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Description
Once banished by his father, Mazael Cravenlock is now a knight in the service of Malden, Lord of Knightcastle. When Lord Malden holds a tournament, Mazael expects to spend the day drinking, gambling, and wenching.
Except the tournament knights have fallen ill, stricken by a mysterious poison.

And unless Mazael discovers the poisoner, he might be next... 
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The Tournament Knight


“I intend to spend the day drinking and gambling,” said Mazael Cravenlock. “And after the tournament is complete, I shall drink and gamble some more.”
His squire Gerald Roland frowned. “That is not seemly behavior for a knight, sir.” 
Mazael looked at Gerald. The boy was only twelve, but he already had the prim, disapproving expression of an elderly priest. He kept his tabard, dagger, and boots immaculately clean, which would have earned him the jibes of the other squires, if his father were not the Lord of Knightcastle and the liege lord of all Knightreach. 
Still, Gerald did have courage. 
“Seemly behavior, boy?” said Mazael, waving a hand. “Look about you. Nothing but knights engaged in unseemly behavior as far as the eye can see.” 
They strode through the mass of tents ringing the tournament field between the walls of Castle Town and the stern towers of Knightcastle itself. On Mazael’s right stood the tents of the lords and knights who had come to ride in the tournament. Each knight’s shield and banner stood on a pole outside the tent, guarded by squires. 
On Mazael’s left sprawled the tents raised by the various merchants and vendors who hoped to sell to the crowds watching the tournament…and the thieves who planned to take advantage of them. He saw tents and stands selling swords and cloaks and purses and shields, and from inside some of the larger pavilions came the sounds of laughter and drinking. 
“It is…inappropriate,” said Gerald. “A tournament provides a knight a chance to display his skill at arms, and perhaps to win the favor of a noble lady. Not to carouse.”
“Carousing is the best part,” said Mazael. “Especially since your father has forbidden me from riding in the tournament.”
That still irritated him, but not very much. He liked to fight, sometimes more than anything else in the world. But if he couldn’t fight, he was happy to drink and gamble. And given the number of noble ladies, merchants’ daughters from Castle Town, and peasant women from the nearby villages, Mazael was certain he could seduce a willing companion for the evening. 
Assuming, of course, he could find something to occupy his prudish squire. 
“You have been in my father’s service for a few months,” said Gerald, “and he only allows his household knights to ride in his tournaments after they have been in his service for a year. Especially in a tournament honoring my lady mother’s birthday.” 
Mazael opened his mouth, intending to point out that that Lady Rhea would likely spend the day drinking and the evening carousing. Lord Malden and Lady Rhea seemed fond enough of each other, but both took lovers on a regular basis. But Mazael stopped himself before he spoke. Gerald would view the truth about his lady mother as an insult. 
Perhaps Mazael was learning wisdom in his old age. 
“You should listen to me,” said Mazael, pushing aside the thought. “I am older than you.”
“You’re only twenty-five,” said Gerald. “That’s just thirteen years older.”
Mazael snorted. “Are you a bookkeeper or a squire? Let me put it a different way. You may not have to listen to me, but you are my squire, and you do have to obey me. Come along. I need to place some bets with the bookkeepers before the tournament begins tomorrow.”
“My brother Sir Mandor rides,” said Gerald, “in honor of my mother. He will prevail, I am certain.” 
“Indeed,” said Mazael. He got along well with Mandor. Lord Malden’s third son (or second, Mazael could never remember which) enjoyed drinking and wenching and gambling, and made for a fine companion. Sadly, the man had all the wits of a mule. Still, he was good with a sword and better with a lance, and Mazael suspected Mandor could win the tournament.
An idea occurred to him.
“Your brother would welcome your aid,” said Mazael, “and assisting a knight with tournament armor and lance is an important part of a squire’s duties. Perhaps we should see if Mandor needs your help.”
“What you really want,” said Gerald, “is to get rid of me so you can indulge in debauchery with impunity.”
“Precisely,” said Mazael. “Clever lad. Which means you’re clever enough to see that it’s a perfectly reasonable thing for me to do…and you do need to learn how to handle tournament lances, anyway. And since I can’t ride in any of your father’s tournaments until next year, you’ll have to assist Mandor.”
He expected the boy to take offense at that, but Gerald laughed instead.
“Father says you are as clever as the Old Demon,” said Gerald.
“Rubbish,” said Mazael. “There’s no such thing as the Old Demon. It’s just a story the priests tell to justify their tithes. Now come along before I am forced to beat you for insolence…”
“Mazael!” 
Mazael turned, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword. 
A man a few years Mazael’s senior strode towards them, a wide smile beneath his bushy brown beard. He wore a battered cuirass over rust-spotted chain mail, a longsword at his belt and a shield slung over his shoulder. His smile widened, but his black eyes remained hard and cold.
When Mazael had visited Barellion, he had seen one of the fishermen display a captured shark at the docks. The man’s eyes reminded him of the dead shark’s eyes, black and beady and merciless.
“Well, well,” said Mazael. “Sir Tomaric of the Whitewood. I’m surprised no one has hung you yet.” 
“And I am surprised,” said Tomaric, “that some irate father or husband hasn’t rammed a sword down your gullet.” He looked at Gerald. “Who’s this, then? Some poor brat to polish your boots?”
“I,” said Gerald, with affronted hauteur, “am Gerald of the House of Roland, son of Lord Malden of Knightcastle.”
Tomaric snorted. “And I am the Prince of Barellion.” He looked back at Mazael. “I suppose you’re riding in the tournament? You always enjoyed a good tournament. Though I’ll enjoy knocking you out of your saddle.”
Mazael shrugged. “It’s Lord Malden’s tournament, and Lord Malden doesn’t let his household knights ride in their first year of service. So I’ll merely lay wagers on whoever your opponent is, and drink a toast in your name with all the coin I’ll win.” 
Tomaric sneered. “Gods, you’re serious? Lord Malden took you as a knight of his household? Is the old man so truly desperate?”
Gerald bristled, but Mazael raised a hand. “He was when I rescued him from the bandit gangs outside Knightport.”
“So you’re Malden’s tame dog now?” said Tomaric. 
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, “but I’m tired of sleeping in ditches. If I do it right, when I’m an old man I’ll have a manor of my own, a pretty wife half my age, and peasants to feed me. You’ll still be riding from war to war, trying to find someone desperate enough to hire your rusty sword.” 
“Is that so?” said Tomaric. “You’ll see, Mazael. When I win this tournament, I’ll have all the gold and fame I want. Perhaps I’ll hire you to clean my sword.” 
“If you win this tournament,” said Mazael, “the hells will have frozen and winged pigs will be flying overhead, so I think we’ll have other things to worry about. Good fortune, Tomaric.”
Tomaric scowled and stalked away without another word. 
“A friend of yours?” said Gerald. 
“Tomaric? Hardly,” said Mazael. “We know each other, aye. Ridden for a few of the same lords. But the man’s a brigand. When he can’t find an honest fight, he takes to robbing travelers.”
Gerald’s eyes widened. “A robber knight?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if he started out as a robber, happened to waylay a knight and steal his armor, and decided that calling himself Sir Tomaric of the Whitewood would make for better business,” said Mazael. 
“We should speak to my father, or at least the herald in charge of the lists,” said Gerald. “Such a man should not ride in the tournament.”
“Why bother?” said Mazael. “I have no proof, so it would be my word against his. Tomaric would challenge me to a duel, and then I would have to kill him. Killing a man hardly seems the ideal way to honor your lady mother’s birthday.” 
Gerald grunted. “You may be right, sir.”
“Of course I am,” said Mazael. “Meanwhile, you need to learn how to handle tournament lances.”
He led Gerald through the more disorderly section of the camp and into one of the pavilions that Castle Town’s brewers had raised to sell beer to the spectators. A long plank table ran the length of the pavilion’s interior, and inside a group of harried journeymen brewers and serving maids sold beer to minor knights, wandering mercenaries, and spectators from Castle Town. 
Sir Mandor Roland stood at one end of the table, holding court with an overflowing mug in one hand. He was a tall, vigorous man of about thirty, with blue eyes, a ruddy face, and the beginnings of a paunch held only in check by his love of fighting. Several knights and armsmen surrounded him, most in various states of inebriation. 
“Mazael!” roared Mandor as they approached. “Pity you cannot ride in the tournament.” He clapped Mazael on the shoulder. “I would enjoy knocking you into the mud.”
Mazael grinned. “Just as well for you that I am not. Now you’ll have a chance to win.”
Mandor roared with laughter, the others following suit. 
“I thought Gerald could assist your squires,” said Mazael. “The boy needs to learn to handle tournament armor and lances.”
“Truly!” said Mandor. “A proper knight rides in a tournament. Though it is best, my boy, to maintain the sacred traditions of knighthood before taking up lance and riding to the lists.”
Gerald brightened. “What traditions are those, brother?”
“Getting completely drunk the night before,” said Mandor. 
Again the knights and armsmen laughed. 
“Though you might be a little young for that, yet,” said Mandor. “Mother would never let me hear the end of it if I…if I…”
Mandor staggered, dropped his mug, and fell face-first on the ground.
“Gods!” said one of the knights. “He hadn’t even drunk that much yet…”
Mazael pushed them aside, knelt, and flipped Mandor onto his back. Mandor’s eyes were closed, his face flushed, his breathing slow and shallow. His breath…
Mazael frowned.
His breath stank like rotting eggs. Mazael knew what a drunk man’s breath smelled like, and that wasn’t it.
He looked at Gerald. “Run to the castle and get Brother Trocend. Sir Mandor has fallen ill.”
He did not want to say in front of so many witnesses that Mandor had been poisoned.

###

Mazael did not like wizards. 
They made too much trouble. The brotherhood of wizards, of course, claimed to govern all wielders of magic, but Mazael had encountered more than his share of renegades. And even some members of the wizards’ brotherhood liked to work mischief. 
Still, troublesome as they were, they could be useful.
“You did well to summon me, Sir Mazael,” said Brother Trocend Castleson. 
Trocend was a man in late middle years with wispy gray hair, his thin form draped in a voluminous brown monk’s robe. Of course, Trocend was no more a monk than Sir Tomaric was the Prince of Barellion. He was Lord Malden’s court wizard, but Lord Malden was an ally of the Justiciar Order, and the Grand Master of the Justiciar Order detested wizards. So Trocend claimed to be a monk, though anyone with half a brain could see the truth. 
“Your approval,” said Mazael, “means so very much to me.”
Trocend offered a thin smile. “It ought to.”
They stood in Mandor’s tent, Mandor himself lying sprawled on his cot, his mouth hanging open. The unfortunate stench coming from his mouth had only grown stronger. 
“Is…is he going to die, Brother Trocend?” said Gerald.
“I do not believe so,” said Trocend. “He did not ingest enough of the substance to kill him. He’ll sleep for a week or so, and then awaken with a nasty headache.”
“So he was poisoned,” said Mazael.
“Beyond a doubt,” said Trocend. He pointed at Mandor’s mouth. “You have noted the stench, I trust? It’s caused by a poison derived from the leaves of the moldleaf bush, a plant that grows one the edge of the Great Northern Waste. In sufficient quantities, it is quickly fatal. In smaller doses, it causes stupor and long periods of unconsciousness. The Skulls use it for certain kinds of killings, as do independent assassins.”
“The Skulls?” said Gerald.
“Assassins’ brotherhood,” said Mazael. “Based in Barellion. Unpleasant fellows. So why use moldleaf as a poison, Brother? Especially one so obvious. The whole point of poison is that it looks like a natural death.”
Trocend’s thin smile returned. “Because moldleaf has a very specific antidote. The antidote can only be derived from the same moldleaf used to brew the poison.”
Mazael blinked. “You mean…we would have to find the exact same leaf?”
Trocend nodded. “They very same. The Skulls use it in assassinations where they don’t particularly care that it was obvious the victim was murdered.”
“Plainly,” said Mazael, waving his hand before his face in hopes of clearing away some of the smell. “Best we speak with those brewers, then. Someone put poison in their beer.”
“Oh, it wouldn’t have been at that pavilion,” said Trocend. “The amount of poison he consumed would not have taken effect for at least a day, if not longer.” 
“So, not the brewer,” said Mazael, thinking. A disturbing notion occurred to him. “What is the best way to take the poison? Food? Drink?”
“Food, usually,” said Trocend. “Any form of alcohol would be a poor choice, as it drastically weakens the poison. The best form is to sprinkle it on a dry food. Moldleaf is tasteless, so the victim will never know.” He emitted a dry chuckle. “Amusing, isn’t it, it given the stench the poison produces?”
“Yes, hilarious,” said Mazael, his mind turning over his suspicion. “You’ll watch over Mandor?”
“Of course,” said Trocend. “Lord Malden would take it amiss if one of his sons was slain.” His thin smile returned. “You might recall how angry he was when Lord Richard Mandragon slew Sir Belifane Roland during the fighting in the Grim Marches six years past.”
Mazael shrugged. “That is no longer my concern. I will never return to the Grim Marches. Brother Trocend, thank you for your assistance.” 
He strode from the tent, Gerald following. It was late afternoon, and the setting sun threw long black shadows behind the tents. The sounds of revels and singing from the merchants’ tents had only grown louder. 
“You have an idea, don’t you?” said Gerald.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “Who did you think was going to win the tournament?”
“Sir Mandor, of course,” said Gerald. 
“And if not him?” said Mazael. 
“Then…Sir Abelar Castagenet of Cadlyn, most likely,” said Gerald. “And if not him, Sir Commander Aeternis of the Dominiar Order. Assuming Father simply doesn’t throw the Dominiars out. He’s been rather tense with them.” The boy frowned. “You think one of them poisoned Mandor to win the tournament?”
Gerald was prim, but he wasn’t stupid.
“Maybe,” said Mazael. 
“That is most unknightly behavior!” said Gerald. 
“It doesn’t have to be one of them,” said Mazael, striding through the knights’ camp and scanning the rows of shields. “Maybe someone has a personal grudge against Mandor. Maybe someone placed bets on Sir Abelar, and took steps to recoup his investment. Maybe Mandor cheated a whore on her fee.”
“My brother would not lie with whores!” said Gerald.
Mazael looked at his squire.
Gerald shrugged. “Well…he wouldn’t cheat them, at least.”
“No,” said Mazael. He stopped before a tent showing the shield and arms of the House of Castagenet of Cadlyn. “And…”
A faint hint of sulfur touched his nostrils.
Mazael cursed and pushed open the tent flap. Inside a half-dressed knight, presumably Sir Abelar Castagenet, lay sprawled upon a cot, his mouth hanging open.
The sulfur stench was considerable. 
“Well,” said Gerald after a moment, “I think we can be sure that Sir Abelar did not poison my brother.”

###

“You have a knack for finding trouble, Sir Mazael,” murmured Trocend. 
Mazael shrugged. “It’s a gift.”
Trocend’s servants had raised a tent at one end of the tournament field, equipping it with cots. Seven unconscious knights, Mandor and Abelar among them, lay motionless upon those cots. 
The stench was near-overpowering. 
“Pardon, Brother,” said Gerald, his eyes watering, “but how can you stand the odor?”
“In my…line of work, let us say, it helps to have a strong stomach,” said Trocend. “None of them men received a fatal dose of poison, though they’ll all remain unconscious for at least a week, if not longer.”
“And all of them,” said Mazael, “were among the bookkeepers’ favorites to win the tournament.”
“Indeed,” said Trocend. “I have put out the story that Sir Mandor and Sir Aeternis and the others were laid low by some bad pork. And since I assume you will go digging up trouble, that will give you the time you need to look into this.”
“You assume rightly,” said Mazael. 
“I would suggest,” said Trocend, “that you begin your inquiries among the bookkeepers. Knights, if you will pardon my bluntness, tend to prefer steel and straight fights over poison. I would not put it past an ambitious bookkeeper to manipulate the results of a tournament to favor his wagers.”
“I will do that,” said Mazael. “Thank you.”
He left the tent, crossed the knights’ camp, and headed for the merchants’ encampment, Gerald hurrying after.
“So we shall question the moneylenders?” said Gerald.
“Of course not,” said Mazael.
“But Trocend said…”
“The bookkeepers have many vices, but stupidity is not one of them,” said Mazael. “If one moneylender gets caught meddling with the tournament, Lord Malden will have them all hanged. Or flogged and driven into the wilderness. And I doubt there’s a knight foolish enough to poison half his rivals to win a tournament. Even then, that’s no guarantee of victory. No, there’s some other business here.” 
“But what?” said Gerald.
“Good question,” said Mazael.
He stopped for a moment to think it over. Poisoning one knight was risky enough. Poisoning seven was a greater risk…and it seemed that all seven men had fallen ill at once. 
Which meant they had been gathered in one place when they ate the poisoned food.
“Of course,” said Mazael. “The tournament’s not until tomorrow, but knights and merchants have been gathering all week. Your brother would have known his chief competitors…and I assume he would have invited them all to eat and drink with him. It was the sort of thing he would do.”
“He did,” said Gerald. “At one of the brewers’ pavilions.”
“Which one?” said Mazael.
Gerald thought for a moment. “Ah…the one owned by Master Fordham of Knightport, I believe. Yes, that was it. Mandor says that Fordham makes the best beer.”
“How do you know about this?” said Mazael.
“Mandor invited me to go drinking with him,” said Gerald. 
“Why didn’t…right, yes, a true knight does not engage in dissolution, I remember,” said Mazael. “Though I suppose it was just as well you didn’t.”

###

Master Fordham, master brewer of the brewers’ guild of Knightport, was a doughy, red-faced man who looked as if he had sampled far too many of his wares. Under Mazael’s questioning, he grew alternately belligerent and supplicating, at one point making grandiose threats and waving the sighed license he had from Lord Malden’s chancery to sell beer at the tournament.
“I sell quality beer, I do,” said Fordham. “Master Fordham makes the finest beer in Knightport, and in all of Knightreach, never mind what that villain Osborne of Castle Town might say. The mere suggestion that my beer might have sickened noble Sir Mandor is slander, sir knight, the rankest slander, and I…”
“For the gods’ sake, stop talking,” said Mazael, a headache pulsing behind his eyes, and for a moment he envisioned taking his sword and gutting Fordham like a swollen fish. Fordham must have realized his danger, because the master brewer shut up, thankfully, his face shiny with nervous sweat. “I already told you, the poison was in something they ate. Not something they drank. Which means you are clear of any wrongdoing.”
“But,” said Fordham, swallowing, “they bought and ate my food. Oh, gods…Lord Malden will have my head.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, “but did you prepare your own food?”
“No,” said Fordham. “I am a master brewer, not a mere cook.” 
“So you buy food, and then sell it to the tournament spectators at a ridiculously inflated price?” said Mazael.
“A reasonable price, yes,” said Fordham. 
“So what did Mandor and the other knights eat while they were here?” said Mazael.
“They…mostly drank, as I recall,” said Fordham. “Quite a lot, really. I was astonished they could keep any food down.” He rubbed his hands on the front of his apron. “But my apprentices…my apprentices brought them bread and salt beef.”
Mazael nodded. “Who sells you bread?”
“Walter of Castle Town,” said Fordham. “I’ve known him for years. Good man, doesn’t mix sawdust in the flour like some of the bakers I’ve known.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Bakers are a thieving lot, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” 
“Indeed,” said Mazael. “And your salt beef?”
“Ah…a new merchant, my lord knight,” said Fordham. “A woman named Lydia. Usually I buy from the butcher in Castle Town, but he was out of stock. This Lydia wench is the daughter of some rancher from the High Plain, came south to sell her father’s salt beef for the tournament. Not an unreasonable price, but…odd woman.”
“Odd?” said Mazael. “How?” 
“Saucy,” said Fordham.
Mazael raised an eyebrow. “Some men like that in a woman.”
“It’s charming enough for the first few minutes, but after that you’d wish she would just shut up,” said Fordham. “Says she’s from the High Plain, but she talks like someone from Barellion.”
That caught Mazael’s interest. “Barellion, you say?” 
“Aye, Barellion,” said Fordham. “Never been there, but I know what the merchants from Barellion sound like. Lydia talks like a woman from Barellion.” He lowered his voice. “And one of ill repute, too.” 
“Where is her stall?” said Mazael.
“South of here, near the edge of the tournament field,” said Fordham. “You think she poisoned Sir Mandor?”
“No,” said Mazael. “Thank you for your time, master brewer.” 
He left the tent, thinking. The sun dipped beneath the western sky, darkness falling over the camps. The sounds of revelry from the pavilions had only grown louder. 
“Did this Lydia poison Mandor?” said Gerald.
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “I’m not sure yet.” He looked at the boy. “Go back to Knightcastle. This will likely get ugly, and your father will have my head if you get killed.” 
“A squire should stand by his knight in times of battle,” said Gerald. 
“This is hardly a battle,” said Mazael. 
“You wanted to me to learn to handle tournament armor,” said Gerald. “Which I can hardly do if Mandor is ill.”
“True enough,” said Mazael. “Come along, then. You might learn a thing or two.”
He circled the edge of the camp, and found a stall selling salt beef at the edge of the field. A young woman in a blue dress stood before the stall, closing it up for the night. She turned and smiled at Mazael’s approach, and Mazael found himself smiling back. She was pretty, with long black hair and brown eyes.
“Sir knight,” she said, her eyes flicking over him. “How can this humble tradeswoman serve you?”
“You are Lydia of the High Plain?” said Mazael.
“Of Cadlyn, actually,” said Lydia. “Though I spend most of my time on my father’s lands. He is the most powerful freeholder in the High Plain, and his herds are the finest in the realm.”
“I am certain,” said Mazael. “I wish to speak with you about some salt beef.” 
“Oh?” said Lydia, still smiling. “Odd that a knight should wish to buy his food himself, rather than sending a servant to attend to such trivialities.” She stepped a little closer. “But you are…coming up in the world, yes?”
“Who can see the future?” said Mazael. “Though at the moment I am more curious about the past. Specifically, the salt beef you sold to one Master Fordham.”
Lydia’s expression did not change, but a veil seemed to fall over her eyes. “You do, sir knight? Was it to your liking?”
“It was,” said Mazael, “but it was very salty. I suspect Master Fordham adds additional salt to his bread and beef, so his customers purchase more beer to slake their thirst.”
“Most likely,” said Lydia. She leaned forward with a smile, offering Mazael the chance to look down the front of her dress. It was a nice view, but the motion wanted to make his hand twitch to his sword hilt. “Brewers are a thieving lot, my lord, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”
“I don’t doubt it,” said Mazael. “Though I wonder if you added any additional…salts…as it were, to the beef.” 
For a moment Lydia said nothing, her smile fixed in place.
“Why don’t we come inside, sir knight?” she said, gesturing at a tent behind the stall. “We can speak privately there.”
Mazael smiled. “A knight alone with a young woman? Why, people would whisper.”
Her eyes flicked to Gerald. “Your squire can be the guarantor of our virtue, no?”
Mazael wanted to send him away, but things had gone too far along for that, and he didn’t know how Lydia would react if did. “Why not? Come along, boy.”
Gerald blinked in surprise, but followed Mazael and Lydia into the tent. Inside, the tent looked comfortable, with an actual bed, and a small folding table. Lydia sat at the far end of the table, and gestured for Mazael to sit. 
“So,” said Lydia, “you are curious about the beef I sold Master Fordham?”
“It seems,” said Mazael, “that last night Sir Mandor Roland and his leading competitors in the tournament all drank Fordham’s beer and ate your salt beef. Today they are in a deep sleep and cannot be awakened.”
Lydia shrugged. “That is hardly my concern, sir knight. Obviously someone paid Master Fordham to poison noble Sir Mandor. You ought to cut off his fat head at once.”
“His beer is far too excellent for that,” said Mazael. “And the particular poison used was called moldleaf.”
Lydia gave an exaggerated shudder. “Sounds dreadful.”
“Alcohol weakens it,” said Mazael, “which means the poison was sprinkled on the salt beef. Your salt beef, to be specific.”
“My lord knight, surely you are not accusing me of this horrid crime,” said Lydia, tears glistening in her eyes. 
Mazael shrugged, making sure to keep an eye on her hands. “It was your salt beef. I doubt Lord Malden will be inclined to mercy.”
Lydia’s serene mask cracked like glass.
She began to sob and buried her face in her hands. Gerald started forward, as if to comfort her, but Mazael gave him a sharp glance. At last Lydia groaned, raked her hands through her hair, and leaned over the table.
“Please, my lord knight,” said Lydia, blinking tears from my eyes, “please, I don’t know what happened. Help me. Please, help me. I’ll do anything you want. Anything.” Her left hand came up to stroke his cheek. “Anything. Send the boy away and I’ll do whatever you want.”
Her right hand reached for his face, no doubt to draw him close and kiss him.
At least, it looked that way.
Mazael seized her right wrist, and Lydia yelped in surprised pain. 
“Sir Mazael!” said Gerald, stepping forward. “A true knight does not…not manhandle a lady!”
“Correct,” said Mazael, holding Lydia’s right hand steady, “but a true lady does not try to jab a poisoned hairpin into a knight.”
He dug his thumb into Lydia’s wrist, and she opened her hand.
The pin, gleaming with posion, clattering against the table. 
“See,” said Mazael, “you’re not a lady. But neither are you a herder’s daughter, and you’re not from the High Plain or Cadlyn. You’re actually from Barellion, and that trick with the poisoned hairpin is a favorite of the city’s brotherhood of assassins. Which means you are a Skull.”
“Gods!” said Gerald. 
The fear and terror fell from Lydia’s face, replaced by cold calculation. 
“For a knight,” said Lydia, “you certainly are clever.”
Mazael shrugged. “It’s a failing of mine.”
He fell silent, keeping his grip on her wrist and her eyes locked on hers. Her expression remained cool and amused, but he saw the sweat glittering on her forehead. 
At last she started to speak.
“So what’s next, hmm?” said Lydia. “Hand the vile assassin over to Lord Malden’s justice? But I haven’t killed anyone, have I?”
“No,” said Mazael, “but that was likely due to your incompetence.”
Lydia’s eyes glittered. “If I wanted those men dead, they would be in the ground by now.”
“Which means,” said Mazael, “you weren’t hired to make them dead. You were hired to incapacitate them.”
Lydia stared at him for a moment.
“Damn it,” she said at last. “You are clever. You…”
“I enjoy flattery from a beautiful woman,” said Mazael, “but I have no need for it. What I do want is the moldleaf. The specific moldleaf you used to poison Mandor and the others.”
“I don’t have it,” said Lydia. She snorted. “I didn’t even bring it with me from Barellion. Our client brought it himself. I assume he still has the rest of it.” 
“And you have your client’s name?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Lydia. “But I know where you can find him.”
“Ah,” said Mazael. “And you want your life in exchange for that information?”
Lydia shrugged. “Why not?”
“Won’t your masters be displeased by your failure?” said Mazael.
Lydia laughed. “My masters do exactly as we are paid to do, and not a step more. The client hired us to incapacitate Sir Mandor and the others, and we did just that. If the client was foolish enough to get himself caught, that is his affair, not ours.”
“All right,” said Mazael. “You will tell me where to find your client. In exchange, I’ll let you leave Knightreach and return to Barellion. You’re one of Prince Everard’s subjects, so I suppose I don’t have the right to kill you.” He tugged on her wrist, pulled her face closer, and grinned. “But if I find you anywhere in Knightreach after sundown tomorrow…I will kill you.”
Lydia laughed again, but it was a bit strained. “What did your squire say? A true knight would not harm a lady?”
“You’re an assassin, not a lady,” said Mazael, “and I am not a very good man.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
Lydia swallowed and looked away first. “Your terms are acceptable, sir.”
“Splendid,” said Mazael. “Now. Your client.”
“Some wandering rogue of a knight,” said Lydia. “Ragged fellow, kept trying to cajole me into his bed.” She sniffed. “Used to be a robber in the Stormvales, and irritated one of the more powerful lords there. The lord put a huge price on his head, and if he doesn’t pay off his debt, he’s a dead man. So he’s going to rig the tournament and bet on himself…”
Mazael cursed. “Tomaric.”

###

Night had fallen by the time Mazael and Gerald reached Tomaric’s tent. 
The renegade knight’s tent sat some distance away from the others, perhaps to hide its shabby appearance. Or to let Tomaric escape should anyone come after him, whether bounty hunters from the Stormvales or militiamen from Castle Town. Tomaric sat on a stool before his campfire, gazing into the flames as he sharpened his blade with a whetstone. 
Tomaric glanced up as Mazael approached, his black eyes flashing. 
“Sir Mazael,” he said, standing, his sword still in hand. “This is indeed an honor.”
“No, it’s not,” said Mazael. “You’ve annoyed me.”
Tomaric sneered. “I seemed to have missed that pleasure.”
“I had planned to spend the day drinking and dicing,” said Mazael, “but instead, I’ve had to track down who poisoned Sir Mandor Roland and six other knights.” Tomaric’s sneer vanished. “As it happens…”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Tomaric. “This is an insult to…”
“Don’t bother lying,” said Mazael. “I know you hired the Skulls to incapacitate the knights, and I know you brought the moldleaf.”
Tomaric scowled, the muscles in his jaw working. 
“Then why are you here with just the boy?” said Tomaric. “Why not bring a troop of armsmen to arrest me?”
“Because,” said Mazael, “you haven’t actually killed anyone yet. Give me the moldleaf and leave Knightreach, and that will be the end of it.”
“Not for me,” said Tomaric. He grinned, a hint of desperation on his features. “I have some very powerful men angry at me, Sir Mazael. I need the money. I am going to wager on myself, I am going to win the tournament, and I am going to pay off my debt. And I will do whatever is necessary.”
“Such as?” said Mazael.
“You shouldn’t,” said Tomaric, “have come here alone.”
He lunged at Mazael, his sword a steely blur.
Mazael cursed, jumped back, and yanked his longsword from its scabbard, getting the blade up just in time to beat aside Tomaric’s first thrust. He caught Tomaric’s next swing on his blade, shoved, and knocked the other knight back a step. Before Tomaric could regain his balance, Mazael thrust, but his sword tip only scraped along Tomaric’s cuirass.
He cursed again and fell back as Tomaric went on the offensive. Mazael wished he had thought to put on his armor before hunting down the rogue knight. Tomaric wasn’t wearing a helmet, but chain mail protected his arms and torso beneath the battered cuirass. If Mazael landed a blow on Tomaric’s head, or perhaps on his leg, he could end this fight.
Of course, all Tomaric needed to do was to land enough minor cuts for Mazael to bleed to death. 
Then Gerald appeared behind Tomaric, a thick branch from the campfire in his hand. He swung the brand like a club, and it connected with the back of Tomaric’s right knee. Mazael heard a crunch, and Tomaric yelped, turning to face Gerald with murder in his eyes. 
Mazael swung his sword with both hands, and the pommel connected with Tomaric’s temple. He heard a crack, and Tomaric went down like a felled tree. 
“Good timing,” said Mazael, lowering his sword.
Gerald nodded and tossed the branch into the fire.
“But isn’t it unknightly to strike a man from behind?” said Mazael.
Gerald shrugged. “Well, yes. But he was no true knight.”

###

Later, after Mazael had given Tomaric’s supply of moldleaf to Trocend, after Trocend had called Castle Town’s bailiff to haul Tomaric away in chains, Mazael walked back to Knightcastle. He had already sent Gerald to the squires’ quarters. It was almost midnight by now, and the thought of his own bed was appealing…
“Sir Mazael.”
Mazael turned, hand falling to his sword hilt, and saw a shadowy figure standing between two tents. 
The figure stepped forward, and he saw Lydia of Barellion.
“If you’re here to kill me,” said Mazael, “you’re not going about it very well.”
Lydia shook her head, a smile on her face and a glint in her eye. “Not at all. In fact, I suppose I should thank you. When I saw the militia dragging off Sir Tomaric, I thought they would come for me next.”
“I keep my word,” said Mazael, “and I said I would let you go if you left Knightreach by the next sundown.”
She stepped closer. “I’m surprised you didn’t kill us both. You wanted to do it. I saw it in your eyes. There are men like that in the Skulls, men who enjoy killing…and you’re one of them.”
Mazael said nothing for a long moment. 
“Aye,” he said at last. “You’re right. I do like to fight. To kill.” He shrugged. “But you didn’t kill anyone. And neither did Tomaric. Though he’ll hang for what he did.”
“You didn’t need to do anything,” said Lydia. “You could have let Mandor and the others sleep it off.”
“I could have,” said Mazael, “but I had my own reasons. And would hardly have honored Lady Rhea to have her son sleep through her own birthday tournament.” 
“Yes,” said Lydia. “Still, whatever your reasons, I am grateful.” She grinned. “And I would like to show it.”
“Oh?” said Mazael. “What did you have in mind?”
“Well, I have until sundown tomorrow to leave Knightreach, do I not? Whatever shall we do with that time?”
She leaned forward and kissed him, and Mazael kissed her back.

###

The next day, after Sir Mandor won the tournament, Mazael walked from bookkeeper to bookkeeper, collecting his wagers. 
He had made quite a bit of money. 
“Is that why you did all this?” said Gerald as Mazael left yet another moneylender with a lighter strongbox. “Just to win the wagers?”
“Well, that was one of my reasons,” said Mazael.
“A true knight,” said Gerald, “should not fight for money.”
“Perhaps not,” said Mazael, “but someone has to pay for a true knight’s horse, armor, sword, and food.”
Gerald had no answer for that. 
“And we can’t have people poisoning tournament knights,” said Mazael. “Especially since I plan to ride in the tournament next year.”
He tossed a small pouch of coins at Gerald.
“What’s this for, sir?” said Gerald, hefting the pouch. 
“Keep it,” said Mazael, grinning. “Next year, when I ride in the tournament, bet on me, and you’ll double it when I win.”
Gerald sighed, but he kept the pouch nonetheless. 

THE END
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Chapter I
1
The Jongleur at the Inn

Mazael Cravenlock saw the apple trees and smiled.
He put spurs to his horse, a sturdy old gray palfrey named Mantle, and rode for the trees, ignoring Gerald's cry of protest. The setting sun painted the grass a deep crimson, and the hot, dry wind of the Marches tugged at Mazael’s cloak and whipped at his face, but he was used to it. He had grown up here, after all.
The apple trees rose at the shore of a clear pond, encircled by a low stone wall. Nearby stood a crumbling brick chimney and some foundation stones, all that remained of a small peasant house. The inhabitants of that house had likely been killed fifteen years past during Lord Richard Mandragon’s uprising against Lord Adalon Cravenlock. No one had claimed the land since then, to judge from the tall grass covering the old foundation.
Mazael steered Mantle through the low wall's fallen gate and reined up beneath a tree. The apples hung heavy and red from their blossoms, and he plucked one with a gloved hand and took a bite.
“Sir Mazael!”
Mazael turned his saddle, chewing, and watched Sir Gerald Roland and his squire Wesson ride through the ruined gate. Gerald had inherited the aquiline features, blue eyes, and muscular body of his father. His shoulder-length hair shone like gold, and he had recently grown a mustache that he attended with the fanaticism of an Cirstarcian monk. Gerald was not wearing any armor - Mazael could have thrown his dagger and killed Gerald before the younger man could react.
Instead, Mazael reached up and took another apple. “Hungry?”
“Certainly.” Mazael tossed the apple. Gerald cut it in half with his dagger, taking half for himself, and feeding the other to his horse. “Wesson, would you care for an apple?”
“No, Sir Gerald,” said Wesson, a pimpled youth of eleven. “I am not hungry.”
“Pity,” said Mazael. A single sure sword stroke would kill Wesson. “Never pass up a chance for an apple, my boy.”
Gerald snorted. “Never pass up a chance for fresh food, you mean. An opinion I wholly favor after all these travel rations, but I could never understand why you were so mad for apples. I prefer pears, myself.”
Mazael flicked the core aside, and picked another apple for Mantle. “I might tell you someday.” The sun's setting rays caught in the pond, and for a moment the water resembled blood. Mazael shook off the thought.
“Shall we stop here for the night?” said Gerald.
“No,” said Mazael. “There’s an inn two miles east of here, just before the Northwater bridge. We can get there before dark.”
Gerald laughed. “Are you in such a hurry to reach your brother’s castle?  You gave me to understand that you’d rather be elsewhere.”
“No, I’m in a hurry to have a bed and a hot meal. Fresh food is fine, but hot food is far better." Mantle finished the apple, and Mazael turned the palfrey around and rode back to the road and their other animals. Mazael and Gerald’s war horses stood grazing alongside a pair of pack mules laden with their supplies and armor. Wesson took the animals in hand and followed the two knights as they rode eastward. 
“I would rather be elsewhere,” said Mazael, “but since I am here, I would prefer to be within castle walls. I have no great eagerness to see my brother, but should war come, I’d rather be inside Castle Cravenlock than out in the open.”
“We should have brought more men, as Father wished,” said Gerald. “With two or three hundred armsmen as escorts, attack would not trouble us.”
Mazael snorted. “Yes, three hundred men with the banner of the Rolands flapping overhead? That would have drawn the eyes of every man from Knightcastle to Swordgrim. And how do you suppose Lord Richard Mandragon would react if he knew that Lord Malden Roland’s youngest son had brought an army to the Lord of Castle Cravenlock?”
Gerald fell silent for a moment. “Do you really think it will come to war?”
“I doubt it,” said Mazael. “Mitor’s a fool, but a slug as well. He’s too much a coward to rouse himself against the likes of Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer.” 
“I hope you are right. I have seen enough of war,” said Gerald.
Mazael nodded. He had fought alongside Gerald when Lord Malden had invaded Mastaria. They had survived the bloody battles of Deep Creek, Castle Cateron, and the Siege of Tumblestone. The slaughter had sickened Mazael, yet some part of him had found it beautiful. He had relished the fighting, reveled in it. No enemy, common soldier or Knight Dominiar, could stand against him, and he had danced laughing through their bloody blades.
“I wouldn’t worry,” said Mazael. “Mitor might hate Lord Richard, but Lord Richard terrifies Mitor. And all anyone has heard are rumors of mercenaries and bandits. Most likely Mitor is simply hiring whores.” Mazael laughed.
Gerald frowned. Lord Malden Roland’s youngest son had a pious streak that Mazael often found wearisome. Yet the young knight was the best friend Mazael had made since leaving Castle Cravenlock, and Gerald was one of only four people to whom Mazael would entrust his life.
“I see lights up ahead,” said Gerald.
Mazael saw the lights, and heard the rush of water. “The inn, most likely. At least, there was an inn here fifteen years ago. Just past that is the Northwater bridge, and then it’s only another three days to Castle Cravenlock.”
“Finally,” said Gerald.
Full dark fell by the time they reached the inn. It had changed little from what Mazael remembered. A high wall of sharpened wooden logs surrounded the rambling stone building, and torches burned in scones atop the wooden palisade, casting a circle of light around the wall. A pair of crossbow-armed mercenaries stood guard before the crude gate.
Mazael could have killed them both before they reacted.
He reined up instead. “Ho, the inn!”
The mercenaries trained their crossbows in Mazael’s direction. “Who’re you, and what’s your business?” said a mercenary with a broken nose and a shading of beard stubble.
“A traveler,” said Mazael, “and my business is with a bed, hot food, ale, and a whore.” Gerald frowned, while Wesson looked intrigued.
“You’ve the look of knights,” said the mercenary. “Pardon the questions, sirs, but in these dangerous times the innkeeper’s hired us to keep peace.”
“That so?” said Mazael. “Danger from what?”
“People have been disappearing near Lord Mitor’s castle. It’s the wood elves, I say,” said the mercenary, making the sign to ward off evil. “Lord Richard has stirred them up to make war on Lord Mitor. I’ve even heard tell that Lord Richard treats with dark powers, and has the Old Demon himself as an adviser.”
“No,” said the second mercenary. “It’s the barbarians, come down out of the mountains. They’re the ones behind this. Lord Richard will raise his vassals and that black-hearted son of his, and smash them the way he smashes everyone who crosses him.”
“Such fine tales,” said Mazael. He flipped them a copper coin. “Tell them in the common room and you might get a few more coins.”
The mercenaries laughed, but Mazael heard the unease in their voices. “Aye, so we might, but everyone in these parts tell the same tales. People have been disappearing, and it’s the work of those wood devils, taking them off for their dark rituals.”
“No, it’s the barbarians,” said the other mercenary. “They eat babies, my grandfather told me so when I was a lad.”
“I don’t care if it’s the Old Demon and a troop of barbarians sacrificing people to the god of serpents,” said Mazael. “I want my ale, my bed, and my food.”
“Very well, milord,” said the first mercenary. “Make no trouble, and we’ll make no trouble for you.”
Mazael nodded. He rode through the gate, Gerald and Wesson behind him.
“Do you think it’s true?” said Gerald. “Peasants have been disappearing?”
Mazael shrugged. “Perhaps, or perhaps not. Most likely Mitor has ordered virgins kidnapped for his bed.”
The two knights dismounted, and Wesson received the task of stabling the mounts and carrying the armor and weapons into their room. Mazael did not remember his own years as a squire with any fondness. He pushed open the inn’s door and stepped inside.
The common room was crowded with mercenaries and landless knights. Many looked drunk, and specks of fresh blood marked the floor. A bartender and a half-dozen serving girls hurried back and forth to the kitchen. Mazael marked some of the prettier ones.
A man playing a harp stood atop a stage against the far wall. The jongleur wore simple clothes for one of his craft, plain boots and trousers and a tunic. Gray shot through his black hair and beard, and a hooked nose rested above his smiling lips. Mazael frowned, thought he recognized the man for a moment, then brushed away the odd feeling.
The bartender came over. “What’ll it be, my lords?”
“A room, and food for three,” said Mazael.
The bartender licked his lips. He squirmed beneath Mazael’s gaze, something people often did. “First room at the top of the stairs. As for food, I’ve got a few joints of beef left, and some fresh bread...”
“That will be fine,” said Mazael. He left some copper coins on the bar and went to find Gerald. Wesson lurched through the door, bearing an armful of armor. Mazael directed him to their room, and the boy clambered up the steps, huffing.
Gerald had claimed a table near the jongleur’s stage, and Mazael joined him. 
“Look at this place,” said Gerald. “It’s packed full of mercenaries and ruffians of every stripe, and they are all making for Castle Cravenlock. It seems the rumors of your brother hiring men are true after all.”
“I wonder why,” said Mazael. “Castle Cravenlock can only raise four thousand knights and armsmen. Swordgrim can raise eight thousand, and Lord Richard can call ten thousand more. If Mitor thinks to use this rabble to stand against the likes of Lord Richard, well, then he’s a bigger fool than I thought.”
“Perhaps he’s hired them for use against the wood elves,” suggested Gerald with a laugh.
Mazael snorted. “What, the Elderborn? Hardly. They wouldn’t venture out unless Mitor devoted himself to burning down the Great Southern Forest. Besides, the Elderborn would cut through this lot,” he gestured, taking in the mercenaries, “faster than even the Dragonslayer.”
“I was joking,” said Gerald. “Elderborn are a children’s fable, like faeries and Demonsouled...you’re not joking?”
“No,” said Mazael. Wesson descended the stairs and sat at the table, panting.
The jongleur ran his fingers over his harp and began another song.

“Heart of darkness, soul of sin,
a murderer’s bloody grin.
So came the boy to his fate,
dark son of a demon great.”

The crowd’s boisterous enthusiasm dampened. “The Song of the Demon Child” was not often sung in busy inns.
“I say, I detest that song,” said Gerald.
Mazael looked up at the jongleur. “Why is that?” The jongleur's gray eyes gleamed keen and intent, his fingers dancing over the harp in accompaniment to his deep, rich voice.
“Father Marion would always recite a few verses when he saw me, citing the fate of wicked children,” said Gerald.

“The child met his dark father,
before the church’s altar.
‘My dark child,’ said the demon.
‘Your glory has now begun.’”

“I hope you didn’t let it bother you,” said Mazael. “Most priests couldn’t find their manhood with both hands.”
Gerald frowned. “That’s hardly an appropriate example to set for Wesson.”
Mazael shrugged. “If he wants to take a vow of chastity, let him become a monk.”

“‘Your demon soul has power,
curse the gods, curse Amater.
Take that which is your dark right.
Spurn heaven; claim your demon might!’”

“Sing something else!” someone shouted. Others took up the cry.
The jongleur stopped. “My apologies, good sirs!” he called out, smiling. “What shall I sing for you instead?  ‘The Song of the Serpents’, perhaps, or ‘The Fall of Tristafel’?”
“What’s this, a funeral?” yelled a drunken voice. “Sing something good!  ‘The Virgin with Five Veils’!” The jongleur took a flourishing bow and began to sing. “There was a girl with raven hair and the curves of a goddess...”
“What a morbid fellow,” said Gerald. “It’s a wonder he’s able to earn his bread. ‘The Song of the Demon Child’ and ‘The Fall of Tristafel’ indeed!  I’ve never heard ‘The Song of the Serpents’, though. Probably some dreadful story of demons, to judge from this fellow’s tastes.”
“No,” said Mazael. “Snakes. It tells how the god of the serpent people rebelled against heaven, and in punishment the other gods took the arms and legs from the serpents and made them crawl through the dust.”
Gerald shuddered. He hated snakes. “Gods be praised, the food is here.”
A plump pretty barmaid in a tightly laced dress gave them their food. Gerald thanked the woman. Mazael sent her off with a silver coin and a pinch on the bottom, earning a frown from Gerald. The jongleur continued “The Virgin with Five Veils” and soon had the mercenaries roaring along to the song. “The virgin girl danced and giggled, her body bounced and jiggled..." 
Gerald admonished his squire against such revels. Mazael downed his ale and called for another.
The jongleur finished his song to thunderous applause as a storm of copper coins rained upon the stage.
“Another song!” called out a man.
“Grant me a short rest first, my generous friends!” said the jongleur, sweeping up the coins. “For you all have mighty voices, and I fear I shall ruin mine if I dared compete!” The assembled ruffians laughed and went back to their drinking. Mazael took a drink of ale to wash down some beef, draining half the tankard in three big gulps.
When he looked up, the jongleur stood over their table, a smile on his bearded face. “Pardon, my lords...but have we met before?”
Mazael frowned. “No, I don’t think so.”
“But...are you not Sir Mazael Cravenlock, my lord?  And is your companion not Sir Gerald Roland?” said the jongleur.
Mazael’s teeth clenched. He had wanted to reach Castle Cravenlock unseen. “How do you know who I am?” A quick dagger thrust between the ribs could kill the jongleur... 
The jongleur tapped a finger against his jaw. “It...was at an inn in Mastaria, I believe, during Sir Mandor Roland’s march against Castle Dominus. A village called Deep Creek, as I recall...”
Mazael frowned. “I remember!  It was the night before the battle. That fool Sir Mandor—pardons, Gerald, but he was—spent the night celebrating at the inn. You were the jongleur he had brought from Deep Creek for his entertainment.”
“I remember now,” said Gerald.
The jongleur smiled and executed a florid bow. “Mattias Comorian, a simple musician, at your service.”
“How did you come to be here?” said Mazael, indicating for Mattias to take a seat. “Mastaria is on the other side of the kingdom. I had thought most the villagers of Deep Creek slain in the battle.”
“Most were,” said Mattias. “I suspected that ill fortune would soon fall upon Sir Mandor. I slipped away after the noble knight had gone to bed. Not long after, the Knights Dominiar struck. I watched the slaughter for a while, then escaped to the north.” He paused. “Did Sir Mandor chance to survive?”
“No,” said Gerald. A shadow crossed his face. “He...ah, rose, and rallied the defenders, but he was wounded, and died soon after.” Mazael concealed his contempt. Mandor had lain snoring in bed when the Dominiars attacked, and Gerald's older brother caught two arrows in the gut and another in the leg. Mandor died three days later, weeping and feverish, as the remnants of his army straggled north.
“Ah,” said Mattias, sipping at his ale. “My deepest condolences, my lord knight. At any rate, Lord Malden - and Sir Mazael here, I might add - prevailed over the Dominiars, and I resumed my wanderings. I visited Swordor, and spent some time in Redwater and Ravenmark shortly before the old Lord of Ravenmark disappeared. I performed in the Crown Prince’s great city of Barellion for a time, and fortunately left before those riots burned down half the city. Dreadful, that. Then I traveled across the Green Plain during the succession struggle, and just in the last year made my way to the Grim Marches.”
“Quite a journey,” said Gerald.
Mattias laughed. His gray eyes glittered. “Ah, my lord knight, it is nothing. In my time, I have visited half the world, I fear.”
“You seem to have had singular bad luck in your travels,” said Mazael. “The war in Mastaria, the succession troubles in the Green Plain, the uprising in Barellion...why, it’s as if troubles sprout where you walk.”
“I pity I cannot make wheat and barley sprout where I walk,” said Mattias, grinning. “Why, the lords of the Green Plain would shower me with riches to tramp about their fields, and I never would need work again.”
Mazael and Gerald laughed. Wesson even smiled a little.
“And now, it seems, my bad luck has struck again,” said Mattias. “Rumors of war sprout in the Grim Marches.”
Mazael grimaced. “You must hear more than most. All we’ve heard are peasants’ gossip, each word more outrageous than the last.”
Mattias laughed. “I fear knowledgeable peasants are as numerous as flying sheep, my lord. Every mercenary in the kingdom is making for Castle Cravenlock. The rumors say that Lord Mitor plans to rise against Lord Richard, the way the Dragonslayer rose against old Lord Adalon.” Mattias frowned and continued. “Those living near the Great Forest claim that the Elderborn—” Mazael thought it odd that a jongleur would use the wood elves’ proper name, “—plan to march from their forest and take bloody vengeance. And the closer you get to Castle Cravenlock, my lord, the wilder the rumors get. I met a peasant who swore that a malicious wizard was stirring up trouble. I have heard tales of ghosts rising from graveyards, and of snake-cults worshipping in cellars.” Mattias snorted. “To believe these fools, you’d think that the Old Demon himself haunted the Grim Marches.”
“Aye, well, my father sent us as his emissaries,” said Gerald. “I know not what is happening, but with the gods’ blessing, we can end these disturbances without bloodshed.”
Mattias sighed and rubbed his salt-and-pepper beard. “Ah, your hope warms my heart, my young lord, but I know otherwise. When lords quarrel, the law is set aside in favor of swords. You know those peculiar blood roses that bloom in the Grim Marches?  Well, the peasants say that only blood can irrigate those flowers, and we’ll have blood roses as far as the eye can see before this business is done.”
Mazael blinked. For a moment, it seemed as if he could see blood; not drops or pools, or even streams, but a sea of blood stretching as far as his eye could survey. He blinked again and shook away the disturbing vision.
“What makes you say that?” he said at last.
“Your family, my lord knight, and the Mandragons have hated each other for centuries,” said Mattias. “Every child in the Grim Marches knows as much. Should it come to war, and I do hope that it does not, these proud lords will settle their differences with arms, not words.”
“We’ll not know until we try,” said Gerald, crossing his arms, “and I am determined that we shall try.”
Mattias smiled. “Ah, forgive me, for I am an old, old man, and I have forgotten the hopes of youth. I wish you the best of luck, my young lord, and hope all goes well with you.”
“If the gods will it,” said Gerald.
Mattias’s eyes glinted. “I find, my lord, that the gods favor those who make their own luck. In that spirit, let me pass along a tidbit of news to you. Sir Tanam Crowley is in the area.”
“Sir Tanam Crowley?” said Gerald. “I’ve never heard of him.”
“I have,” said Mazael. “He’s Lord Richard’s most trusted vassal. When the Mandragons rose against my father, Sir Tanam was the first to join the Dragonslayer.”
“Indeed,” said Mattias. “And Sir Tanam would like to make the youngest son of Lord Malden and Lord Mitor’s brother his master’s ...enforced guests, no?”
Gerald’s tankard slammed down on the table. “Is that a threat? Are you asking us to buy your silence?”
Mattias spread his hands. “You wound me, my lord knight!  I might believe that war is coming, but that does not mean I do not wish for peace!  Lords have markedly short tempers in war, I fear, and an incautious jongleur might find himself shorter by a head.”
“Very well,” said Gerald. “I trust you’ll not spread news of our meeting?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Mazael. “He could shout our names from the rooftops. If there’s trouble between here and Castle Cravenlock, it’ll find us one way or another.”
“Then once this business has blown over,” said Mattias, “I can tell my grandchildren that I spoke with two knights of the mighty noble houses of Roland and Cravenlock.”
“You don’t look that old,” said Gerald. “You have grandchildren?”
“Oh, yes,” said Mattias. His eyes sparkled with mirth. “Many, in fact.”
“Jongleur!” bellowed a mercenary in a boiled leather breastplate and dirty furs. “More music, I say, more music!” The crowd took up the cry. The assembled freebooters roared for music.
“Ah, duty calls,” said Mattias. “I must say, it was a pleasure speaking with you. It is good to know that someone survived the carnage at Deep Creek.”
“You as well,” said Gerald. Mazael nodded.
Mattias Comorian hopped back onto the stage and strummed the strings of his harp. “Let us make merry, my friends, for the past is gone and the future is dark, and all we have is today!” He pointed into the crowd. “You sir, you have a drum, and you, yes, you with the lute. Come up here, my friends, and let us make music for dancing!” The two men climbed onto the stage. Men shoved aside tables and chairs to make room. Mazael saw a good number of peasant girls from the local farms. The girls eyed the mercenaries, the mercenaries eyed the girls, and Mazael supposed that many of the girls would lose their virtue tonight in the grass behind the inn or in the hay of the stables. He hoped they stayed away from his horses.
Mattias and his conscripted musicians struck up a lively tune. The drunken mercenaries and the farm girls began to dance. Gerald looked intrigued, to Mazael's surprise. The pious knight rarely enjoyed himself. Perhaps tonight would become a first.
“I say, Mazael, I believe I will indulge,” said Gerald. He stood and frowned. “Aren’t you coming?”
Mazael waved a hand at him. “Go. I think I will retire early.”
Gerald laughed. “You’re joking. You were so eager to find a whore earlier. You might not need to. That girl, the one with the brown eyes? She has been staring at you since she came in.”
“Maybe later,” said Mazael. Gerald shrugged and joined the dance, Wesson following his master.
Mazael finished his ale and felt the drink warm his insides. For a moment he considered joining the dance, perhaps finding a willing girl for later, but brushed the notion aside. He felt tired and sick. Maybe the food had been bad. If so, the innkeeper would regret it.
Mazael climbed the stairs, leaving the dance behind, and pushed open the door to their room. Wesson had piled their armor and supplies in the corner, and a single narrow bed rested under the window.
He shut the door behind him, undid his sword belt, and claimed the bed. Gerald and Wesson could have the floor.
“See, Gerald?” he muttered. “You’re right. There are rewards for virtue. I get the bed and you don’t.”
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