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            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      The hoof dug at the ground, splashing mud as the great horse tensed, eager to commence its charge. Ahead stood the official, holding a pennant on high, ready to signal the start. The flag came down, spurs dug in, and sixteen hundred pounds of warhorse sprang forward, pushing its rider back in the saddle. Hooves thundered as the beast tore down the field, throwing clumps of dirt and grass into the air in its wake.

      The knight lowered his lance, placing it to the left of his horse's head, straining to keep it level as he closed in on his enemy. Then came the moment of impact, a shattering of wood as lance struck shield and splinters exploded.

      The knight felt himself driven backward with the force, but his saddle held him in place, preventing a fall. His opponent, however, was knocked from his horse and crashed to the ground where he lay, unmoving. Men rushed forward, huddling around the unfortunate soul, the crowd falling into a hush. Moments later, the unhorsed knight was hoisted onto a litter and managed a wave, eliciting a cheer from the onlookers.

      His warhorse, free of its rider's weight, galloped away, only slowing as it approached the end of the lists.

      

      Ludwig Altenburg watched as the great horse come to a halt, its breath steaming in the chilly morning air. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”

      “Magnificent?” said Kurt. “A man was nearly killed! I’d hardly call that something to celebrate.”

      Ludwig frowned. The swordmaster was particularly gloomy this morning. “Come now,” the younger man continued, “you must admit it’s a test of courage if nothing else.”

      “Courage? More like stupidity.”

      “Nevertheless, it’s the very reason we came to Torburg.”

      “We came here to seek employment with the duke," admonished Kurt, "not to watch men almost kill each other.”

      “How better to gain his attention than by winning the joust?”

      “Winning? You’ve never jousted in your life.”

      Ludwig summoned up all the bravado his twenty-six years could muster. “How hard can it be?”
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        Cast of Characters:

        Nobility of Erlingen:

        Duke of Erlingen - Deiter Heinrich

        Baron of Anshlag - Hurst Radler

        Baron of Galmund - Helmer Becken

        Baron of Grozen - Kruger Prochnow

        Baron of Lieswel - Killian  Bockler

        Baron of Mulsingen - Gebhard Stein

        Baron of Zurkirk - Anwald Kesselman

        Baron of Rosenbruck - Rengard Pasche

        Baron of Regnitz - Wulfram Haas

        Baron of Hutfeld - Marten Drachmann

        Baron of Salzing - Augustus Strappe

        Baron of Adelwel - Ewald Beck

        Baron of Chermingen - Baldwin Classen

      

        

      
        Grim Defenders

        Baldric - Mercenary sergeant, reputation as a hothead

        Cynthia ‘Cyn’ Hoffman - Female mercenary sergeant

        Dorkin - Mercenary, cook

        Emile - Mercenary, brother to Quentin

        Kerwain - Mercenary

        Odo - Mercenary

        Quentin - Mercenary, brother to Emile

        Sigwulf ‘Siggy’ Marhaven - Mercenary sergeant

        Ludwig Altenburg - Son of Lord Frederick Altenburg, Baron of Verfeld

        Waldemar Ecke - Captain

      

        

      
        Baron of Regnitz’s Men:

        Arturo - Foot soldier

        Horst - Soldier

        Krebbs - Sergeant

        Lothar Haas(Deceased) - Older brother to Lord Wulfram Haas

        Rosalyn Haas - Daughter of Lord Wolfram Haas,

        Simmons - Archer

        Wahlman - Footman

      

        

      
        Baron of Mulsingen’s men:

        Gerrit Hahn - Soldier

        Gottfried Jager - Siege expert

        Hagan Stein - Son of Lord Gebhard Stein

        Karl Dornhuffer - Soldier

        Velton - Soldier

        Beornoth - Therengian soldier

        Linden Herzog - Earth Mage

      

        

      
        Knights:

        Galrath of Paledon - Knight in service of the Duke of Erlingen

        Haren - Knight in tournament at Toburg

        Hendrick of Corburg - Knight in tournament at Toburg

        Ludwig Alwise of Garmund - False name used by Ludwig Altenburg

        Nathan of Feldmarch - Knight in tournament at Toburg

      

        

      
        Others:

        Adler Bonn - Spice merchant and former employer of Dorkin

        Albrecht Hoffman(Deceased) - Captain of Crossed Swords. Cyn’s father

        Allard(Deceased) - Poet and philosopher from long ago.

        Berthold Altenburg - Stepbrother to Ludwig

        Brother Vernan - Lay brother of Saint Mathew

        Charlaine deShandria -Master Smith, past lover of Ludwig

        Demos - From the book, Honour to the Brave

        Ebert (Deceased)- King of Deisenbach

        Frederick Altenburg - Baron of Verfeld Ludwig’s father

        Kasper Piltz - Baron of Verfeld's right-hand man

        Konrad III -King of Ulrichen

        Kurt Wasser - Master swordsman, Ludwig’s past sparring partner

        Marroch(Deceased) - Poet and philosopher from long ago

        Millie - Server at the Hammer

        Otto - King of Hadenfeld

        Rossdale - Lord from Ulrichen

        Volkard - King of Andover

      

      

      
        
        Places:

        Petty Kingdoms:

        Abelard - Kingdom on the northern coast

        Andover - Kingdom north of Erlingen

        Braymoor - Kingdom on northern coast

        Deisenbach -  Northern border of Hadenfeld

        Erlingen - Duchy ruled  by Lord Deiter Heinrich

        Eversham - Far to the west

        Hadenfeld - Ruled by King Otto

        Marston - On the western border

        Neuhafen - Broke off  from Hadenfeld

        Novarsk - Far to the east

        Reinwick - On the northern sea

        Talyria - On the western border

        Ulrichen - Borders on Erlingen

        Zowenbruch - Borders on Erlingen

      

        

      
        Cities & Towns:

        Eidenburg - In Duchy of Talstadt

        Halmund -  In the Kingdom of Novarsk

        Harlingen - Capital of Hadenfeld

        Krosnicht - In Abelard

        Lieswel - In Erlingen

        Lonkirk - In Eversham

        Paledon - In Talyria

        Rosenbruck - In the kingdom of Zowenbruch

        Kurslingen - Capital of Zowenbruch

        Torburg - Capital of Erlingen

        Walgarten - City the Crossed Swords once found themselves in

        Verfeld - Barony in Kingdom of Hadenfeld, home to Ludwig

      

      

      
        
        Items of Note:

        Blades of Vengeance - Mercenary company in the Duchy of Erlingen

        Ferengeld Saga - Story of a knight who travels about righting wrongs

        Grim Defenders - Mercenary company

        The Crossed Swords - Defunct mercenary company

        Honour to the Brave - Book

        Knight of the Sceptre - Knightly Order in the Duchy of Erlingen

        The Book of Mathew - Religious book

        Therengia - An ancient Kingdom now defunct
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      The hoof dug at the ground, splashing mud as the great horse tensed, eager to commence its charge. Ahead stood the official, holding a pennant on high, ready to signal the start. The flag came down, spurs dug in, and sixteen hundred pounds of warhorse sprang forward, pushing its rider back in the saddle. Hooves thundered as the beast tore down the field, throwing clumps of dirt and grass into the air in its wake.

      The knight lowered his lance, placing it to the left of his horse's head, straining to keep it level as he closed in on his enemy. Then came the moment of impact, a shattering of wood as lance struck shield and splinters exploded.

      The knight felt himself driven backward with the force, but his saddle held him in place, preventing a fall. His opponent, however, was knocked from his horse and crashed to the ground where he lay, unmoving. Men rushed forward, huddling around the unfortunate soul, the crowd falling into a hush. Moments later, the unhorsed knight was hoisted onto a litter and managed a wave, eliciting a cheer from the onlookers.

      His warhorse, free of its rider's weight, galloped away, only slowing as it approached the end of the lists.

      

      Ludwig Altenburg watched as the great horse come to a halt, its breath steaming in the chilly morning air. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”

      “Magnificent?” said Kurt. “A man was nearly killed! I’d hardly call that something to celebrate.”

      Ludwig frowned. The swordmaster was particularly gloomy this morning. “Come now,” the younger man continued, “you must admit it’s a test of courage if nothing else.”

      “Courage? More like stupidity.”

      “Nevertheless, it’s the very reason we came to Torburg.”

      “We came here to seek employment with the duke," admonished Kurt, "not to watch men almost kill each other.”

      “How better to gain his attention than by winning the joust?”

      “Winning? You’ve never jousted in your life.”

      Ludwig summoned up all the bravado his twenty-six years could muster. “How hard can it be? You know how well I can ride.”

      “Riding is one thing,” said Kurt, “but using a lance is a far cry from fighting a duel.”

      “Nonsense. It merely complicates the matter by adding a horse.”

      Kurt grabbed his arm, causing the younger man to turn towards him. “I’m serious, Ludwig. If you go out there, you’re likely to get yourself killed.”

      “You’ve been training me for years. Do you now doubt the usefulness of your own lessons?”

      “I trained you to fight on foot, not mounted. There’s also the matter of your armour.”

      “I have plate armour, not to mention one of the finest warhorses you can buy. You saw to that.”

      Clearly Kurt was upset, but the man took a deep breath, lowering his voice. “You were the one who decided it was time to leave home. All I did was facilitate that by getting your gear together.”

      Ludwig smiled. “Then consider it fate.”

      “Fate?”

      “Yes, think of it. We leave Verfeld Keep with horses and armour, and what do we stumble across? A tournament, no less. Surely the Saints are looking out for us?”

      Kurt shook his head. “Fate had nothing to do with it. Tourneys are a common enough sight in these lands, so it was inevitable we should cross paths with one eventually.”

      “Look,” said Ludwig. “If we're to make a living as soldiers, we must find a sponsor. What better way of doing that than by making a name for ourselves here, in the joust?”

      “You don’t understand the dangers. I’ve seen my fair share of these competitions in my lifetime, and someone always gets injured. Go in there unprepared, and you may end up crippled for life.”

      “I am NOT unprepared. I have, in fact, been paying close attention to the combatants.”

      “And you believe that’s enough to keep you safe?” said Kurt.

      “My armour will protect me.”

      “That armour is meant to protect you in battle, not a headlong charge into a lance.”

      “But the lances here are made to break,” Ludwig persisted. “Can you not see that? Come, let’s go and get me registered, then I’ll show you just how superior your training has been.”

      He moved off, forcing the slightly older Kurt to jog in order to catch up. They pushed their way through the crowd as another pair of knights took up their positions.

      “Ludwig, wait,” begged Kurt. “Surely you can’t register now? They’ve already started.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. These are only practice jousts. The real competition doesn’t begin until tomorrow.”

      “How can you possibly know that?”

      “By listening to the crowd. You’d be amazed at what you can learn if you let your ears have free rein.”

      Ludwig led them towards a tent that was bedecked with flags. Entering, he discovered a well-appointed interior where an older man, dressed in fine clothes, sat in a folding chair, sipping wine as he perused a parchment. At Ludwig’s entrance, he looked up.

      “Something I can do for you?” the older man asked.

      “I’m here to register for the joust.”

      “Are you, now?” the man replied. “And what name do you go by?”

      “Ludwig…” His voice trailed off as he realized his predicament. If he were to reveal his family name, word might get back to his father, a circumstance he would find most unfortunate. He struggled to come up with a solution, then finally spat out his answer. “Alwise, Ludwig Alwise of Garmund.”

      The registrar looked at him with some amusement. “Garmund? I don’t believe I’ve heard of it.”

      “It lies far to the southeast,” added Kurt, “on the way to Corassus.”

      “Yes, of course.” The man looked eager to hide his ignorance. Setting down his parchment, he then stood, moving to a small table nearby littered with papers, and selected one which was more ornate than the others. With a smile at his success, he moved once more to grab a quill and ink.

      Dipping the tip in, he made ready to write, pausing a moment to look this newcomer in the eye. “I assume you have the proper equipment?”

      “I do,” said Ludwig.

      The man began writing with a steady hand. Ludwig waited patiently while his name was placed on the list.

      “There we are. You're now officially registered. All that remains is the matter of your fee.”

      Ludwig felt a knot in his stomach. “Fee?”

      “Yes, the funds required to gain entry. A trifling amount, to be sure, but we can’t have any old commoner trying to make a name for themselves, now, can we?”

      “No, of course not. How much is it?”

      “Fifty crowns.”

      Ludwig looked at Kurt, but all he received was a shake of the head.

      “Of course,” said the man, “if it’s too much…”

      “No, not at all.” Ludwig withdrew a bulky purse and spilled some coins onto the table, counting out the amount as he went. His task complete, he returned the excess crowns to his purse, then tucked it away.

      The registrar scooped up the coins and moved over to a strongbox, taking a moment to undo the padlock and place the coins within. Once done, he turned to face his guest.

      “You’re all set, Sir Ludwig Alwise of Garmund.”

      Ludwig was unsure of how to proceed. “When do I start?”

      The older man chuckled. “My guess is that this is your first tourney?”

      “It is, or rather it’s my first as a contestant.”

      “Well, your initial match won’t be until the morrow. In the meantime, you might want to set up your pavilion.”

      “Pavilion?”

      “Yes, your tent, man. Surely you brought one?”

      “Of course,” replied Ludwig, the lie coming easily to his lips. “Where do I set up?”

      “As you leave, turn right. You’ll see the area easily enough. You can’t miss the pennants.”

      “Thank you,” said Ludwig, who then turned abruptly and left the tent, leaving his companion scrambling to catch up.

      “Was that wise?” asked Kurt. “That was a good portion of what we had left.”

      Ludwig waved away the matter. “It’s coins well spent. Now, we must find ourselves a tent if we are to keep up appearances.”

      Kurt grabbed his arm. “And use up what little we have left? Are you mad?”

      The young lord reddened. “I know what I’m doing,” he insisted.

      “Do you? You could have fooled me. I went to great lengths to help you escape the clutches of your father. I beg you, don’t throw it all away by wasting what little we have remaining.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve thought this through quite carefully. If we are to win the attention of the duke, we must appear successful. We can’t easily do that if we’re living a pauper’s life.”

      “Have you no head for finance?”

      “Of course I do,” said Ludwig. “I helped collect taxes from my father’s tenants.”

      “That’s a far cry from understanding the concept of frugalness.”

      “You worry too much.”

      “And you, too little. How are we to feed ourselves?”

      “Don’t worry,” said Ludwig. “The rewards will far exceed the cost of the enterprise.”

      They wandered down towards the line of pavilions, each decorated with coloured standards, displaying the coats of arms or symbols of the knights within.

      Those closest to the registration tent were more ornate, some as large as a small house. As they made their way down the line, however, the tents became plainer, many showing signs of prolonged use and ill-repair.

      “It appears not all knights are successful,” noted Kurt. He turned when Ludwig failed to reply, only to spot him some distance back where a knight sat in front of a tent, his feet resting on a footstool while he oiled his sword. Ludwig, fascinated by the scene, had stopped to take it all in.

      Kurt jogged back to join his comrade.

      “What do you think?” asked Ludwig.

      “Of what?” said Kurt. “His pavilion?”

      “No, the man.”

      Kurt shrugged. “He’s a knight. What of it?”

      Ludwig failed to answer his question, instead stepping closer.

      “Good day,” he said. “I am Sir Ludwig of Garmund.”

      The knight looked up at him, shielding his eyes against the early morning sun. “Greetings, Sir Knight, my name is Sir Galrath.”

      Ludwig looked at Kurt, but he only shrugged. The younger man turned his attention back to the knight seated before him. “Are you registered for the joust?” he asked.

      “I am,” Sir Galrath replied. “Is this your first tourney?”

      “It is,” Ludwig confessed, “and I must admit to being a little overwhelmed.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “Have you competed much?”

      “Indeed. My participation here in Torburg will mark my sixteenth tournament in five years. My experience has made me a wealthy man.”

      “Whom do you serve?” asked Ludwig.

      “I am sworn to the service of the Duke of Erlingen.”

      “And yet, if I’m not mistaken, you don’t display his colours?”

      The knight chuckled. “The duke does not wish to be represented in the games he oversees. It might be seen as trying to influence the judges.”

      “Does the duke employ many such men as yourself?”

      “A fair number, although I daresay there are few here this day.”

      “Why do you suppose that is?” asked Ludwig. “Do they not seek to gain honour in the tourney?”

      “Honour?” said Sir Galrath. “Yes, I suppose that’s one way to look at it. On the other hand, maybe they don’t want to risk their lives on such things.”

      “Are you saying they’re cowards?”

      The knight looked him squarely in the eyes. “If I were you, I would guard my tongue. It would not go well for you to spread such false accusations. Someone may take offence and demand to settle the matter once and for all.”

      “A duel? I would welcome it.”

      “Then you are a fool, my young friend.”

      Ludwig’s back stiffened. “I take offence at that, sir. Will you retract your words?”

      Sir Galrath shook his head. “I meant nothing by the remark, Sir Ludwig. I merely wished to indicate that tournaments are not for everyone.” He rolled up the sleeve of his tunic, showing off a long scar. “See this? I got it from the tip of a lance. The thing punched clean through my vambrace, and I was lucky not to lose the entire arm.”

      “And so your wounds have made you more cautious?”

      The knight refused to be drawn into the conversation. “I can see you think quite a lot of yourself. I hope the confidence is warranted.”

      “It is,” assured Ludwig. “Allow me to name Kurt Wasser.” He indicated his companion with a wave of his hand.

      Kurt bowed. “An honour, Sir Galrath.”

      “The honour is mine, sir.”

      “Perhaps,” offered Ludwig, “we shall meet on the field of honour.”

      Sir Galrath rose, moving to stand before the young man. He eyed him up and down, then finally offered his hand in friendship. “I shall look forward to it.”

      “Might I ask who you’re competing against in the first round?”

      “I don’t know,” replied the knight. “At this point, none of us do. Come morning, though, it’ll be an entirely different story.”

      “Morning?”

      “Yes, that’s when they post the schedule. The jousting is done in rounds. Defeat your opponent, and move on.”

      “And if you lose?” asked Kurt.

      “Then you forfeit your horse and armour.”

      Ludwig turned pale but soon recovered. “Is this always the way?”

      “Of course,” said Sir Galrath, “although a knight may always pay out his ransom in coin.”

      “I thank you for the lesson, sir, but I fear we must be on our way.”

      “If you must. I shall look for you on the field.”

      “As will I,” said Ludwig, turning abruptly and almost colliding with Kurt. He took a moment to recover, then strode off with purpose.

      Kurt followed after him, calling out as he went. “Ludwig, for Saint’s sake, man, slow down. This isn’t a race!”

      “I must find a tent.”

      “Have we enough for that?”

      “I told you, we’re fine,” said Ludwig.

      “So you say, but I’d feel a little more secure if you'd let me deal with our finances.”

      “Must I remind you again that I am the son of a baron?”

      “I’m well aware of that,” said Kurt, “but you’re no baron’s son now. You chose to run away, remember?”

      "Which makes it all the more imperative we make a favourable impression with the duke. We can’t do that without a pavilion.”

      “And you expect to find one here?”

      “Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

      “Do you? I have my doubts.”

      “There.” Ludwig pointed. “You see?”

      Kurt swivelled his gaze. A young man, not even twenty years of age, was folding up a worn-looking canvas while all around him were tent poles and rope. They moved closer until the youth was within hailing distance.

      “Excuse me,” called out Ludwig.

      The youth looked up from his work, tracks of tears evident on his face. “Yes?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “It is indeed,” the young man replied. “My master, Sir Haren, was killed this very morning while he practiced for the joust.”

      “I’m sorry to hear of it,” said Ludwig. “May I enquire as to the manner of his death?”

      “He was knocked from the saddle and broke his neck in the fall.”

      “Didn't he have a helmet?”

      “He did, but it helped him not. The body is a frail thing, even when encased in steel, and my master was not well-armoured.”

      “I take it you’ll return home?”

      “Home? I have no home, nor did my master. He left there long ago, vowing never to return. For the last ten years, he has been travelling the circuit, earning a living off his martial prowess.”

      “See?” said Ludwig. “I told you it was possible.”

      Kurt frowned. “This pavilion is not that of a successful man,” he warned.

      “It is not,” agreed the youth, “but it's all I have left.”

      “What will you do?” asked Ludwig.

      “The only thing I can do—sell this off and seek employment elsewhere.”

      Ludwig smiled. “Then perhaps fate has brought me to you. How much for this?” He waved his hand, encompassing the campsite.

      “Which?” asked the youth. “The pavilion?”

      “All of it.”

      The young man smiled. “Make me an offer.”

      “Would fifty crowns suffice?”

      Kurt covered his eyes, unable to watch the disaster unfolding before him, yet powerless to prevent it.

      “More than sufficient,” said the youth.

      Ludwig found a dry section of canvas and dumped out his purse, counting out the coins. Satisfied, he threw down the purse itself and withdrew five crowns, leaving the rest for his purchase.

      The young man scooped the pile up eagerly, filling the purse once more and running off in the direction of the Hammer.

      “It looks like we now have a pavilion,” Ludwig said with a smile.

      “We do,” admitted Kurt, “but we have little left in the way of coins. Five crowns, was it?”

      “Come now, it’s not all bad news. I’ll win this back in no time. Now, let’s get this pavilion put up, and then go and fetch the horses. There’s no sense in paying for another night at the inn."

      Kurt moved closer to the pile of canvas, walking around it, trying to make sense of it all.

      “Well,” he said at last, “we have plenty of rope, and those would appear to be tent poles. How, exactly, does this thing go together?”

      “I have no idea,” said Ludwig, “but how hard can it be?”
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      A drop of water struck his face, and Ludwig opened his eyes. Above him sagged the top of the pavilion, weighed down by the accumulated rain. He sat up on his straw pallet and rubbed his eyes, trying to banish the fatigue. The sound of ripping fabric greeted his ears, and he looked up right as the top of the tent gave way, releasing a torrent of water.

      Kurt, who was on the other side of the pavilion, woke with a start. The sight of Ludwig’s indignation at being drenched was too much for him to bear, and he burst out laughing.

      “It's not funny!” shouted Ludwig.

      “Oh, yes it is!” roared his companion. “You look like a drowned rat.”

      Ludwig stood, shaking the water from his hair. It was a brisk morning, cold enough to see one's breath, and the water had been frigid. Digging through his meagre belongings, he pulled forth a dry shirt and donned it quickly.

      From outside drifted the sound of a herald making his way through the camp, calling the participants to gather at the registration tent.

      “Looks like I’d better hurry,” said Ludwig. “It sounds as if things are starting.”

      Kurt, who had also risen, was less enthusiastic. “Don’t do this, Ludwig.”

      “What, joust? I told you, I know what I’m doing.”

      “No you don’t," insisted Kurt. "You could get yourself killed.”

      Ludwig, who was already in a foul mood, quickly turned on the man. “I know what I’m doing!”

      “Don’t be a fool, Ludwig. You’ve never fought from horseback, or even held a lance, and you expect to win?”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. You’re not my father!”

      “No, I’m not. I’m your friend, and I’m trying to help you.”

      Ludwig felt his rage building, yet he was unwilling to contain it. “You can help me by staying out of my business.”

      “This competition will be the death of you, Ludwig. I want no part of it.”

      “Then leave! No one’s stopping you.”

      Kurt stared back, stunned by the words. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Don’t I?” Ludwig took a deep breath, trying to calm himself, but he was furious. He snapped up his tunic, pulling it over his shirt.

      “I’m going to find out who I’m fighting,” he grumbled. "You’d best be gone by the time I return.” Ludwig immediately regretted his words but refused to back down.

      “And don’t darken my presence again,” he shouted over his shoulder as he stormed out of the tent, a blast of cold wind doing little to cool his temper. He stomped past the horses tethered outside on his way towards the registration tent.

      A group of knights was gathered here, talking in low tones as they waited. Ludwig’s arrival was marked by little more than a cursory glance when he took his place amongst the others, cursing the temperature under his breath while he shivered.

      It felt like an eternity passed before the official finally emerged, along with a young lad holding a small pot, and a clerk, carefully balancing a portable table on which rested quill, ink, and parchment. The official lifted his arms to get everyone's attention, and the crowd fell silent.

      “I am here this day to draw names for the joust,” he announced, “but before I do, I shall go over the rules, few as they are. Combatants will make up to three passes each round, the victor being the individual who accumulates the most points. Any hit with a lance nets one point, whilst breaking said lance is worth two. If you should manage to unhorse your opponent, three points shall be granted. The competition will immediately cease should either person reach five points. Otherwise, the greatest accumulation of points will advance to the next round.”

      “What of a tie?” someone called out.

      The official smiled, warming to the task. “In such a case, additional passes will be run until such time as one combatant gains more points than his opponent. Once all knights have completed their initial rounds, new opponents will be assigned.”

      “What of ransom?” called out Sir Hendrick.

      “Short on funds, are we?” said the official. The knights all laughed, but Ludwig felt sweat begin to break out on his brow.

      “The usual rules will apply,” the man continued. “Now, shall we proceed with the draw?” Nods of encouragement soon convinced him to continue.

      “Each knight’s name has been placed in this pot. I will now draw them, two at a time, to determine whom each of you must face in the first elimination round.”

      He looked at the clerk who, having set down the small table, had taken up the quill and was waiting to record the results. With a nod, the official began the process.

      “The first match will be between Sir Hendrick of Corburg and Sir Nathan of Feldmarch.”

      Congratulations were offered from the rest of the competitors, then all eyes once again returned to the official. The man dipped his hand into the pot once more, pulling forth another pair of names. “The next match will be”—he paused as he read the name—“Sir Ludwig of Garmund, who faces Sir Galrath of Paledon.”

      “Who?” called out Sir Hendrick.

      “Sir Galrath of Paledon,” replied the official.

      “We all know Sir Galrath, but who is this Sir Ludwig of which you speak?”

      “That’s me,” piped up Ludwig. He held up his arm to make his presence known.

      The crowd parted, and Sir Galrath came into view. The large knight looked him up and down in a dismissive manner. “Oh,” he finally said, “it’s you.”

      “We met yesterday,” said Ludwig.

      “So we did, but I’d forgotten your name.”

      Ludwig felt slighted, and his ears began to burn. Did this man intend to insult him?

      “I shall look forward to thoroughly trouncing you,” the knight continued.

      “It is I who shall trounce you, sir!” countered Ludwig.

      Galrath smiled, evidently pleased with the response. Ludwig was ready to continue the debate, but his opponent simply turned, facing forward once more as the official continued. Ludwig fumed, letting the anger build within. It wasn’t until they neared the end of the announcements that he resolved to take more immediate action.

      The crowd began to thin as most knights returned to their tents to prepare themselves, but Ludwig sought out Sir Galrath. The man was chatting amiably to Sir Hendrick when Ludwig interrupted.

      “You owe me an apology, sir!”

      The older knight turned to him in surprise, a hint of amusement on his face as he saw his accuser.

      “Well?” demanded Ludwig.

      “Well, what?” said Galrath.

      “Will you apologize for your slight?”

      The knight glanced at his companion, who offered a wry smile of his own. Hendrick provided his own observation. “Apparently our friend here is unfamiliar with the etiquette of the tourney.”

      “Ah,” said Galrath, “the passion of youth. Well do I remember it.”

      “Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here,” demanded Ludwig.

      “My dear fellow,” continued the knight, “I can assure you I bear you no ill will.”

      “In spite of that, you insult me to my face.”

      “It's naught but friendly banter meant to harden your resolve, common enough at events such as this. You must take no offence.”

      Ludwig felt his face turn crimson. Was this man mocking him, or had he truly misread his intentions? It was so hard to tell.

      “In any case,” continued Sir Galrath, “we must both prepare for the joust. You’d best go don your armour and get your horse saddled.”

      “But we are second up,” said Ludwig, struggling with what to say.

      The knight chuckled. “You are young, my friend, and inexperienced in such things, so I will forgive your ignorance. A round of jousting is short, seldom lasting more than two or three passes. If you are not ready when your name is called, you will forfeit your placement, and your opponent will advance without challenge. While that might suit some, it does not sit well with me. I prefer to earn my spot at the top, not be handed it by someone's lack of preparedness. Now off with you, and we shall settle our differences later, at the joust.”

      Sir Galrath turned his back on Ludwig, continuing his discussion with Sir Hendrick. Ludwig felt his pulse quicken but wheeled around, stomping off to his pavilion to prepare.

      By the time he got to his tent, his temper had fled, to be replaced by a sense of worry, even fear, although this he fought to control. He wanted to talk to Kurt, but as he rounded the pavilion, only his own horse remained.

      Ludwig looked around, desperate to find his friend, but it was useless; he had long since fled. Once inside, he realized with a shock that he had no one to help him armour up. How then was he to dress for battle? It was one thing to put on a tunic, quite another to actually don armour. He stepped back outside, casting his eyes about to see the other knights already dressing, helped by their squires. Ludwig cursed himself for his selfishness. If he hadn’t lost his temper, he wouldn’t be in this mess.

      A man in the brown cassock of Saint Mathew wandered through the tents, offering prayers as the knights readied themselves. He halted before Ludwig. “Is something wrong, Sir Knight?”

      “Yes,” the young man replied, “I need help getting into my armour. My helper appears to have run off.”

      “Could I be of assistance?”

      “Are you a Temple Knight?”

      “Saints, no. I am but a humble lay brother.”

      “Then I doubt you can help.”

      “On the contrary, I have two older brothers who took up the lance. I am more than familiar with the armour of knights. Would you accept my aid?”

      Ludwig nodded. “Aye, for I have little choice. My name is Ludwig.”

      “Of Garmund?”

      “You know of me?”

      “I was reading over the list of competitors just now, and I saw your name. Mine is Brother Vernan.”

      “Very well, Brother Vernan. Shall we step inside?”

      “By all means, Sir Knight.”

      “Please, call me Ludwig.”

      Inside the tent, Ludwig began spreading out his armour.

      “You’ll want to start with the doublet,” said the Holy Man, “although this one appears a little the worse for wear.” He held it up, examining the cuts and tears.

      “I used it when practicing,” explained Ludwig. “I’m afraid I left home before I had a chance to have repairs made.”

      “It matters little. After all, your armour will be worn overtop." He held it as Ludwig slipped his arms into the sleeves and began tying it up.

      “So how is it,” said the young lord, “that you ended up joining the Church?”

      “My father was a knight, as were my two older brothers, but I was never one for fighting, enjoying the simple pleasures of education and intellect instead. It was only natural that I should join the Church. What of you? Did you leave home in somewhat of a hurry? Of course, if you prefer not to talk of it, I shall understand.”

      “No, it’s all right. I left home over a disagreement with my father. It concerned a woman.”

      “As it so often does,” said Brother Vernan. “Might I enquire if she is still with you?”

      “She is not,” said Ludwig, his cheeks blushing. “She joined the Church. The last I heard, she had left for Eidenburg.”

      “So she is to be a Temple Knight?”

      “A Temple Knight?”

      “Yes, that’s where they train them, you know.”

      Ludwig grinned. “That makes perfect sense, now that I think of it. I remember asking her once what she would do if she hadn’t been a smith.”

      “Your lady friend was a smith?”

      “Yes,” said Ludwig. “Why? Does that surprise you?”

      “Women smiths are few amongst the Petty Kingdoms. From whence did she hail?”

      “She’s a Calabrian.”

      “Ah, well, that explains a lot.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Merely that they have different traditions. Will you see her again, do you think?”

      “No,” said Ludwig, “my father saw to that.” He suddenly looked at the Holy Brother with fear in his eyes. “You won’t repeat any of this to anyone, will you? I don’t want word getting back to him.”

      “Of course not,” said Brother Vernan. “You have my word on it. Speak freely, Sir Knight, and lessen the burden on your soul.” He lifted the breastplate, placing the shoulder straps to either side of Ludwig’s head, then began buckling it to the backplate.

      “I presume your father had some influence,” the man continued.

      “He’s a baron,” confessed Ludwig, “and I, his only son.”

      “I imagine he feels your loss keenly.”

      “Which is why no word of this should reach other ears. I’m sure he’d send people after me if he knew I was here.”

      “I gather you are still in love with this woman you mentioned.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “No, but then again, I have a keen insight into such matters. You’d be surprised how devastating lost love can be. What makes you think you’ll never see her again?”

      “One of the conditions of her joining the Church was she be sent far from home. She’s probably hundreds of miles away by now.”

      “Perhaps fate may one day bring her back to you.”

      “I must say you surprise me,” said Ludwig. “I thought Holy Men such as yourself believed such relationships to be beneath them.”

      “We take an oath of celibacy,” said Brother Vernan, “but that does not mean we insist others do the same.”

      “And the Temple of Saint Agnes?”

      The Holy Man chuckled. “Unlike the other orders of Temple Knights, the sisters of the order are free to leave at any time.” He reached down, picking up some leg armour. “The greaves next, I should think.”

      Ludwig waited as the armour was strapped on, his mind racing with the implications. “You say they can leave?”

      “Yes, though it's not a common occurrence. When are you competing?”

      “My match is the second of the day.”

      “Then we’d best hurry. Let’s get the rest of this armour on, shall we? We still have to prepare your horse.”

      Ludwig took a moment to place his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Thank you, Brother Vernan.”

      “For what?”

      “For offering me solace in my time of need. I’m afraid I have been a bit ungracious of late.”

      Brother Vernan smiled. “I do the Saint's work. It is he to whom you must give thanks.”

      

      A little while later, Ludwig sat atop his horse, his plate armour dull in the overcast sun. He glanced down to where several wooden lances lay.

      “How am I to carry all of those?”

      “Fear not,” said Brother Vernan. “I should be honoured to act as your squire this day.”

      “Are you sure?” said Ludwig. “Isn’t that breaking an oath or something?”

      “Not at all. I am forbidden to compete in the tournament, but nothing says I cannot assist a competitor. Now come, I shall gather up your spare lances, and we'll proceed to the field of honour.”

      They began making their way through the lines of pavilions to the tournament field.

      “Is this your first competition?” asked Brother Vernan.

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “It was merely an observation. I sense you are unfamiliar with such things.”

      “Verfeld was far too small to host such an event, and my father refused to let me travel. I have, however, read extensively on the subject.”

      “You read?” said Brother Vernan.

      “Yes, why? Does that surprise you?”

      “I suppose it shouldn’t, but I know of many knights who eschew the written word, refusing to learn even the basics of literacy.”

      “But don't they wish to advance amongst the ranks of nobility?” asked Ludwig.

      “Not all do. Many knights are perfectly comfortable with their role in society.”

      “But didn’t all the knights register for this event?”

      “They did,” replied the Holy Brother, “but unless I miss my guess, it was the registrar who filled in their names.”

      Ludwig looked around. From his position atop his horse, he had a clear view of the neat rows of tents. At least a dozen knights were in easy sight, each preparing for the coming tournament in their own way. “So you’re saying that most of these men are illiterate?”

      “I’m afraid so," said Brother Vernan, "though, I would, of course, refuse to name names.”

      “You mentioned you had two brothers who were knights. Are they here today?”

      “No, although both are in service to the Duke of Erlingen. The eldest dislikes these spectacles, whilst I fear my other brother prefers pursuits of a different kind.”

      “Women?” suggested Ludwig.

      “Precisely. A vice, I am told, that is fairly common amongst the lesser nobility.”

      “Lesser?”

      “Yes, knights, barons, and baronets. It is not a term often used in speech, but in written form, it's pretty common.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “There are certain social differences. The higher ranks of nobility typically have marriages that have been arranged many years before a child matures. The lesser ranks, on the other hand, struggle to find suitable matches. Knights, of course, aren’t hereditary, nor are baronets.”

      “Barons are, though,” said Ludwig.

      “That’s true, yet on average, few rise to higher positions within society. Here in Erlingen, for example, they often spend more time at each other's throats than seeking advancement.”

      “Why?”

      “A baron is trapped between his obligations to those above him and the management of those beneath.”

      “Surely that’s true of all nobles.”

      “To a certain extent, yes,” said Brother Vernan, “but those of higher status often have more people to rely on for the day-to-day operations. How was it for your father?”

      Ludwig grunted. “Much as you’ve described, if I’m being honest. That’s one of the reasons I left home.”

      “I thought it was because of a woman?”

      “Looking back, she was the issue that pushed me over the edge. In any event, it’s all over now.”

      “Yes,” agreed the Holy Brother. “And it appears we are now at the lists. Are you ready to gain fame and glory?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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      Ludwig shifted in the saddle, trying to steel his nerves. His horse, apparently as nervous as he, shuffled its hooves and let out a snort. Before him, Sir Hendrick had managed to knock the unfortunate Sir Nathan from his horse, and now the unlucky knight was on the ground unconscious.

      The spectators, mostly composed of the wealthy, gaped at the scene, eager for news. Ludwig had to wonder if he might end up in such a way, but quickly dismissed the thought. While it was true he was inexperienced in jousting, he had spent years training for combat. Of course, he also considered himself a fine horseman, but despite that, today his mount was proving difficult to control.

      The flock of people around the prone knight grew thicker, and then a couple of them emerged, bearing the fallen warrior away on a litter. The crowd found this highly amusing and applauded their efforts despite the lack of movement on Sir Nathan’s part.

      Sir Hendrick, the other combatant, rode towards Ludwig with his visor up, his face revealing his anguish. “'Twas a bad hit,” he confessed. “I’m afraid my lance was ill-placed, and it struck him low. I fear the wound is mortal.”

      “Have they no Life Mages here?” asked Ludwig.

      Sir Hendrick looked at Brother Vernan with a nod. “The brother would know better than I.” The knight rode off in sorrow.

      Ludwig looked at his temporary squire for an explanation.

      “I myself am a healer,” the man began, “but only in the conventional sense. The art of Life Magic is a rare gift, and those who have it are in high demand amongst the courts of the Continent.”

      Ludwig watched the litter carry the wounded man past him. “And Sir Nathan?”

      “I’m afraid his fate rests with the Saints now.”

      Ludwig was stricken by an image of himself, lying on the ground, dying from blood loss and a broken back. He wanted to cry out about the unfairness of life, but part of him admitted it was his own fault. He had ignored Kurt’s warnings, blustering his way through all his objections. Now he was going to die.

      He scanned the crowd, desperate to find an official to end this madness, but it was too late. A horn sounded, and his opponent, Sir Galrath, trotted onto the field.

      Ludwig swallowed, then urged his mount forward, taking up a position at the opposite end of the field, Brother Vernan at his side. His opponent halted, dipping his head in acknowledgement to the official, then held out his hand. A squire brought forth his helmet, and the great knight donned it, leaving the visor open.

      Ludwig felt his own doom circling above him, yet something inside him made him go through the motions. He took his helmet, placing it on his head, then held out his hands as Galrath was doing. Brother Vernan handed him a lance.

      “Any advice?” Ludwig asked.

      “Aim high,” replied the lay brother. “The tip has a tendency to dip as you strike.

      Ludwig flipped his visor down, then held on for dear life. He now had a lance in his right hand, and a shield and reins in the other, a most awkward situation and one for which he was ill-prepared. Again he cursed himself for his own stupidity.

      An official stepped forward with a small flag raised above his head, holding it still for just a moment, then dramatically sweeping it down.

      Sir Galrath burst into a gallop, surprising Ludwig with the suddenness of his response. Digging in deep with his spurs, Ludwig forced his own horse to rush forward, the ground thundering with the sound of hooves. As Galrath drew closer, Ludwig noticed his foe's lance was aimed straight at him. Cursing, Ludwig realized he had forgotten to lower his own weapon and quickly let it drop into place. The action felt unbalanced, and he struggled to keep his shield steady while at the same time controlling his horse. Then came the moment of impact.

      Ludwig’s lance glanced off Sir Galrath’s arm, but the older knight's weapon struck true, hitting the dead centre of Ludwig's chest. After the impact of the initial punch, the next thing he knew, he was flying through the air, and then his back struck the mud, the wind knocked from him. There he lay for a few moments, struggling for breath. His visor was opened, and he saw Brother Vernan staring down at him, mouthing words.

      Ludwig waited for the ringing in his ears to cease for Brother Vernan’s words to make sense. “Are you all right?” the lay brother was asking.

      “I’m fine. I only had the wind knocked out of me.” He held out his arm, and Brother Vernan took it, helping him to his feet. “My horse?”

      “Someone is fetching it," said the Holy Brother. "Come, let’s get that helmet off your head.”

      Ludwig fumbled with the straps, then removed the helm, shaking his head to clear it. The spectators, appreciative of his efforts, clapped, although he detected little enthusiasm. The official with the flag approached.

      “Are you able to continue?” he asked.

      “I am,” said Ludwig.

      The man turned back to the crowd. “Three points to Sir Galrath,” he announced.

      Ludwig made his way to the end of the field where someone stood by with his horse. He was about to climb into the saddle when Brother Vernan grabbed his arm.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “I’m fine,” Ludwig insisted.

      The Holy Brother peered into his eyes. “You don’t look it.” He raised his hand, pointing to the sky. “Keep your eyes on my finger, but don’t move your head.” He moved his hand from left to right, then back again. “You’re fine,” he announced. “Merely shaken up a bit.”

      Ludwig returned to the saddle, feeling an ache in his back. At the other end, his opponent had removed his helmet and was taking a sip from a chalice. His break complete, he returned the cup, then replaced his helm and pulled down the visor.

      “I shall pray for you,” offered Brother Vernan.

      Ludwig lowered his own visor, then took a new lance offered by the lay brother. The flag was raised once more, and Ludwig held his breath, gripping the lance tightly. As the flag came down, he dug in his spurs, and his horse responded, charging forward. It quickly built up momentum, closing the distance rapidly, but this time he was prepared. Down came his lance, hovering at chest level, his eyes locked on his target.

      He felt his lance strike Sir Galrath's shield, then deflect off to the side. The force of the impact tore the lance from Ludwig’s grip, and he cursed aloud at his misfortune. Sir Galrath’s lance, meanwhile, struck him in the shield, driving Ludwig back in the saddle. This time, however, he managed to keep his seat, but his foe’s weapon splintered, sending shards of wood flying off into the air.

      His horse slowed, and Ludwig turned, pleased with the results. That pleasure soon turned to despair as the herald announced Sir Galrath the winner.

      Ludwig trotted back to Brother Vernan. “I don’t understand.”

      "It’s pretty simple, really,” explained the lay brother. “You were unseated during the initial pass, granting Sir Galrath three points, while you received none.”

      “But I struck him this time.”

      “True, and that netted you a point, but his lance shattered, and that’s worth two, winning him the match.”

      “These rules aren't fair.”

      “That said, you agreed to them when you entered, did you not?”

      Ludwig was crestfallen. “I did.”

      “Then you must learn to be gracious in defeat.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the loser here.”

      “Come now,” said Brother Vernan. “Sir Galrath approaches.”

      Ludwig tore off his helmet and watched as his opponent drew closer.

      “You did well,” said the knight. “Far better than I expected, to be honest.”

      “I suppose you want the ransom now,” said Ludwig, his voice betraying his disappointment.

      “We can discuss that later. You should have someone look you over. You took quite a tumble earlier.”

      “I’m fine,” said Ludwig. “It’ll take more than a fall from the saddle to put me out of action.”

      “I shall seek you out this evening, and we can discuss the matter of your ransom.”

      “I look forward to it,” said Ludwig, though he despised the very thought. “Good day, Sir Knight.”

      “And to you,” said Sir Galrath, trotting off to leave Ludwig and the Holy Brother alone.

      “It is time to part,” said Brother Vernan, “for I must return to my duties, and you must prepare your ransom.”

      “I’m afraid I lack the funds to pay.”

      “Then you shall have to forfeit your goods. It is a matter of honour.”

      “How then am I to feed myself?”

      “It is a question, to be sure. Perhaps you should seek employment with one of the free companies?”

      “What’s a free company?”

      “A band of mercenaries,” replied Brother Vernan. “They’re fairly common in these parts. I expect if you walk around, you’ll find two or three represented here at the tournament.”

      “Do they joust?”

      “Saints, no, they’re commoners. The only thing they can enter is the grand melee or the archery competition. Have you ever taken up the bow?”

      “I can use one,” admitted Ludwig, “but I wouldn’t stand a chance against a professional.”

      “A pity. It might have provided you with some extra coins.”

      “What of this grand melee?”

      “You’d need armour for that, and you just lost yours, remember?”

      Ludwig felt utterly drained of energy. He had been a fool, and now he was paying the price. Having lost his very first tournament, who'd hire him now?

      “Thank you for your assistance, Brother Vernan. It was greatly appreciated.”

      “You’re quite welcome.” He paused a moment, possibly seeing the indecision on Ludwig’s face. “What will you do now?”

      “I shall take my lumps, as befitting the foolish choices I've made.”

      “In that case, I wish you well. Know that Saint Mathew watches over you, Sir Ludwig. Keep the faith, and he will provide.”

      “I wish I could believe you.”

      Brother Vernan smiled. “It is not me who you must believe in, but rather yourself. I sense a great future for you, my friend, but only if you can overcome your own fears.”

      “I shall take your words under advisement.”

      “See that you do. Now, I must be off. Come and see me later, if you wish to talk.”

      “Where would I find you?”

      “The mission,” replied the lay brother. “Ask anyone hereabouts, and they can give you directions.” He left, leaving Ludwig alone with his thoughts.

      “Move along,” said an official. “The next contestants are coming in.”

      “Sorry,” mumbled Ludwig. He urged his horse into a canter, leaving the field to seek out his tent.

      Most of the other contestants were watching the competition, leaving him to wander the camp alone. His thoughts drifted back to the woman who had stolen his heart, and he wondered how she fared. Did it take long to become a Temple Knight? Perhaps he should consider it himself?

      Ludwig's thoughts were interrupted by a warrior standing in the middle of the road as he adjusted his belt, leaving scant room for Ludwig to pass.

      “Out of the way,” he ordered.

      The man looked up, revealing the face of a youth. “In a moment.”

      Ludwig shook his head, for the voice was obviously that of a female.

      “For Saint’s sake,” the woman cursed. Clearly she was having trouble with her buckle, but Ludwig had little concern for such things.

      “Can’t you do that elsewhere?” he demanded, a sharp tone to his words.

      “Hold on to your horse,” came the reply.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “No, nor do I care. You don’t own this road”—she looked around—“not that it’s much of a road.”

      “I have the right of way.”

      “What makes you figure that?”

      “I am a knight,” he announced. “Sir Ludwig of…” He struggled to remember his false identity.

      She finished fiddling with her belt and looked up at him, hands on hips. “Having trouble with your memory, are you?”

      “That’s none of your concern,” he snapped. “The fact of the matter is I’m clearly a knight, and you should show proper respect.”

      “Respect has to be earned.”

      “Just get out of the way, woman.”

      “Woman, is it now? Didn’t anyone ever teach you manners?”

      “Who do you think you are, lecturing me?”

      “Me? My name's Cyn.”

      “Cyn? What kind of a name is that?”

      “It’s short for Cynthia. I’m a mercenary.”

      Ludwig was overcome with amusement. “You? A mercenary? Don’t make me laugh."

      She stepped closer, moving to the side of Ludwig’s horse. “You think that’s funny?”

      He stared down at her. “You don’t look much like a warrior to me.”

      “And how many warriors do you know?”

      Ludwig waved his hand, indicating the nearby tents. “Look around. This place is filled with them.”

      Cyn took a quick glance. “Those are nothing but the spoiled sons of nobles. They wouldn’t know a battle from a privy.”

      Ludwig turned in the saddle, bending lower to make sure she heard him properly. “You should watch your tongue. It could get you into trouble.”

      “Trouble, is it?” She reached out with lightning quickness, grasping his forearm and pulling him from the saddle. He landed in the mud with a splash.

      “It’s not me who should be minding my manners,” she added.

      He stared up at her, unable to come to terms with his present circumstance. “How did you do that?”

      “Merely something I picked up in Braymoor.”

      “Never heard of the place.”

      “It’s one of the northern kingdoms. Now, have you something to say to me?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “There, that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” She extended her hand. “Here, let me help you up.”

      He took the offer, getting to his feet.

      “You’re obviously new here.”

      “I am,” he confessed.

      “I’m guessing you lost your first fight.”

      “How did you know that? Were you watching?”

      “No, but the mud on your armour speaks volumes.”

      He felt his face burn with shame.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’ll get better. Few knights win their first competition.”

      “It’s not only that,” said Ludwig. “I lost my armour.”

      “Not necessarily,” she said, “just pay your ransom. It’s bound to be cheaper in the long run.”

      “I lack the funds.”

      “Well, don’t look at me. I scarcely have enough for drinks at the Hammer.”

      “The Hammer?”

      “It’s a big tent over yonder, a makeshift tavern of sorts, where a lot of the competitors go to drink.” She paused for a moment, looking him over. “Well, maybe not your lot, but it's good enough for us common folk. Then again, if you’ve lost everything in a joust, perhaps you are one of us now. I tell you what, if I see you over at the Hammer, I’ll buy you a drink. How's that sound?”

      “I’m already spoken for,” said Ludwig.

      “I wasn’t offering anything other than a drink. Shame on you.”

      “Sorry, this is all so overwhelming.”

      “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got to meet Siggy.”

      “Siggy?”

      “Yes, a good friend of mine.”

      “And is she a mercenary as well?”

      Cyn laughed. “Yes, as a matter of fact, HE is.”

      “Siggy's a man?”

      “Yes, his real name is Sigwulf, and only I get to call him Siggy, but I’ve already said too much. I’m late now, thanks to you.”

      Ludwig managed a nod of his head. “Then good day to you, Mistress Cynthia."

      She managed a clumsy curtsy that looked ludicrous in her armour. “And a good day to you, Sir Knight.”

      Ludwig climbed back into the saddle and sat still, thinking things over. He would soon find himself bereft of his trappings, and with few coins to his name, what was he to do? His spurs kicked back, urging his mount forward while he pondered his situation. He hated admitting it, but Kurt had been right all along.

      His tent soon came into view, but it was not what he had expected, for the poles that held the top in place had failed, leaving little more than ripped canvas and broken wood.

      Ludwig dismounted and tied off his horse, then meandered over to examine the ruins, but there was little that could be salvaged from the remains.

      He cleared away some debris, exposing the pallet that served as his bed. Miraculously it was dry, and he gave a silent prayer of thanks to the Saints. Taking a seat, he began pulling off his gauntlets, tossing them to the ground, no longer concerned about their upkeep. If Sir Galrath were to take his armour, then to the Afterlife with them.

      Ludwig sat for some time. Off in the distance, he heard the roars of the crowd, but each cheer reminded him of his own disgrace. Slowly, he unbuckled his vambraces, then began the laborious task of removing the rest of his armour. It was a difficult task without an assistant, and he briefly thought of seeking out Brother Vernan, but the Holy Man had been quite insistent he was needed elsewhere.

      So slow was his progress that it was mid-morning by the time he was done. He stared at his sword, fondly remembering the day he had received it. It had been a gift from his father, but it was the dark-haired woman who had delivered it that had caught his attention.

      “Charlaine,” he muttered, feeling the word caress his mouth. He had known a few women in his time, but she was the only one who had somehow captured his heart. His relationship with her had led to his current circumstance, yet, try as he might, he couldn’t fault her. He knew, deep inside, he would carry her memory with him for the rest of his life. The thought gave him a sense of satisfaction. He stood, taking in the discarded armour.

      “This won’t do,” he said. “What would Charlaine think?” He began picking it up.
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      Sir Galrath arrived late in the afternoon, walking right up to what was left of the tent and looking around at the mess.

      “It appears your pavilion has seen better days,” he remarked.

      “So it has,” replied Ludwig. “But you have not come to comment on my tent, but to collect my ransom.”

      Sir Galrath rubbed his hands together. “I have indeed.”

      “Then you may take it, Sir Knight.”

      “Gladly will I relieve you of your purse, Sir Ludwig, but I see no sign of it.”

      Ludwig pointed at the armour, laying neatly on the nearby pallet. “It's there.”

      Sir Galrath frowned. “I was hoping for coins.”

      “I am afraid I lack the funds to comply with your request.”

      “Come now, surely you have a little? What if I were to reduce the ransom to, say, five hundred crowns?”

      “Five hundred or five, it makes little difference, for I have neither.”

      The knight's face fell. “Are you saying you’re penniless?”

      “I have enough for one more meal, two if I’m lucky.”

      “Had I known, I would have refused to countenance the match.”

      “It's my own fault, Sir Galrath. I let my pride get the better of me. Take my belongings. It’s only right.”

      “Your horse I’ll take, for I can always use a spare, but what am I to do with your armour? It definitely wouldn’t fit me.”

      “Then sell it and receive the coins you covet.”

      The older knight wandered over to stare down at the neatly laid-out armour. He picked up a piece, examining its workmanship. “This is fine work.”

      “Yes, made by my father's smith, though I daresay his weapons were not as ornate.”

      Sir Galrath lay down the piece, selecting Ludwig’s sword in its place. He pulled it from the scabbard and held it before him, examining the blade. “You say his weapons were not decorative, yet this blade says otherwise.”

      “That weapon was made by another, a smith from the town of Malburg.”

      “I’ve never heard of the place, but this sword is the work of a master. How did you come by it?”

      “It was a present from my father.”

      “He must be extremely fond of you. Does he still live?”

      “As far as I know. He and I are estranged.”

      Sir Galrath placed the sword back in the scabbard and set it down with great care. “Come, let us talk.”

      “Aren’t we already talking?”

      “Look, it’s clear you’re on your last legs here. What will you do now?”

      “I have no idea," said Ludwig. "I had thought to compete further, maybe in the melee, but with no weapon or armour, I cannot.”

      “What if I left you something?”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’ll take your horse, but leave you your sword and a bit of armour as well.”

      “How much armour?”

      “The padded doublet that goes beneath the plate, a helmet, and maybe even the breastplate. The rest I’ll attempt to sell, although it pains me to do so.”

      Relief flooded through Ludwig. “Thank you,” he said. “I shall not forget this kindness.”

      “There's a further price, however.”

      “Which is?”

      “You must promise to never enter the joust again.”

      Ludwig laughed. “I promise.”

      “Good. Now, have you any ale?”

      “No.”

      “Then let us go and find some so you can drown your sorrows.”

      “But I have so few coins as it is.”

      “Fear not,” said Sir Galrath, “for you are not the only knight I have vanquished this day.” He patted the purse which hung from his belt. “And unlike you, the other contestants were amply financed.”

      Ludwig swept his eyes over what was left of his camp. “What about the armour?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll send someone by later to take care of it. Now come. A drink will do you well, I’d wager.”

      

      The Hammer was nothing more than a tent with kegs nestled beneath the canvas, while the majority of the patrons sat outside, soaking up the occasional ray of sun that poked its head through the clouds. Several wooden benches had been laid out alongside some rough-hewn logs that served as tables. Sir Galrath took a seat, then motioned for Ludwig to do likewise.

      “A couple of ales, Millie,” he called out.

      “This is quite the place.”

      “Yes,” said the knight. “I suppose it is.”

      They waited as the barmaid brought them two flagons, then drank deeply.

      Sir Galrath placed his cup on the table, gazing across at Ludwig. “You mentioned a place called Malburg earlier. Is that where you’re from?”

      “Not quite. I hail from Verfeld. It’s a small village close by.”

      “You’re obviously well-bred. Is your father a noble?”

      “He is, but I really don’t want to talk about him. Tell me of yourself. Did you always aspire to be a knight?”

      “I did, as a matter of fact, and I am the first in my family to do so. My family have been soldiers for generations, but I’m the first to rise up to such heights.”

      “So you just woke up one morning and decided you wanted to be a knight?”

      “Not exactly. My father taught me to ride when I was young. Once I became a man, I joined the king's army as a horseman. Of course, that was back in Talyria, before the troubles.”

      “Troubles?”

      “Yes. When the king died, he left a young prince as his heir. The chancellor was named regent until the princeling was of age. It was at that time I was knighted.”

      “For guarding a prince?”

      “No,” said Sir Galrath, chuckling. “We had some troubles on our southern border, and then Marston invaded, thinking the young prince weak.”

      “So you won your spurs in battle.”

      “I did, though my service didn’t last long. The prince died before he could be crowned. They say he was sick, but I believe he was poisoned by the chancellor. Of course, I couldn’t prove it. Things got exceedingly uncomfortable for me after that.”

      “What happened to the chancellor?”

      “He still rules. He’s given up pretending to be a chancellor, calling himself king instead. That’s when I decided to leave.”

      Ludwig took another swig, finishing his cup. “How long ago was this?”

      “Just over five years. I’ve been travelling the circuit ever since, competing for coins.”

      “But you serve the earl here, don’t you?”

      “I do," said Sir Galrath. "It puts a roof over my head and food in my belly, but doesn’t offer much in the way of funds.”

      “Are you successful at it? Jousting, that is.”

      “I’ve made a fair sum, but I can’t say I would recommend it as a way of life.”

      “Why not?”

      “Age catches up with all of us, Ludwig, and there’s always someone ready to take your place. You’d do better to find yourself a wealthy benefactor.”

      “How about you? I could work as your squire?”

      “I admire your pluck, but I already have one, and in any case, I couldn’t see myself having a noble's son as a squire, can you?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      Sir Galrath noted his empty cup and called out for two more. “You know,” he said, “you should enter the melee.”

      “Why? So I can lose even more?”

      “No, it doesn’t work like that. They don’t charge an entry fee.”

      “That means anyone can fight?” said Ludwig.

      “That’s right, it does, but knights see it as beneath them. After all, we have appearances to keep up. Good thing, too, not many people have weapons that could penetrate our armour.”

      “Tell me more about how the melee works. Is it fought in rounds like the jousting?”

      Sir Galrath watched as Millie dropped two more tankards on the table. He tossed her a coin, then took a sip, leaving Ludwig waiting.

      “Well?” pressed the younger man.

      “Well, what?” said the knight.

      “You were going to tell me about the melee?”

      “Ah, yes, the grand melee. It’s quite a sight to see, let me tell you. All the contestants are led onto the field, and then it’s last man standing.”

      “All of them?" said Ludwig. "Isn't there a limit?”

      “Only by the number of competitors. The largest I've ever heard tell of was last year, in a place called Lonkirk over in Eversham. Are you familiar with the place?”

      “Can’t say I am. How many contestants were there?”

      “I’ve heard conflicting accounts, but rumour has it there were well over a hundred.”

      “Do you suppose there’ll be that many here, in Torburg?”

      “No,” said Sir Galrath. “This is a much smaller affair. I would be surprised if there were more than forty.”

      “Still,” said Ludwig, “a lot of people to beat. How do they manage?”

      “You make temporary alliances,” offered the knight. “Stand shoulder to shoulder with them, understanding that eventually, you’ll have to fight each other.”

      “And people truly do that?”

      “They have to. It’s the only way to get through it. It’s also an extremely demanding trial, far more difficult than using a lance. Not only do you have to attack, but you have to defend as well. How’s your swordplay?”

      “I would have said excellent, but after the thrashing you gave me today, I shouldn’t be so sure of myself.”

      “Nonsense. You did well.”

      “You unhorsed me on the first try,” said Ludwig. “In what sense did I do well?”

      “You came back and scored a point. That shows you think on your feet… or maybe your back.” Galrath chuckled. “Either way, you stood your ground, and that’s something to be proud of.”

      “I appreciate you saying so, but it doesn’t feel like it.”

      “I know you’re down on yourself right now, Ludwig, but you’ll get over it. I did.”

      “You lost your first competition?”

      “Of course,” said Sir Galrath. “My first five, if the truth be known. Jousting isn’t easy, by any means. First, you have to control your horse while the enemy thunders towards you. Next, you have to keep your shield well-placed, or you can suffer a serious hit. Lastly, you have to balance the twelve-foot pole we call a lance.”

      “You mastered it.”

      “Only after making many mistakes. Tell me, why did you want to compete?”

      “To gain notice,” admitted Ludwig.

      “To what end?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean?”

      “I mean,” continued the knight, “what type of notice did you seek? Are you in it for the glory, or are you looking to gain employment with a noble?”

      “The latter.”

      “Then jousting is a poor way to go about it.”

      “But jousting is the most popular contest.”

      “It is,” admitted Sir Galrath, “but it does little to showcase battlefield skills. If you want to seek employment as a knight, you need to show how well you can do in an actual battle.”

      “You mean go to war?”

      “Precisely.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      “Well, admittedly, this region is peaceful of late, but you know the Petty Kingdoms. It won’t take long for old disagreements to surface once again. Keep your eyes open, Ludwig. There’s bound to be employment sooner or later.”

      “And in the meantime?”

      “Earn a little to keep you going. Entering the melee is a good start.”

      “I thought of that,” said Ludwig, “but others are likely to be far more experienced.”

      “Winning the melee isn’t about fighting ability, not entirely, at least. A lot of it's about strategy. Try to pick out the weaker opponents and let the veterans take care of each other.”

      “And if someone comes after me?”

      “Parry, parry, and then parry some more. It’s all about outlasting your opponent. Have you a shield?”

      “Not anymore. You took mine.”

      “Ah, yes,” said the knight. He paused for a moment, evidently thinking things through. “I tell you what, I’ll lend it back to you. If you do well, then you can keep it.”

      “Don’t I have to win to get coins?”

      “No, not at all. They award prizes to the top three competitors.”

      “How does that help you?”

      Sir Galrath smiled. “I’ll place a wager or two. Who knows, you might even make me a wealthy man.”

      “Not if you’re betting on ME.”

      The knight drained his cup, then stood. “Much as I’d like to continue this discussion, I said I’d check in on poor Sir Nathan. He took quite a hit this morning. Good luck in the melee, Ludwig. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

      Ludwig raised his tankard. “Thank you.” He watched Sir Galrath leave, then turned his attention back to his own drink, staring into it as he tried to think things through. Could he survive long enough to win something in the melee? This morning he would have had no doubt, but his experiences in the lists had shaken his confidence. He shrugged off his fears, then lifted the tankard to his lips, pouring the rough ale down his throat.

      Millie appeared as soon as he set down his cup. He noticed the drink in her hand.

      “No, thank you,” he said. “I’ve had my fill.”

      “This one’s free,” she said.

      “Free?”

      “Yes”—Millie nodded at a distant table—“courtesy of her.”

      Ludwig looked over to see the woman he had encountered earlier. Her dark hair reminded him of Charlaine, but while his love had long hair, this woman's was short and cut to fit beneath a helm. Charlaine had joined the Temple Knights of Saint Agnes and he now wondered if she, too, now wore her hair in a similar manner. His musing faltered as he remembered the serving girl waiting for an answer. He looked up at her.

      “You can leave it here.”

      Millie placed it on the table, retrieving the empty cups. “Is there anything else?”

      “No, thank you.”

      Off she went, back to the waiting patrons, leaving Ludwig alone with his thoughts once more. He cast his eyes around, wondering which of these patrons he might face in the melee. They were, for the most part, rather common. Sir Galrath had cut a fine figure as a knight, but these others were clearly cut from a different cloth. Indeed, their clothes revealed their more modest upbringings.

      A shadow loomed over him, and he looked up to see a giant of a man with a bushy brown beard standing to his side.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Ludwig,” boomed the voice of the newcomer.

      “Yes. What of it?”

      “My name is Sigwulf.”

      “Should that mean something to me?”

      In answer, the giant looked across the room to the dark-haired woman. She shrugged and then got to her feet and started making her way to the table.

      Sigwulf moved to the other side, taking what had been Sir Galrath’s seat. “I hear you were in the joust,” he said.

      “I was,” said Ludwig with a wince. “Did you see it?”

      “No, but I heard you lost.”

      “Well, that part, at least, is true.”

      Cyn appeared at the table, giving Ludwig’s memory a jog. “Ah, yes,” he said, “now I remember.” He turned to the giant. “You’re Siggy.”

      Sigwulf’s face reddened. “No one calls me that except her.”

      Now it was Ludwig’s turn to blush. “Sorry, I meant no offence.”

      “Cyn tells me you were pretty rude to her earlier.”

      “For which I apologized.”

      The big man grunted, leaving Ludwig wondering what it meant.

      “I see you met Siggy,” said Cyn, obviously enjoying his discomfort.

      “I did,” said Ludwig.

      “So, have you lost any more competitions yet?”

      “No, I’m still recovering from my first failure, though I do intend to enter the melee.” He wasn’t sure why he was telling her this, but he couldn’t help himself. Perhaps he was only lonely.

      “The melee?” said Sigwulf, with a chuckle. “You’re too scrawny to do that.”

      Cyn smacked him on the arm. “Don’t be rude, Siggy. He’s a knight.” She turned to Ludwig. “Isn’t that right, Sir Ludwig?”

      “Yes,” said Ludwig, “though my name is not well-known.”

      “Not well-known?” added the big man. “That’s an understatement. Tell me about yourself, Sir Ludwig. You came from Garmund, didn’t you? What’s that like?”

      Ludwig’s nerve began to falter. He felt intimidated but held his ground. “It’s on the way to Corassus.”

      “Is it, now? I’m quite well-informed in regards to the Petty Kingdoms. Where, precisely, is it?”

      “As I said, between here and Corassus.”

      Sigwulf leaned back, crossing his arms. “Sure it is.”

      Ludwig found his irritation mounting. He was not used to being treated like this. “What does it matter to you, anyway?”

      “I’m not a big fan of people who misrepresent themselves.”

      Sweat started to bead on Ludwig’s forehead, so he changed subjects. “Where are you from?”

      “Me?” said Sigwulf. “I hail from Abel… I mean Braymoor.”

      The slip grabbed Ludwig’s attention. Now it was his turn to sit back and cross his arms with a smug look. “Oh, yes? Braymoor, you say?”

      The tactic worked. The man visibly paled.

      “Look,” said Ludwig. “You keep to your story, and I’ll keep to mine, agreed?”

      Sigwulf nodded.

      “Well, now that you two are done,” said Cyn, “what brings you to the Hammer?”

      “Just this,” said Ludwig, lifting his tankard.

      “Who was that I saw you with earlier?”

      Ludwig felt the affront. He wanted to lie or tell her it was none of her business, but there was something to that penetrating look that told him he wouldn’t get away with it. “Sir Galrath,” he said at last.

      “Isn’t he the one who beat you?” she said.

      “Indeed.”

      “An interesting turn of events. Tell me, are you still determined to enter the melee?”

      Ludwig thought it over once more, but his eyes tracked to Sigwulf. The man was easily a head taller and significantly broader in the shoulders. “Not if he’s in it.”

      The giant barked out a laugh. “Me? Enter the melee? I think not!”

      Relief flooded over Ludwig. “In that case, I’m in. Why?”

      “I’m entering myself,” said Cyn. “Maybe we can work together?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “It helps to have allies.”

      “But you’re a woman.” As soon as the words left his lips, he realized his mistake.

      “You don’t know Cyn,” offered Sigwulf.

      “I tell you what,” said Cyn. “Why don’t you come by our camp tomorrow morning and watch me practice? Maybe you’ll learn a thing or two.”

      Sigwulf smiled. “Unless you have something better to do?”

      Ludwig shrugged. “I might as well. I’ve nothing else to pass the time."

      Cyn was obviously upset by the slight, but Siggy put his massive hand on hers. “Good, then we’ll see you tomorrow. Now, let’s drink!”
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      With his tent in shambles, Ludwig had no choice but to wake with the morning sun. Stumbling out of bed, he squinted up at the sky where the clouds that had plagued them for days had finally drifted off, revealing a pristine blue horizon.

      Still half-awake, he fumbled with his clothes and then pulled out his few remaining coins. For the first time in his life, Ludwig Altenburg had to consider the cost of a meal and what it would do to his remaining funds.

      To make matters worse, someone within the tent lines was cooking sausages, and the smell caused his stomach to grumble. He picked up his waterskin, determined to fill it at a stream. If he was lucky, he could grab some bread for a few pennies, and that should be sufficient to hold his hunger at bay.

      Ludwig’s wanderings took him some distance from the tournament, but he finally managed to find a babbling brook winding its way through a small copse of trees. He knelt down to fill the waterskin, then caught his reflection.

      Staring back at him was an unkempt ruffian he barely recognized. His hand automatically went to his face, feeling the stubble. When he was at home, he had shaved regularly, a mark of his civilized nature. Here, however, he felt no such compunction and, if truth be known, had thought it gave him a roguish countenance. Now, however, he came to the realization he looked more like an escaped galley slave than a debonair adventurer.

      He splashed some water onto his face, trying to wash the image from his memory, but it persisted. Was he losing his mind? If he kept going as he was, he would soon be a pauper, begging on the streets for scraps of food.

      His thoughts drifted back to the previous evening. He had drunk deeply, probably more so than he should have, and his head suddenly screamed for more. Instead, he dipped the waterskin into the stream and began filling it, turning his mind to thoughts of Charlaine. He wondered what her training would be like. Did Temple Knights undergo the same kind of weapons training Kurt had given him? He doubted it. The Temple Knights were said to be the most disciplined warriors on the Continent. She would not be wallowing in misery as he was.
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