I paused to consider how close I was to triumph.
I had spent years—decades even—stalking the treacherous dragon that had decimated entire villages. Many thought I was a fool to hunt such a deadly foe—that I was just as likely to be turned to ash along with the thousands of unlucky villagers to cross the dragon’s avenue before me. I had no tears to shed for them, however, as I crouch alone along the path the dragon surely must take. It may take days, weeks, or even months to come face-to-face with my most deadly enemy. It was no matter.
I had hidden behind a deadly Assassin Bush while I stalked the dragon in the hot sun of the summer morning. The bush had six-inch long thorns, and the slightest brush against my skin would have meant instant death. The bones of some poor unfortunate fellow lay just on the other side of the killer shrub as a testament of its deadly prowess. From my hideaway behind the bush, I looked out in the morning light over the grassland and saw evidence of the dragon—dung piles—and knew she would revisit this area.
I was the Premier Knight in the world. The only one with the bravery, the courage, the skill, the tenacity, the valor, and the fearlessness to follow the predator this far. However, I was weak with hunger, having not eaten in days. The sun beat down on me as I pondered my situation. My provisions had given out long ago.
The bush’s leaves were fragrant—acidic and peppery—which drew my attention. Ripe berries beckoned to me from deep within the waiting thorns of the assassin bush. I licked my cracked lips as I thought of the sweet juice of those dark purple berries.
I steeled my nerves as my hunger overcame my sense of self-preservation and slowly, carefully reached my hand toward the ripe berries of my salvation. A breeze came up at precisely the wrong time and the assassin bush nearly claimed another victim in its lust to trick the unwary traveler! I avoided the long thorns and continued to creep toward my meager breakfast. Just a few more inches and victory would be mine!
The breeze blew by me again—ordinarily a relief in the beating sun—but this one brought none. Beads of sweat stood out on my forehead as I brought my full concentration to bear on my task at hand. I crept closer to the life-giving fruit—around the thorn to the left and over the clever thorn bobbing up from underneath, attempting to sabotage my endeavor. Malevolence flowed from the bush of death as I slid past its feeble attempts to extinguish the life of the World’s Mightiest Knight.
A fingertip’s distance from my goal, I heard rustling in the distance. I knew the dragon was making her way in my direction and I would need the super-strength that the berries contained in the upcoming battle. The approaching dragon momentarily broke my concentration. I plucked a few life-giving, super-strength-endowing berries from the branch, but a poisonous thorn scraped my arm. I yanked my hand back, made sure to pop some berries in my mouth, and examined my wound. The scratch ran from my wrist halfway to my elbow. I felt the poison pump through my veins toward its ultimate destination: my heart. In seconds, I would be paralyzed. The heart of The World’s Greatest Knight would seize up and stop forever—which would most likely kill me.
So, I decided that I was probably immune to the effects of the assassin bush, which only killed weaker knights.
The berries were as sweet as I had hoped. Each one exploded in my mouth as I bit into it. They still gave me super-strength, after all. Emboldened by my epiphany, I pulled down a thorny branch and grabbed another handful of berries before I looked for a dragon doing her business in my vicinity.
The dragon took ages to reveal herself. She felt the need to pause and sniff the ground every few feet, deciding if she had left her scent behind on a previous trip.
She froze and looked up from her chosen path. She lifted her muzzle into the air and sniffed! Her nostrils flared over and over again; her wet nose glinted in the sun. She had caught the scent of her doom in the air, I knew it! Unconcerned, she pushed her nose back into the high grass and continued her track toward me. Once I remembered that my sword lay on the ground at my feet, I eased my hand toward it and picked it up. Now that the thorns were only an inconvenience instead of a mortal enemy, my focus was back on the approaching dragon.
She seemed to follow some scent in the grass that a mere mortal like me could never hope to comprehend, but it was to my advantage, as it brought her toward me. I clenched my unbreakable, dragon-killing sword—hand-crafted by the best dwarven metal smiths—and prepared to launch myself into battle with my eternal foe. As she moved closer to my dragon-blind, she stopped and lifted her muzzle into the breeze. Her nostrils flared again, searching the air currents for friend or foe to warn her, but she found nothing of interest and edged closer to me.
The berries had done their work. I found my strength multiplied tenfold as I gripped the hilt of my unbreakable sword and tensed my bulging, rope-like muscles in preparation for the end of decades of searching for this hideous beast. Intending to leap out at my adversary and face her head on, like any World’s Greatest Knight would do, I put all of my strength into my legs and emerged in a flash from my concealment. Being The World’s Greatest Knight, however, does not give me the ability to predict the future. For example, my right leg had gone to sleep while searching for life-saving sustenance and one of the thorns on the lesser-knight-killing-bush had snagged my shorts.
I yelled my fearsome warrior’s battle cry, “GOTCHA!” as I leapt—and kept on leaping until I met the warm grass with a thud. My magic warrior’s helmet went rolling straight toward the dragon and I dropped my unbreakable sword.
With a startled yip, the dragon jumped backward. The tufts of grass she tore up didn’t even have time to settle to the ground as she turned tail and ran, darting out of sight and away from my mighty vengeance.
After a few minutes of working the circulation back into my leg, I was able to push myself up from the ground. Anger over my failure surged through me as I picked up my sword and limped over to one of the only other living creatures on the vast plain: a mighty oak tree. I vented my anger by taking a massive swipe at the blameless tree with my broadsword. The sword snapped in half and even had the audacity of bouncing back from the repercussion and hitting me in the leg!
I left my sword where it lay and stomped over to grab my fallen helmet. Defeated, scratched, and humiliated, I made my way through the savanna into the castle, seeking easier adventures with mortal enemies that would at least cooperate.

***

 
The Evil Sorceress Queen was standing at the kitchen sink finishing up the dishes from last night’s meal. My defeat moments earlier was evident in my scowl. She chose to ignore it and instead focused on my magic warrior’s helmet.
“There’s my strainer!” she said as she snatched it from my hand and plunged it into the lukewarm, soapy water to soak off the last bit of spaghetti clinging to the inside.
Turning back to me, she took my wrist and twisted my palm upward, exposing the nearly-fatal assassin bush’s scratch.
“You’ve been eating gooseberries again!”
Assassin bush berries!
In my misery, all I could do was shrug. That was really no way to treat the World’s Greatest Knight, who barely survived both a poisonous shrub and a fearsome dragon.
“Really! You only ate breakfast an hour ago.”
Then her mystical eagle-eyed vision zeroed in on the scrape on my leg where the unbreakable sword had rebounded and hit me when it…broke.
“And what did you do to your leg?”
This time, the insult to the pride of the World’s Greatest Knight was too much to let pass.
“I was fighting DRAGONS!” I said, somehow omitting the fact that there had only been one, startled dragon instead of an entire battalion.
“And?” She crossed her arms.
As if she didn’t know how vital fighting dragons was to a knight’s livelihood!
“And…” I began, replaying the humiliating episode again in my head. “And she ran AWAY FROM ME!”
Surely anyone could understand how important that was!
“You’re lucky she didn’t bite you. Don’t torment her. She’s old,” she said.
As if that made killing dragons any less necessary.
“Yeah, just like Dorothy!” I blurted out before I had a chance to think about it. Although technically it was true. Dorothy was old—she even had graying hair. That put her somewhere in the neighborhood of one or two thousand years older than me.
“Stop that. She’s our neighbor. Be nice,” she said, before eying my leg again. “But that doesn’t tell me how you scratched your leg.”
“Wll…rm…sword err…dragon…erprfr….mmm tree,” I said, my head hanging low.
“What was that?” Her dishwater-wrinkled hand tilted my chin up so that my eyes met hers.
“Well, after she ran away, I hit the tree with my stick—I mean my SWORD,” I said, “and it broke and hit me in the leg.”
I balled my hands into fists as I endured this cruel interrogation that would never end. Then the corners of her disapproving sneer began to turn upward.
“You—” she began with a chuckle.
“Hit the tree, yeah,” I finished.
“And your sword—” She started to laugh at my misfortune.
“Broke in two, yeah,” I continued as I slumped my shoulders under the weight of her evil magic that sapped the last of the berries’ super-strength from me.
“And it bounced off the tree—” she said as she continued to weave her spell, grabbing the edge of the sink for support, her laugh building and intensifying —like all evil enchantresses do when they wield their magic.
“And hit me in the leg!” With tears in my eyes, I now realized she would never know the real trials of dragon hunting.
Having built up her power to a crescendo, she leaned over, cackling. She looked like she might fall over without the support of the countertop.
“I was mad!” I pleaded and stomped my foot, hoping to break her wicked enchantment.
She gasped for breath. “Go get…cleaned up…and play…in the…living room...”
Completely sapped of my super-strength, I slunk off to the bathroom to wash my hands and put a bandage on my leg, the Evil Queen’s guffaws echoing off the walls of the castle.
