to cheer you on asyou day therogue.”

“Y ou are too kind, sweet brother,” said Prince Aerion, dl smiles, “but it would be selfish of meto deny
you the right to prove the truth of your words at the hazard of your body. | must ingst upon atria of
seven.”

Dunk waslogt. “Your Grace, my lords,” he said to the dais. “I do not understand. What isthistria of
sven?’

Prince Badlor shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “1t isanother form of trial by combat. Ancient, seldom
invoked. It came across the narrow seawith the Andals and their seven gods. In any trid by combat, the
accuser and accused are asking the gods to decide the issue between them. The Andas believed that if
the seven champions fought on each side, the gods, being thus honored, would be more like to teke a
hand and see that ajust result was achieved.”

“Or mayhap they smply had ataste for swordplay,” said Lord Leo Tyrell, acynica smiletouching his
lips. “ Regardless, Ser Aerioniswithin hisrights. A trial of seven it must be.”



“I must fight seven men, then?” Dunk asked hopelesdly.
“Not aone, ser,” Prince Maekar said impatiently.

“Don’'t play thefooal, it will not serve. It must be seven againgt seven. Y ou must needs find six other
knightsto fight besde you.”

Six knights, Dunk thought. They might aswell have told him to find six thousand. He had no brothers, no
cousins, no old comrades who had stood beside him in battle. Why would six strangersrisk their own
livesto defend a hedge knight against two royd princelings?*Y our Graces, my lords,” he said, “what if
no onewill take my part?’

Maekar Targaryen looked down on him coldly. “If acauseisjust, good men will fight for it. If you can
find no champions, ser, it will be because you are guilty. Could anything be more plain?’

Dunk had never felt so done as he did when he walked out the gates of Ashford Castle and heard the
portcullis rattle down behind him. A soft rain wasfaling, light as dew on his skin, and yet he shivered at
the touch of it. Acrossthe river, colored rings hal oed the scant few pavilions where fires still burned. The
night was half gone, he guessed. Dawn would be on him in afew hours. And with dawn comes desgth.

They had given him back his sword and silver, yet as he waded across the ford, his thoughts were bleak.
Hewondered if they expected him to saddle ahorse and flee. He could, if be wished. That would be the
end of hisknighthood, to be sure; he would be no more than an outlaw henceforth, until the day some
lord took him and struck off his head. Better to die aknight than live like that, he told himself stubbornly.
Wet to the knee, he trudged past the empty lists. Most of the pavilions were dark, their ownerslong
adeep, but here and there afew candles still burned. Dunk heard soft moans and cries of pleasure
coming from within one tent. It made him wonder whether he would die without ever having known a
maid.

Then he heard the snort of ahorse, asnort he somehow knew for Thunder’s. He turned his steps and
ran, and there hewas, tied up with Chestnut outside around pavilion lit from within by avague golden

glow. On its center pole the banner hung sodden, but Dunk could still make out the dark curve of the
Fossoway apple. It looked like hope.

A trid by combat,” Raymun said heavily. “Gods be good, Duncan, that means lances of war,
morningstars, battle-axes . . . the swords won'’t be blunted, do you understand that?’

“Raymun the Reluctant,” mocked his cousin Ser Steffon. An gpple made of gold and garnets fastened his
cloak of yellow woal. “Y ou need not fear, cousin, thisisaknightly combat. Asyou are no knight, your
skinisnot at risk. Ser Duncan, you have one Fossoway at least. Theripe one. | saw what Aerion did to
those puppeteers. | am for you.”

“AndI,” snapped Raymun angrily. “1 only meant—"
Hiscousin cut him off. “Who dsefightswith us, Ser Duncan?’

Dunk spread his hands hopelessly. “I know no one else. Well, except for Ser Manfred Dondarrion. He
wouldn't even vouch that | was aknight, he'll never risk hislifefor me.”

Ser Steffon seemed little perturbed. “ Then we need five more good men. Fortunately, | have more than
fivefriends. Leo Longthorn, the Laughing Storm, Lord Caron, the Lannisters. Ser Otho Bracken . . . aye,



and the Blackwoods as well, though you will never get Blackwood and Bracken on the same side of a
melee. | shall go and speak with some of them.”

“They won't be happy at being woken,” his cousin objected.

“Excdlent,” declared Ser Steffon. “If they are angry, they’ll fight all the morefiercdly. Y ou may rely on
me, Ser Duncan. Cousin, if | do not return before dawn, bring my armor and see that Wrath is saddled
and barded for me. | shal meet you both in the challengers' paddock.” He laughed. “Thiswill be aday
long remembered, | think.” When he strode from the tent, he looked amost happy.

Not so Raymun. “Five knights,” he said glumly after his cousin had gone. “Duncan, | am |oath to dash
your hopes, but . . .”

“If your cousin can bring the men be spegksof . . .”

“Leo Longthorn? The Brute of Bracken? The Laughing Storm?’ Raymun stood. “He knows dl of them, |
have no doubt, but | would be less certain that any of them know him. Steffon seesthis as a chance for
glory, but it meansyour life. Y ou should find your own men. I'll help. Better you have too many
championsthan too few.” A noise outsde made Raymun turn his head. “Who goesthere?’ he
demanded, as aboy ducked through the flap, followed by athin man in arain-sodden black cloak.

“Egg?’ Dunk got to hisfeet. “What are you doing here?’
“I’'m your squire,” the boy said. “Y ou’ll need someone to arm you, ser.”
“Doesyour lord father know you'’ ve left the castle?’

“Godsbe good, | hope not.” Daeron Targaryen undid the clasp of hiscloak and let it didefrom histhin
shoulders.

“Y ou? Areyou mad, coming here?” Dunk pulled hisknife from his shegth. 1 ought to shove thisthrough
your belly.”

“Probably,” Prince Dagron admitted. “ Though I’ d sooner you poured me acup of wine. Look at my
hands.” He held one out and let them all see how it shook.

Dunk stepped toward him, glowering. “I don’t care about your hands. Y ou lied about me.”

“I had to say something when my father demanded to know where my little brother had gotten to,” the
prince replied. He seated himsdlf, ignoring Dunk and hisknife. “If truth betold, | hadn’'t even redized Egg
was gone. Hewasn't at the bottom of my wine cup, and | hadn’t looked anywheredlse, so...” He
sghed.

“Ser, my father isgoing to join the seven accusers,” Egg brokein. “1 begged him not to, but he won'’t
listen. He saysit isthe only way to redeem Aerion’ s honor, and Daeron’s.”

“Not that | ever asked to have my honor redeemed,” said Prince Daeron sourly. “Whoever hasit can
keep it, so far asI’m concerned. Still, here we are. For what it'sworth, Ser Duncan, you havelittle to
fear from me. The only thing | like less than horses are swords. Heavy things, and beastly sharp. I'll do
my best to look gallant in the first charge, but after that . . . well, perhaps you could strike me anice blow
to the sde of the helm. Make it ring, but not too loud, if you take my meaning. My brothers have my
measure when it comesto fighting and dancing and thinking and reading books, but none of them ishalf
my equd at lying insensbleinthe mud.”



Dunk could only stare a him, and wonder whether the princeling wastrying to play him for afoal. “Why
did you come?’

“Towarn you of what you face,” Daeron said. “My father has commanded the Kingsguard to fight with
him.”

“The Kingsguard?’ said Dunk, gppalled.

“Wadll, the three who are here. Thank the gods Uncle Baglor |eft the other four at King's Landing with
our roya grandfather.”

Egg supplied the names. “ Ser Roland Crakehdl, Ser Donnd of Duskendae, and Ser Willem Wylde.”

“They have small choicein the matter,” said Daeron. “ They are sworn to protect the lives of the king and
roya family, and my brothersand | are blood of the dragon, gods help us.”

Dunk counted on hisfingers. “ That makes sx. Who isthe seventh man?’

Prince Daeron shrugged. “ Aerion will find someone. If need be, he will buy a champion. He has no lack
of gold.”

“Who do you have?’ Egg asked.

“Raymun’scousin Ser Seffon.”

Daeron winced. “ Only one?’

“Ser Steffon has gone to some of hisfriends.”

“I can bring people,” said Egg. “Knights. | can.”

“Egg,” sad Dunk, “1 will be fighting your own brothers.”

“Youwon'’t hurt Daeron, though,” the boy said. “Hetold you he'd fal down. And Aerion. . . |
remember, when | waslittle, he used to comeinto my bedchamber at night and put his knife between my
legs. He had too many brothers, he' d say, maybe one night he' d make me his sster, then he could marry
me. He threw my cat in the well too. He sayshe didn’t, but he dwayslies.”

Prince Daeron gave aweary shrug. “Egg hasthe truth of it. Aerion’ s quite the mongter. Hethinkshe'sa
dragon in human form, you know. That’ swhy he was so wroth at that puppet show. A pity he wasn't
born a Fossoway, then he’ d think himsalf an apple and we' d all be aded safer, but thereyou are”
Bending, he scooped up hisfalen cloak and shook therain fromiit. “I must stedl back to the castle before
my father wonders why I’ m taking so long to sharpen my sword, but before | go, | would like aprivate
word, Ser Duncan. Will you walk with me?’

Dunk looked at the princeling suspicioudy amoment. “Asyou wish, Your Grace.” He sheathed his
dagger. “I need to get my shield too.”

“Eggand | will look for knights,” promised Raymun.

Prince Daeron knotted his cloak around his neck and pulled up the hood. Dunk followed him back out
into the soft rain. They waked toward the merchants wagons.

“| dreamed of you,” said the prince.



“You said that a theinn.”

“Did I?Wél, it'sso. My dreams are not like yours, Ser Duncan. Mine aretrue. They frighten me. You
frighten me. | dreamed of you and adead dragon, you see. A great beast, huge, with wings so large they
could cover this meadow. It had fallen on top of you, but you were dive and the dragon was dead.”

“Did | kill it?’

“That | could not say, but you were there, and so was the dragon. We were the masters of dragons
once, we Targaryens. Now they are al gone, but we remain. | don’t careto die today. The gods aone
know why, but | don’t. So do me akindnessif you would, and make certain it ismy brother Aerion you

day.”
“| don't careto die either,” said Dunk.

“Wel, | shan't kill you, ser. I'll withdraw my accusation aswell, but it won't serve unless Aerion
withdraws his.” He sighed. It may bethat I’ ve killed you with my lie. If o, | am sorry. I'm doomed to
some hdll, | know. Likely one without wine.” He shuddered, and on that they parted, there in the cool
soft ran.

The merchants had drawn up their wagons on the western verge of the meadow, beneath a stand of birch
and ash. Dunk stood under the trees and looked helplesdy at the empty place where the puppeteers
wagon had been. Gone. He had feared they might be. | would flee aswell, if | were not thick asacastle
wall. He wondered what he would do for ashield now. He had the silver to buy one, he supposed, if he
could find onefor sdle.

“Ser Duncan,” avoice called out of the dark. Dunk turned to find Steely Pate standing behind him,
holding an iron lantern. Under a short leather cloak, the armorer was bare from the waist up, his broad
chest and thick arms covered with coarse black hair. “If you are come for your shield, sheleft it with
me.” Helooked Dunk up and down. “Two hands and two feet, | count. So it'sto betria by combat, is
it?’

“A trid of seven. How did you know?’

“Well, they might have kissed you and made you alord, but it didn't seem likdly, and if it went t' other
way, you' d be short some parts. Now follow me.

Hiswagon was easy to distinguish by the sword and anvil painted on its sde. Dunk followed Pateinside.
The armorer hung the lantern on ahook, shrugged out of hiswet cloak, and pulled aroughspun tunic
down over hishead. A hinged board dropped down from onewall to make atable. “ Sit,” he said,
shoving alow stool toward him.

Dunk sat. “Where did she go?’

“They makefor Dorne. The girl’ suncle, there sawise man. Well goneiswdll forgot. Stay and be seen,
and belike the dragon remembers. Besides, he did not think she ought see you die.” Pate went to the far
end of the wagon, rummaged about in the shadows amoment, and returned with the shield. “ Y our rim
was old cheap sted, brittle and rusted,” he said. “I’ ve made you a new one, twice asthick, and put some
bands across the back. It will be heavier now, but stronger too. The girl did the paint.”

She had made a better job of it than he could ever have hoped for. Even by lantern light, the sunset
colorswererich and bright, the tree tall and strong and noble. The faling star was a bright dash of paint



across the oaken sky. Y et now that Dunk held it in his hands, it seemed dl wrong. The star wasfdling,
what sort of sigil wasthat? Would hefal just asfast? And sunset heralds night. “I should have stayed
with the chaice,” he said miserably. “I1t had wings, at least, to fly away, and Ser Arlan said the cup was
full of faith and fellowship and good thingsto drink. Thisshidd isal painted up like degth.”

“Thedm’'sdive,” Pate pointed out. “ See how green the leaves are? Summer leaves, for certain. And
I’ ve seen shields blazoned with skulls and wolves and ravens, even hanged men and bloody heads. They
served well enough, and so will this. Y ou know the old shield rhyme? Oak and iron, guard mewsd| . . .”

“Or esel’m dead, and doomed to hell,” Dunk finished. He had not thought of that rhymein years. The
old man had taught it to him, along time ago. “How much do you want for the new rimand dl?’ he
asked Peate.

“From you?’ Pate scratched his beard. “A copper.”

Therain had al but stopped asthefirst wan light suffused the eastern sky, but it had done itswork. Lord
Ashford’ s men had removed the barriers, and the tourney field was one great morass of grey-brown mud
and torn grass. Tendrils of fog were writhing aong the ground like pale white snakes as Dunk made his
way back toward the lists. Steely Pate walked with him.

Theviewing stand had dready begun to fill, thelords and ladies clutching their cloakstight about them
againg the morning chill. Smallfolk were drifting toward the fidld aswell, and hundreds of them aready
stood dong the fence. So many come to see me die, thought Dunk bitterly, but he wronged them. A few
steps farther on, awoman called out, “ Good fortune to you.” An old man stepped up to take his hand
and said, “May the gods give you strength, ser.” Then abegging brother in atattered brown robe said a
blessing on his sword, and amaid kissed his cheek. They arefor me. “Why?’ he asked Pate. “What am |
to them?’

“A knight who remembered hisvows,” the smith said.

They found Raymun outside the challengers paddock at the south end of the lists, waiting with his
cousin'shorse and Dunk’s. Thunder tossed restlesdy beneath the weight of chinet, chamfron, and
blanket of heavy mail. Pate inspected the armor and pronounced it good work, even though someone
€lse had forged it. Wherever the armor had come from, Dunk was grateful.

Then he saw the others. the one-eyed man with the salt-and-pepper beard, the young knight in the
striped yellow-and-black surcoat with the beehives, on the shield. Robyn Rhyding and Humfrey
Beesbury, he thought in astonishment. And Ser Humfrey Hardyng aswell. Hardyng was mounted on
Aerion’sred charger, now barded in his red-and-white diamonds.

He went to them. “ Sers, | am in your debt.”

“Thedebt isAerion’s” Ser Humfrey Hardyng replied, “and we mean to collect it.”

“I had heard your leg was broken.”

“Y ou heard the truth” Hardyng said. “I cannot walk. But solong as| can st ahorse, | can fight.”

Raymun took Dunk aside. “1 hoped Hardyng would want another chance at Aerion, and he did. Asit
happens, the other Humfrey is his brother by marriage. Egg isresponsible for Ser Robyn, whom he knew
from other tourneys. So you arefive.”

“Sx,” said Dunk in wonder, pointing. A knight was entering the paddock, his squire leading his charger



behind him. “The Laughing Storm.” A head taller than Ser Raymun and amost of aheight with Dunk, Ser
Lyoned wore acloth-of-gold surcoat bearing the crowned stag of House Baratheon, and carried his
antlered helm under hisarm. Dunk reached for hishand. “ Ser Lyone, | cannot thank you enough for
coming, nor Ser Steffon for bringing you.”

“Ser Steffon?” Ser Lyond gave him a puzzled look. “ It was your squire who cameto me. The boy,
Aegon. My own lad tried to chase him off, but he dipped between hislegs and turned aflagon of wine
over my head.” He laughed. “ There has not been atria of seven for more than ahundred years, do you
know that? | was not about to miss a chance to fight the Kingsguard knights, and tweak Prince Maekar's
nosein the bargain.”

“Six,” Dunk said hopefully to Raymun Fossoway as Ser Lyone joined the others. “Y our cousin will bring
theladt, surdly.”

A roar went up from the crowd. At the north end of the meadow, a column of knights came trotting out
of theriver mist. Thethree Kingsguard camefirg, like ghostsin their gleaming white ename armor, long
white cloakstrailing behind them. Even their shields were white, blank and clean asafield of new-falen
snow. Behind rode Prince Magkar and his sons. Aerion was mounted on a dapple grey, orange and red
flickering through the dashesin the horse' s caparison at each stride. His brother’ s destrier was asmaller
bay, armored in overlapping black and gold scales. A green silk plumetrailed from Daeron’shelm. It
wasther father who made the most fearsome appearance, however. Black curved dragon teeth ran
across his shoulders, along the crest of his helm, and down his back, and the huge spiked mace strapped
to his saddle was as deadly-looking a weapon as any Dunk had ever seen.

“Sx,” Raymun excdlamed suddenly. “They areonly Six.”

It was true, Dunk saw. Three black knights and three white. They are aman short aswell. Wasit
possiblethat Aerion had not been ableto find a seventh man? What would that mean? Would they fight
sx againg gx if neither found a seventh?

Egg dipped up beside him as hewastrying to puzzleit out. “ Ser, it’ stime you donned your armor.”

“Thank you, squire. If you would be so good?’ Stedly Pate lent the lad a hand. Hauberk and gorget,
greaves and gauntlet, coif and codpiece, they turned him into stedl, checking each buckle and each clasp
thrice. Ser Lyonel sat sharpening his sword on awhetstone while the Humfreys taked quietly, Ser Robyn
prayed, and Raymun Fossoway paced back and forth, wondering where his cousin had got to.

Dunk was fully armored by the time Ser Steffon finaly appeared. “Raymun,” he cdled, “my mail, if you
please.” He had changed into a padded doublet to wear beneath his stedl.

“Ser Steffon,” said Dunk, “what of your friends? We need another knight to make our seven.”
“You need two, | fear,” Ser Steffon said. Raymun laced up the back of the hauberk.
“M’lord?’ Dunk did not understand. “Two?’

Ser Steffon picked up agauntlet of finelobstered sted and did hisleft hand, into it, flexing hisfingers. “I
seefivehere” be said while Raymun fastened his sword belt. “Beesbury, Rhyding, Hardyng, Baratheon,
and yoursdlf.”

“Andyou,” said Dunk. “Y ou'rethe sixth.”

“I am the seventh,” said Ser Steffon, smiling, “but for the other side. | fight with Prince Aerion and the
accusers.”



Raymun had been about to hand his cousin hishelm. He stopped asif struck. “No.”
“Yes” Ser Steffon shrugged. “ Ser Duncan understands, | am sure. | have aduty to my prince.”
“Youtold himto rely on you.” Raymun had gone pae.

“Did I?" Hetook the hem from his cousin’s hands. “No doubt | was sincere a the time. Bring me my
horse”

“Get him yoursdlf,” said,Raymun angrily. “If you think I wish any part of this, you're asthick asyou are
vile”

“Vile?" Ser Seffon tsked. “Guard your tongue, Raymun. WEe re both apples from the same tree. And
you are my squire. Or have you forgotten your vows?’

“No. Have you forgotten yours? Y ou swore to be aknight.”

“| shdl be more than aknight before this day is done. Lord Fossoway. | like the sound of that.” Smiling,
he pulled on his other gauntlet, turned away, and crossed the paddock to his horse. Though the other
defenders stared a him with contemptuous eyes, no one made amove to stop him.

Dunk watched Ser Steffon lead his destrier back acrossthe field. His hands coiled into fidts, but his
throat felt too raw for speech. No word would move the likes of him anyway.

“Knight me.” Raymun put ahand on Dunk’ s shoulder and turned him. “1 will take my cousin’s place. Ser
Duncan, knight me.” He went to one knee.

Frowning, Dunk moved ahand to the hilt of hislongsword, then hesitated. “Raymun, | . . . | should not.”
“Y ou must. Without me, you are only five.”

“Thelad hasthetruth of it,” said Ser Lyond Baratheon. “Do it, Ser Duncan. Any knight can make a
knight.”

“Do you doubt my courage?’ Raymun asked.
“No,” said Dunk. “Not that, but . . .“ Still he hesitated.

A fanfare of trumpets cut the misty morning air. Egg came running up to them. “ Ser, Lord Ashford
SUMMoNSsyoul.

The Laughing Storm gave an impatient shake of the head. “ Go to him, Ser Duncan. I'll give squire
Raymun hisknighthood.” He did hissword out of his shesth and shouldered Dunk aside. “ Raymun of
House Fossoway,” he began solemnly, touching the blade to the squire’ sright shoulder, *in the name of
the Warrior | charge you to be brave.” The sword moved from hisright shoulder to hisleft. “In the name
of the Father | charge you to bejust.” Back to theright. “In the name of the Mother | charge you to
defend the young and innocent.” Theleft. “In the name of the Maid | charge you to protect dl women.”

Dunk |eft them there, feding asrelieved as he was guilty. We are till one short, he thought as Egg held
Thunder for him. Wherewill | find another man? He turned the horse and rode dowly toward the viewing
stand, where Lord Ashford stood waiting. From the north end of thelists, Prince Aerion advanced to
meet him. “Ser Duncan,” he said cheerfully, “it would seem you have only five champions.”

“Six,” said Dunk. “ Ser Lyond is knighting Raymun Fossoway. Wewill fight you Six againgt seven.” Men
had won at far worse odds, he knew. But Lord Ashford shook his head. “That is not permitted, ser. If



you cannot find another knight to take your side, you must be declared guilty of the crimes of which you
stand accused.”

Guilty, thought Dunk. Guilty of loosening atooth, and for that | must die. “M’lord, | beg amoment.”
“You haveit.”

Dunk rode dowly aong the fence. The viewing stand was crowded with knights. “M’lords,” hecaled to
them, “do none of you remember Ser Arlan of Pennytree? | was his squire. We served many of you. Ate
at your tablesand dept in your halls.” He saw Manfred Dondarrion seated in the highest tier. “ Ser Arlan
took awound inyour lord father’ s service.” Theknight said something to the lady beside him, paying no
heed. Dunk was forced to move on. “Lord Lannister, Ser Arlan unhorsed you oncein tourney.” The
Grey Lion examined his gloved hands, studiedly refusing to raise his eyes. “He was agood man, and he
taught me how to be aknight. Not only sword and lance, but honor. A knight defends the innocent, he
said. That'sdl | did. | need one more knight to fight beside me. One, that’sal. Lord Caron? Lord
Swann?’ Lord Swann laughed softly asLord Caron whispered in his ear.

Dunk reined up before Ser Otho Bracken, lowering hisvoice. “ Ser Otho, all know you for agreat
champion. Join us, | beg you. In the names of the old gods and the new. My causeisjust.”

“That may be,” said the Brute of Bracken, who had at least the grace to reply, “but it is your cause, not
mine. | know you not, boy.”

Heartsick, Dunk whedled Thunder and raced back and forth before the tiers of pale cold men. Despair
made him shout. “ARE THERE NO TRUE KNIGHTSAMONG YOU?’

Only silence answered.
Acrossthefidd, Prince Aerion laughed. “ The dragon is not mocked,” he called out.
Then cameavoice. “1 will take Ser Duncan’sside.”

A black stalion emerged from out of the river mists, ablack knight on his back. Dunk saw the dragon
shield, and the red ename crest upon his helm with its three roaring heads. The Y oung Prince. Gods be
good, itistruly him?

Lord Ashford made the same mistake. “Prince Vdarr?”’

“No.” Theblack knight lifted the visor of hishelm. “I did not think to enter the listsat Ashford, my lord,
s0 | brought no armor. My son was good enough to lend me his.” Prince Baglor smiled amost sadly.

The accusers were thrown into confusion, Dunk could see. Prince Maekar spurred his mount forward.
“Brother, have you taken leave of your senses?” He pointed amailed finger at Dunk. “This man attacked

“This man protected the weak, as every true knight must,” replied Prince Badlor. “L et the gods determine
if hewasright or wrong.” He gave atug on hisreins, turned Vaarr’ s huge black destrier, and trotted to
the south end of thefield.

Dunk brought Thunder up beside him, and the other defenders gathered round them; Robyn Rhyding and
Ser Lyond, the Humfreys. Good men al, but are they good enough?“Where is Raymun?’

“Ser Raymun, if you please.” He cantered up, agrim amilelighting hisface beneath his plumed hdm. “My
pardons, ser. | needed to make asmall changeto my sigil, lest | be mistaken for my dishonorable



cousin.” He showed them all his shield. The polished golden field remained the same, and the Fossoway
apple, but this apple was green instead of red. “1 fear | am ill not ripe. . . but better green than wormy,
eh?

Ser Lyond laughed, and Dunk grinned despite himsalf. Even Prince Baglor seemed to gpprove.

Lord Ashford' s septon had come to the front of the viewing stand and raised his crysta to cal the throng
to prayer.

“Attend me, dl of you,” Baelor said quietly. “The accuserswill be armed with heavy war lancesfor the
first charge. Lances of ash, eight feet long, banded againgt splitting and tipped with asted point sharp
enough to drive through plate with the weight of awarhorse behind it.”

“We shdl usethe same,” said Ser Humfrey Beesbury. Behind him, the septon was caling on the Seven to
look down and judge this dispute, and grant victory to the men whose cause was just.

“No,” Badlor said. “Wewill arm oursalves with tourney lancesinstead.”
“Tourney lances are made to bresk,” objected Raymun.

“They are dso made twelve feet long. If our points strike home, theirs cannot touch us. Aim for helm or
chest. Inatourney it isagdlant thing to break your lance againgt afoe sshield, but hereit may well mean
death. If we can unhorse them and keep our own saddles, the advantage is ours.” He glanced to Dunk.
“If Ser Duncaniskilled, it is consdered that the gods have judged him guilty, and the contest isover. If
both of hisaccusersare dain, or withdraw their accusations, the sameistrue. Elsewise, al seven of one
sde or the other must perish or yield for thetrid to end.”

“Prince Daeron will not fight,” Dunk said.

“Not well, anyway,” laughed Ser Lyond. “ Againg that, we have three of the White Swords to contend
with.”

Badlor took that camly. “My brother erred when he demanded that the Kingsguard fight for his son.
Their oath forbids them to harm a prince of the blood. Fortunately, | am such.” He gavethem afaint
amile. “Keep the others off melong enough, and | shdl ded with the Kingsguard.”

“My prince, isthat chivarous?’ asked Ser Lyonel Baratheon as the septon was finishing hisinvocation.

“The godswill let usknow,” said Baglor Breakspear.

A deep expectant silence had falen across Ashford Meadow.

Eighty yards away, Aerion’sgrey stalion trumpeted with impatience and pawed the muddy ground.
Thunder was very still by comparison; he was an older horse, veteran of half ahundred fights, and he
knew what was expected of him. Egg handed Dunk up his shield. “May the gods be with you, ser,” the
boy said.

The sght of hiselm tree and shooting star gave him heart. Dunk did hisleft arm through the strap and
tightened hisfingers around the grip. Oak and iron, guard mewell, or elseI’m dead and doomed to hell.
Stedy Pate brought his lance to him, but Egg insisted that it must be he who put it into Dunk’ s hand.

To ether sde, his companions took up their own lances and spread out in along line. Prince Baglor was
to hisright and Ser Lyond to hisleft, but the narrow eye dit of the greathem limited Dunk’ svision to



what was directly ahead of him. The viewing stand was gone, and likewise the smdlfolk crowding the
fence; there was only the muddy fidld, the pae blowing migt, the river, town, and castle to the north, and
the princeling on hisgrey charger with flames on hishelm and adragon on his shield. Dunk watched
Aerion’ ssguire hand him awar lance, eight feet long and black as night. He will put that through my heart
if hecan.

A horn sounded.

For aheartbest Dunk sat as till asafly in amber, though al the horses were moving. A stab of panic
went through him. | have forgotten, he thought wildly, | have forgotten dl, 1 will shame mysdf | will lose

everything.

Thunder saved him. The big brown stallion knew what to do, evenif hisrider did not. He brokeinto a
dow trot. Dunk’ straining took over then. He gave the warhorse alight touch of spur and couched his
lance. At the sametime he swung his shied until it covered most of theleft Sde of hisbody. Heheld it at
an angle, to deflect blows away from him. Oak and iron guard me well, or else I’m dead and doomed to
hell.

The noise of the crowd was no more than the crash of distant waves. Thunder did into agalop. Dunk’s
teeth jarred together with the violence of the pace. He pressed his heels down, tightening hislegswith al
his strength and | etting his body become part of the motion of the horse beneath. | am Thunder and
Thunder is me, we are one beast, we are joined, we are one. The air insde his helm was already so hot
he could scarce breathe.

In atourney joust, hisfoe would beto hisleft acrossthetilting barrier, and he would need to swing his
lance-across Thunder’ s neck. The angle. made it more likely that the wood would split on impact. But
thiswas adeadlier gamethey played today. With no barriers dividing them, the destriers charged straight
a one another. Prince Baglor’ s huge black was much faster than Thunder, and Dunk glimpsed him
pounding, ahead through the corner of his eye dit. He sensed more than saw the others. They do not
matter, only Aerion matters, only him.

He watched the dragon come. Spatters of mud sprayed back from the hooves of Prince Aerion’sgrey,
and Dunk could see the horse’ s nogtrilsflaring. The black lance still angled upward. A knight who holds
his lance high and bringsit on line at the last moment aways riskslowering it too far, the old man had told
him. He brought his own point to bear on the center of the princeling’ s chest. My lanceis part of my arm,
hetold himsdlf. It'smy finger, awooden finger. All | need do istouch him with my long wooden finger.

Hetried not to see the sharp iron point at the end of Aerion’sblack lance, growing larger with every
stride. The dragon, look at the dragon, he thought. The great three-headed beast covered the prince's
shield, red wings and gold fire. No, look only where you mean to strike, he remembered suddenly, but
his lance had dready begun to dide off line. Dunk tried to correct, but it wastoo late. He saw his point
strike Aerion’s shield, taking the dragon between two of its heads, gouging into agout of painted flame.
At the muffled crack, he felt Thunder recoil under him, trembling with the force of the impact, and haf a
heartbegt later something smashed into hissde with awful force. The horses dammed together violently,
armor crashing and clanging as Thunder sumbled and Dunk’ s lance fell from his hand. Then he was past
hisfoe, clutching at his saddle in adesperate effort to keep his seat. Thunder lurched sdewaysin the
doppy mud and Dunk felt hisrear legs dip out from under. They were diding, spinning, and then the
galion’ s hindquarters dapped down hard. “ Up!” Dunk roared, lashing out with his spurs. “Up,
Thunder!” And somehow the old warhorse found his feet again.

He could fed asharp pain under hisrib, and hisleft arm was being pulled down. Aerion had driven his
lance through oak, wool, and stedl; three feet of splintered ash and sharp iron stuck from hisside. Dunk



reached over with hisright hand, grasped the lance just below the head, clenched histeeth, and pulled it
out of him with one savage yank. Blood followed, seeping through therings of hismail to redden his
surcoat. Theworld swam and he amost fell. Dimly, through the pain, he could hear voices calling his
name. His beautiful shield was useless now. He tossed it aside, elm tree, shooting star, broken lance, and
al, and drew hissword, but he hurt so much he did not think he could swing it.

Turning Thunder in atight circle, hetried to get a sense of what was happening e sewhere on thefield.
Ser Humfrey Hardyng clung to the neck of his mount, obvioudy wounded. The other Ser Humfrey lay
motionlessin alake of bloodstained mud, abroken lance protruding from hisgroin. He saw Prince
Badlor gdlop past, lance till intact, and drive one of the Kingsguard from his saddle. Another of the
white knights was aready down, and Maekar had been unhorsed aswell. The third of the Kingsguard
was fending off Ser Robyn Rhyding.

Aerion, whereis Aerion? The sound of drumming hooves behind him made Dunk turn his head sharply.
Thunder bugled and reared, hooves lashing out futildly as Aerion’ sgrey stdlion barreled into him at full

gdlop.

Thistime there was no hope of recovery. Hislongsword went spinning from his grasp, and the ground
rose up to meet him. He landed with abruising impact that jarred him to the bone. Pain stabbed through
him, so sharp he sobbed. For amoment it was al he could do to lie there. The taste of blood filled his
mouth. Dunk the lunk, thought he could be aknight. He knew he had to find hisfeet again, or die.
Groaning, he forced himself to hands and knees. He could not bresthe, nor could he see. The eye dit of
his helm was packed with mud. Lurching blindly to hisfeet, Dunk scraped at the mud with amailed
finger. There, that's. . .

Through hisfingers, he glimpsed adragon flying, and a spiked morningstar whirling on theend of achain.
Then his head seemed to burst to pieces.

When his eyes opened he was on the ground again, sprawled on hisback. The mud had al been
knocked from his helm, but now one eye was closed by blood. Above was nothing but dark grey sky.
Hisface throbbed, and he could feel cold wet metal pressing in against cheek and temple. He broke my
head, and I’'m dying. What was worse was the others who would die with him, Raymun and Prince
Badlor and theredt. I’ vefailed them. | am no champion. I'm not even ahedge knight. | am nothing. He
remembered Prince Daeron boasting that no one could lie insengible in the mud aswell ashe did. He
never saw Dunk the lunk, though, did he? The shame was worse than the pain.

The dragon appeared above him.

Three headsit had, and wings bright asflame, red and yellow and orange. It waslaughing. “ Are you
dead yet, hedge knight?’ it asked. “ Cry for quarter and admit your guilt, and perhagps|’Il only clam a
hand and afoot. Oh, and those teeth, but what are afew teeth? A man like you can live years on pease
porridge.” The dragon laughed again. “No? Eat this, then.” The spiked ball whirled round and round the
sky, and fell toward his head asfast as ashooting Sar.

Dunk rolled.

Where he found the strength he did not know, but he found it. Herolled into Aerion’slegs, threw a
sted-clad arm around histhigh, dragged him cursing into the mud, and rolled on top of him. Let him
swing his bloody morningstar now. The princetried forcing thelip of hisshield up at Dunk’ shead, but his
battered helm took the brunt of theimpact. Aerion was strong, but Dunk was stronger, and larger and
heavier aswell. He grabbed hold of the shield with both hands and twisted until the straps broke. Then
he brought it down on the top of the princeling’ s hem, again and again and again, smashing the ename ed



flames of hiscrest. The shidld was thicker than Dunk’ s had been, solid oak banded with iron. A flame
broke off. Then another. The prince ran out of flames long before Dunk ran out of blows.

Aerion finaly let go the handle of his usdess morningstar and clawed for the poniard at hiship. Hegot it
free of its sheath, but when Dunk whanged his hand with the shield the knife sailed off into the mud.

He could vanquish Ser Duncan the Tall, but not Dunk of FHea Bottom. The old man had taught him
jousting and swordplay, but this sort of fighting he had learned earlier, in shadowy wynds and crooked
aleys behind the city’ swinesinks. Dunk flung the battered shield away and wrenched up the visor of
Aerion’shem.

A visor isaweak point, he remembered Stedly Pate saying. The prince had dl but ceased to struggle.
His eyes were purple and full of terror. Dunk had a sudden urge to grab one and pop it like agrape
between two sted fingers, but that would not be knightly. “YIELD!” he shouted.

“I yield,” the dragon whispered, pale lips barely moving. Dunk blinked down at him. For amoment he
could not credit what his ears had heard. Isit done, then? He turned his head dowly from sdeto Side,
trying to see. Hisvison dit was partly closed by the blow that had smashed in theleft Sde of hisface. He
glimpsed Prince Maekar, mace in hand, trying to fight hisway to his son’ s side. Baelor Breakspear was
holding him off.

Dunk lurched to hisfeet and pulled Prince Aerion up after him. Fumbling at the lacings of hishelm, he
toreit off and flung it away. At once he was drowned in Sights and sounds; grunts and curses, the shouts
of the crowd, one stalion screaming while another raced riderless across the field. Everywhere stedl rang
on stedl. Raymun and his cousin were dashing at each other in front of the viewing stand, both afoot.
Their shields were splintered ruins, the green apple and the red both hacked to tinder. One of the
Kingsguard knights was carrying awounded brother from the field. They both looked dikein their white
armor and white cloaks. Thethird of the white knights was down, and the Laughing Storm had joined
Prince Baglor againgt Prince Maekar. Mace, battle-axe, and longsword clashed and clanged, ringing
against helm and shield. Maekar was taking three blows for every one he landed, and Dunk could see
that it would be over soon. | must make an end to it before more of us arekilled.

Prince Aerion made asudden dive for hismorningstar. Dunk kicked him in the back and knocked him
facedown, then grabbed hold of one of hislegs and dragged him acrossthefield. By the time he reached
the viewing stand where Lord Ashford sat, the Bright Prince was brown asa privy. Dunk hauled him
onto hisfeet and rattled him, shaking some of the mud onto Lord Ashford and the fair maid. “Tdl him!”

Aerion Brightfiaine spit out amouthful of grassand dirt. “1 withdraw my accusation.”

Afterward Dunk could not have said whether he walked from the field under his own power or had
required help. He hurt everywhere, and some places worse than others. | am aknight now in truth? he
remembered wondering. Am | achampion?

Egg helped him remove his greaves and gorget, and Raymun as well, and even Steely Pate. He was too
dazed to tell them apart. They were fingers and thumbs and voices. Pate was the one complaining, Dunk
knew. “Look what he'sdoneto me armor,” he said. “All dinted and banged and scratched. Aye, | ask
you, why do | bother? 1’ [l haveto cut that mail off him, | fear.”

“Raymun,” Dunk said urgently, clutching at hisfriend’ s hands. “ The others. How did they fare?” He had
to know. “Has anyone died?’

“Beesbury,” Raymun said. “Sain by Donnel of Duskenddein thefirst charge. Ser Humfrey isgravely



wounded aswell. Therest of usare bruised and bloody, no more. Save for you.”
“And them? The accusers?’

“Ser Willem Wylde of the Kingsguard was car- ried from the field insensate, and | think | cracked afew
of my cousin'sribs. At least | hope s0.”

“And Prince Dagron?’ Dunk blurted. “ Did he survive?”’

“Once Ser Robyn unhorsed him, he lay where he fell. He may have a broken foot. His own horsetrod on
him while running loose about thefied.”

Dazed and confused as he was, Dunk felt a huge sense of relief. “His dream was wrong, then. The dead
dragon. Unless Aerion died. He didn't though, did he?’

“No,” said Egg. “Y ou spared him. Don't you remember?’

“I suppose.” Already his memories of the fight were becoming confused and vague. “ One moment | fed!
drunk. The next it hurts so bad | know I'm dying.”

They made him lie down on his back and talked over him as he gazed up into the roiling grey sky. It
seemed to Dunk that it was still morning. He wondered how long the fight had taken.

“Gods be good, the lance point drove the rings deep into hisflesh,” he heard Raymun saying. “It will
mortify unless. ..

“Get him drunk and pour some boiling ail intoit,” someone suggested. “ That’ s how the maestersdo it.”

“Wine.” Thevoice had ahollow metdlicring toit. “Not ail, that will kill him, boilingwine. I'll send
Maester Yormwell to have alook at him when he' s done tending my brother.”

A tall knight stood above him, in black armor dinted and scarred by many blows. Prince Baglor. The
scarlet dragon on hishelm had lost a head, both wings, and most of itstail. “ Y our Grace,” Dunk said, “I
am your man. Please. Y our man.”

“My man.” The black knight put a hand on Raymun’ s shoulder to steady himsdif. “1 need good men, Ser
Duncan. Theream . . .” Hisvoice sounded oddly durred. Perhaps he' d bit histongue.

Dunk was very tired. It was hard to stay awake. “Y our man,” he murmured once more.

The prince moved hishead dowly from sideto side. “ Ser Raymun . . . my helm, if you' d be so kind.
Visor . .. visor'scracked, and my fingers. . . fingersfed like wood.”

“At once, Your Grace” Raymun took the prince’ s helm in both hands and grunted. “ Goodman Pate, a
hand.”

Stedly Pate dragged over amounting stoal. “It’s crushed down at the back, Y our Grace, toward the | eft
side. Smashed into the gorget. Good sted, this, to stop such ablow.”

“Brother’ smace, most like,” Baglor said thickly. “He sstrong.” Hewinced. “That . . . fedsqueer, 1 .. .”
“Hereit comes.” Patelifted the battered helm away. “ Gods be good. Oh gods oh gods oh gods preserve

Dunk saw something red and wet fal out of the helm. Someone was screaming, high and terrible. Against



the blesk grey sky swayed atal tal princein black armor with only half a skull. He could see red blood
and pale bone beneath and something e se, something blue-grey and pulpy. A queer troubled look
passed across Bagl or Breakspear’ s face, like acloud passing before a sun. Heraised his hand and
touched the back of his head with two fingers, oh so lightly. And then hefell.

Dunk caught him. “Up,” they say he said, just as he had with Thunder in the melee, “up, up.” But he
never remembered that afterward, and the prince did not rise.

Baelor of House Targaryen, Prince of Dragonstone, Hand of the King, Protector of the Realm, and heir
apparent to the Iron Throne of the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros, went to thefirein the yard of Ashford
Castle on the north bank of River Cockleswent. Other great houses might choose to bury their dead in
the dark earth or sink them in the cold green sea, but the Targaryens were the blood of the dragon, and
their endswerewrit in flame.

He had been the finest knight of his age, and some argued that he should have gone to face the dark clad
inmail and plate, asword in hishand. In the end, though, hisroya father’ swishes prevailed, and Daeron
Il had a peaceable nature. When Dunk shuffled past Baglor’ sbier, the prince wore a black velvet tunic
with the three-headed dragon picked out in scarlet thread upon his breast. Around histhroat was a heavy
gold chain. His sword was sheathed by his side, but he did wear ahelm, athin golden helm with an open
visor so men could see hisface.

Vadarr, the Y oung Prince, stood vigil &t the foot of the bier while hisfather lay in state. He was ashorter,
dimmer, handsomer version of hissire, without the twice-broken nose that had made Bagl or seem more
human than royd. Vdarr’ s hair was brown, but abright stregk of slver-gold ran through it. The sight of it
reminded Dunk of Aerion, but he knew that was not fair. EQQ’ s hair was growing back as bright as his
brother’s, and Egg was a decent enough lad, for a prince.

When he stopped to offer awkward sympathies, well larded with thanks, Prince Vaarr blinked cool blue
eyesat him and said, “My father was only nine-and-thirty. He had it in him to be a great king, the greatest
since Aegon the Dragon. Why would the gods take him, and leave you?’ He shook his head. “Begone
with you, Ser Duncan. Begone.”

Wordless, Dunk limped from the castle, down to the camp by the green pool. He had no answer for
Vaarr. Nor for the questions he asked himself. The maesters and the boiling wine had done their work,
and hiswound was hedling cleanly, though there would be a deep puckered scar between hisleft arm
and hisnipple. He could not see the wound without thinking of Baglor. He saved me once with his
sword, and once with aword, even though he was a dead man as he stood there. The world made no
sense when agreat prince died so a hedge knight might live. Dunk sat beneeth hiselm and stared
morosdly & hisfoot.

When four guardsmen in the royd livery appeared in his camp late one day, he was sure they had come
to kill him after al. Too wesk and weary to reach for asword, he sat with his back to the elm, waiting.

“Our prince begsthe favor of aprivate word.”
“Which prince?’ asked Dunk, wary.

“Thisprince,” abrusgue voice said before the captain could answer. Maekar Targaryen walked out from
behind theem.

Dunk got dowly to hisfeet. What would he have of me now?



Maekar motioned, and the guards vanished as suddenly as they had appeared. The prince studied him a
long moment, then turned and paced away from him to stand beside the pool, gazing down at his
reflection in the water. “1 have sent Aerionto Lys,” he announced abruptly. “ A few yearsin the Free
Citiesmay change him for the better.”

Dunk had never been to the Free Cities, so he did not know what to say to that. He was pleased that
Aerion was gone from the Seven Kingdoms, and hoped he never came back, but that was not athing
you told afather of his son. He stood silent.

Prince Maegkar turned to face him. “ Some men will say | meant to kill my brother. The godsknow itisa
lie, but I will hear thewhisperstill theday | die. And it was my mace that dedlt thefata blow, | haveno
doubt. The only other foes he faced in the melee were three Kingsguard, whose vows forbade them to
do any more than defend themselves. So it was me. Strangeto say, | do not recall the blow that broke
his skull. Isthat amercy or acurse? Some of both, | think.”

From the way he looked at Dunk, it seemed the prince wanted an answer. “1 could not say, Y our
Grace.” Perhaps he should have hated Magkar, but instead he felt a queer sympathy for theman. “You
swung the mace, m’lord, but it was for me Prince Baglor died. So | killed him too, as much asyou.”

“Yes” the prince admitted. “Y ou'll hear them whisper aswel. Theking isold. When he dies, Vdarr will
climb the Iron Thronein place of hisfather. Each time abettleislost or acrop fails, the foolswill say,
‘Baelor would not have let it happen, but the hedge knight killed him.””

Dunk could seethetruth in that. “If | had not fought, you would have had my hand off. And my foot.
Sometimes| st under that tree there and look at my feet and ask if | couldn’t have spared one. How
could my foot be worth a prince’ slife? And the other two aswell, the Humfreys, they were good men
too.” Ser Humfrey Hardyng had succumbed to hiswounds only last night.

“And what answer does your tree give you?’

“Nonethat | can hear. But the old man, Ser Arlan, every day at evenfal he'd say, ‘| wonder what the
morrow will bring.” He never knew, no more than we do. Well, mighten it be that some morrow will
comewhen I'll have need of that foot? \When the relm will need that foot, even more than aprince' s
life?”

Maekar chewed on that atime, mouth clenched beneath the silvery-pale beard that made his face seem
so square. “It'snot bloody likely,” he said harshly. “ The redlm has as many hedge knights as hedges, and
al of them havefedt.”

“If Y our Grace has a better answer, I'd want to hear it.”

Maekar frowned. ‘It may be that the gods have ataste for crud japes. Or perhapsthere are no gods.
Perhaps none of thishad any meaning. I’ d ask the High Septon, but the last time | went to him he told me
that no man can truly understand the workings of the gods. Perhaps he should try deeping under atree.”
He grimaced. “My youngest son seemsto have grown fond of you, ser. It istime hewasasquire, but he
tellsme he will serve no knight but you. Heisan unruly boy, asyou will have noticed. Will you have
him?’

“Me?’ Dunk’s mouth opened and closed and opened again. “Egg . . . Aegon, | mean, heisagood lad,
but, Y our Grace, | know you honor me, but . . . | am only ahedge knight.”

“That can be changed,” said Maekar. “Aegon isto return to my castle at Summerhall. Thereisaplace
therefor you, if you wish. A knight of my household. Y ou' Il swear your sword to me, and Aegon can



squirefor you. Whileyou train him, my magter-at-armswill finish your own training.” The prince gavehim
ashrewd look. “Y our Ser Arlan did al he could for you, | have no doubt, but you still have much to
learn.”

“I know, m’lord.” Dunk looked about him. At the green grass and the reeds, thetall em, the ripples
dancing across the surface of the sunlit pool. Another dragonfly was moving across the water, or perhaps
it wasthe same one. What shdl it be, Dunk? he asked himsdlf. Dragonflies or dragons? A few days ago
he would have answered at once. It was al he had ever dreamed, but now that the prospect was at hand
it frightened him. “ Just before Prince Baglor died, | sworeto be hisman.”

“Presumptuous of you,” said Maekar. “What did he say?’
“That the relm needed good men.”
“That strue enough. What of it?’

“I will take your son as squire, Y our Grace, but not at Summerhall. Not for ayear or two. HE' sseen
aufficient of cadtles, | would judge. I'll have him only if | can take him on the road with me.” He pointed
to old Chestnut. “He Il ride my steed, wear my old cloak, and he/'ll keep my sword sharp and my malil
scoured. WeE Il deep ininns and stables, and now and again in the hals of some landed knight or lesser
lordling, and maybe under trees when we must.”

Prince Maekar gave him an incredulous look. “ Did thetrid addle your wits, man? Aegon isaprince of
the realm. The blood of the dragon. Princes are not made for deeping in ditches and esting hard salt
beef.” He saw Dunk hesitate. “What isit you're afraid to tell me? Say what you will, ser.”

“Daeron never dept inaditch, I'll wager,” Dunk said, very quietly, “and al the beef that Aerion ever ate
wasthick and rare and bloody, like as not.”

Maekar Targaryen, Prince of Summerhall, regarded Dunk of Flea Bottom for along time, hisjaw
working slently beneath his silvery beard. Findly he turned and walked away, never speaking aword.
Dunk heard him riding off with his men. When they were gone, there was no sound but the faint thrum of
the dragonfly’ swings asit skimmed across the water.

The boy came the next morning, just as the sun was coming up. He wore old boots, brown breeches, a
brown wool tunic, and an old traveler’ scloak. “My lord father says| am to serveyou.”

“Serveyou, ser,” Dunk reminded him. “Y ou can start by saddling the horses. Chestnut isyours, treat her
kindly. I don’t want to find you on Thunder unless| put you there.”

Egg went to get the saddles. “Where are we going, ser?’

Dunk thought for amoment. “I have never been over the Red Mountains. Would you like to have alook
a Dorne?’

Egg grinned. “I hear they have good puppet shows,” he said.



