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The old man bent over the table, narrowing his beady eyes suspiciously at the eviscerated carcass on the heavy wooden table in front of him. He blinked and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. He was getting older and, in spite of the candles and lamps burning around his laboratory, it was getting hard to see this late at night. Still, Lord Oswin wanted the traditional auguries taken for his bastard's sixteenth birthday to see what the future might hold for the great plodding oaf and so here he was, crouched over his worktable at midnight. It was not the most auspicious time for it, being that a quarter moon hung in the sky, but it was the best to be hoped for under the circumstances. A gust of wind kicked up, making the flames of the candles flicker and dance, sending strange shadows flitting around the chamber. He considered closing the heavy wooden shutters on the windows before rejecting the notion. It is well past time to get this over with. Morcar thought, grimacing slightly with distaste as he set back to his task.

Using a long, thin iron probe Morcar teased apart the coils of the lamb's innards until he had them spread across half the table. The studious expression on the wizard's face slowly gave way to apprehension and then mild concern. Then, after a few moments more, a look of genuine fear flickered across the wizard's gaunt features. He shook his head and ran bony fingers over his balding pate, leaving thin trails of gore streaked across his sallow skin. With a muttered curse he crossed his laboratory and plunged his hands into a copper basin filled to the brim with warm water which quickly turned a light pink as he scrubbed his hands clean. 

The wizard's dark eyes flicked over his shoulder toward the victim he had left strewn about on the stout oaken table a few feet away. There has to be something I can do... the wizard thought then took a deep breath, concentrating his efforts on simply expanding his lungs to their limits and then letting the air out slowly through his nose for perhaps the space of three heartbeats. By then his nerves had calmed and he could think more clearly. He walked back to the basin and proceeded to calmly clean the clots of gore from under his fingernails and washed his face and cleansed his scalp. By the time he had made himself presentable the wizard believed he had formed the beginnings of a plan. This might be a near thing, but he might be able to pull it off...

The trumpets blared, shattering the calm of the early afternoon as the teams of men massed on the tourney grounds. The sun glinted on arms and armor like frost as the twenty men eyed each other from opposite sides of the paddock. An expectant hush fell over the crowd as tension filled the air while the combatants milled about, eyeing each other like ravening wolves about to debate the ownership of a carcass. Edwin spat into the grass at his feet and double checked his helmet straps, flexed his fingers on the his grip on the shield in his left hand and grinned eagerly across the field. Aside from the shield and half helm, he wore a simple jerkin of boiled leather over his mailshirt with greaves and cuisses to protect his calves and thighs. A gorget of polished steel protected the parts of his bull like neck not covered by his helm. Gauntlets and sabatons of lobstered steel guarded his hands and feet. He flexed his fingers, squeezing the grip of the blunted tourney sword in his right hand. It was better than the sort of armor a squire might wear, but not by much. Still, he was well over a head taller than any other man on the field, and near half again as broad of shoulder and limbs corded with muscles like iron cables. His sheer size and natural strength gave him a natural advantage over the rest of the competitors on the field this morning, even though the bulk of them were gristled battlers used to risking life and limb in real combat and not swinging blunted weapons at each other on the tourney field.

“Easy now, Edwin. Save some for the rest of us.” said the man next to him. The top of Kennald's head barely reached Edwin's shoulder though he was wiry and compact, where Edwin was huge and brawny. Being that Kennald was three years older and already a knight, he was their team's captain. He wore a suit of good full plate, its steel laboriously polished to a dull sheen by his squire the night before. Kennald sported his father's sigil, a white falcon clutching a bundle of arrows in its talons on a green field, upon his shield. It was his right as Lord Oswin's firstborn son and heir. Edwin caught the merry glint in the man's eye through the eye slit of his great helm as he clapped his 'little' brother on the shoulder. “Pace yourself. Don't try to impress him” Kennald inclined his head in the direction of the lord's viewing stand “by taking them all on single handed.”

Edwin smiled back and nodded, his gaze following Kennald's gesture to the viewing box above where the smallfolk jostled for a better view at the railing a few dozen yards away. Lord Oswin of Willowsbrook sat in a high backed chair with a handful of favorites, resplendent in his best silk tunic and doeskin leather breeches. He had been a muscular man and hardy fighter in his youth, though age and a fondness for strawberry tarts left him with a belly like a keg of ale. For a brief moment Edwin thought their lord father met his gaze before the older man hauled himself ponderously to his feet. Everything seemed to freeze as all eyes turned toward him. The old man drew a deep breath, held it then cupped his hands around his mouth.“FIGHT!” the lord bellowed with all force of a man who had spent his years leading men on a battlefield.

A deafening shout went up from the commons as the other team roared and came rushing on all pell-mell. Kennald's team held their ground, presenting their shields to the foe. A shorter man charged right at Edwin, swinging a two handed longaxe bellowing “ASHFORD! ASHFORD!”. Edwin stepped inside as the blow came down, swinging his sword in a wicked side cut. The axeman howled and went down clutching his broken arm to his chest as Edwin whirled, already bulling into the gap left by his fallen foe. A man swung a mace at him and Edwin caught the blow on his shield then answered with a gauntleted fist in the man's face. The man was wearing an iron half helm, which left his face exposed, and the blow had all of Edwin's prodigious strength behind it. The man dropped like a sack of potatoes, his face covered in a crimson mask. Edwin pressed the attack, pushing farther into the foe's ranks, his sword rising and falling. 

A man wrapped his arms around Edwin's sword arm and he roared, the tendons in his neck straining as he lifted the man off the ground then kicked his attacker square in the midsection. His assailant went flying into two of his fellows, sending all three men staggering backward. A blow between his shoulder blades nearly drove Edwin to his knees and sent his sword flying from his grasp. He whirled, smashing the rim of his shield into the man's knee. A second blow with the iron boss at the center of his shield as the man went down laid him out in a heap on the grass. The young man's eyes went wide when he happened to glance back over his shoulder and realized that he had single handedly cut a swath through the opposing team. Laughing, Edwin scooped up a battleaxe that someone had dropped and plunged forward, falling upon the opponent's rear.

Still laughing, he swung the ax with all his might at the back of the first knight he came to and the haft of the weapon cracked under the force of the blow. The knight turned around, aiming a vicious cut at Edwin's head as he turned, though the other man was off balance. Edwin dodged the cut easily and bashed him hard across the face with the stump of the ax's haft, the oak clanging on the steel like a bell, then kicked him in the chest as hard as he could. Laughing, Edwin gave him a whack with his shield and strode over to the knight, stomped on his wrist and then stooped and pried his sword from his hand. He started a cut at the next man in front of him and stopped, his chest heaving and sweat pouring down his face in streams. 

“I thought I told you to pace yourself,” Kennald panted as he slowly lowered his shield.

And that was when Edwin realized that they and three others from their team were the only men left standing near the center of the paddock. Squires and attendants rushed forward to remove the wounded from the field and bundle them off to the surgeon's tent. Edwin grinned, looking at the other men as a hush fell over the crowd. Kennald sheathed his sword and took his brother's hand by the wrist, thrusting it over his head. Grinning broadly, he clapped his brother on the back and they embraced. The smallfolk went mad, cheering and stomping their feet. 

His breath caught in his throat when he saw Lord Oswin a few paces away, a proud smile on the man's features as he strode toward them. “Kennald!” Oswin shouted to be heard over the crowd. “Your sword, if you please!” Then if the commons were still raving, Edwin could not hear them. A knot formed in his throat and he struggled to swallow. His throat was dry as sand. The three of them were all that seemed to exist in the world. “Edwin! Kneel, if you would!” Edwin removed his helm and dropped to a knee, his heart pounding like a kettle drum in his ears so loudly he could not hear the words his father said. He felt the tap of the sword, first on his right shoulder then on his left. “Rise, sir knight!” shouted the old man. Edwin rose ponderously to his feet and Oswin slapped him, a backhanded blow that was hard enough to sting though not much else. “Let that be the last blow you receive without giving one in answer!” Oswin declared and Edwin's head swam. 

Kennald and the others gathered around him, grinning and pounding him on the back as they bundled him off the field. “Come along, Sir!” Kennald crowed, reaching up to tousle his brother's hair “I've a cup of wine with your name on it!” 

Edwin hung around a cask of sour red wine with his brother and a few of the household men-at-arms long enough to be polite then headed back toward the castle.  A quick wash and change of clothes would do me well. Edwin thought as he walked briskly across the tourney grounds and toward Willowbrook's gatehouse. I must stink something awful. The ground seemed somewhat uneven under his feet thanks to the wine. Edwin had little taste for wine, and he was dry as a bone from the melee so it went right to his head. He headed for the armory just inside the yard to remove his mail and plate then hang up his padded doublet to dry. The heavy garment was damp to the touch and smelled strongly of sweat. A faint smile played across his lips as he ducked inside the room and looked at the racks of spears, swords and mail arranged neatly along the walls. He shook his head as he unbuckled his helmet strap and lifted the half helm from his head. He crossed the room and placed it on an empty armor rack then started in on the straps of his gorget at his throat. 

“Sir Edwin?”

He turned to see a thin boy standing in the doorway, his sandy blond hair falling down into his eyes. “Gregor!” Edwin smiled as he put aside his struggle with the gorget for the moment. “How are you, man?” Gregor's mother was a washerwoman who lived down in the castle's servant's quarters. Edwin was a handful of years older than the boy, though they had often played together in the woods outside the castle walls when they were younger. Once Gregor had become old enough, Oswin had taken the boy on as his steward. Gregor served his lord's meals, changed his bedding, and stayed close to tend to whatever Edwin's father might want done.

Gregor walked over and started fussing at the straps and buckles on Edwin's armor. Edwin raised an eyebrow at the tenseness in his friend's eyes. “I'm well, sir.” Gregor said, his eyes darting toward the door. “Congratulations.” The boy removed the gorget and put it on the rack with the helm. He chewed his lip and glanced toward the door again. “I guess you'll need a squire.”

Edwin glanced at the boy and lifted the breastplate over his head. “I guess I will.” he said as he handed the armor to Gregor. It was plain from the way Gregor was acting that there was something very wrong. He sucked his teeth and made a face as he removed his gauntlets. 

“Morcar came and visited your father last night.” Gregor licked his lips, shifting his weight from foot to foot. The boy looked furtively toward the door as he took the breastplate and placed it on the stand. The wizard had a way of knowing things. “I don't know what they talked about, but your father got very angry.” 

Edwin frowned slightly, his own gaze flitting toward the door of the armory as well. There was something about Morcar that he never quite liked, even if he never could put it to words. He swallowed a sudden lump in his throat as he finished removing his cuisses and handed them to Gregor. A ripple of gooseflesh ran down his spine when he realized that the wizard had taken the auguries for his birthday the night before. I wonder what he found out? Edwin wiped his hands on the padded doublet he wore under his plate and mail then started untying the laces and shrugged out of the garment. It was absolutely sodden with sweat and smelled vaguely like a wet dog. “Well... Thank you for the warning. I'll be leaving in the morning at any rate.” Edwin said as he crouched to start the attack on his greaves and sabatons. 

Even if he was born legitimately, Edwin was still only Lord Oswin's second son. By law and tradition, Willowbrook and its lands would pass to his elder brother Kennald. His father would give him a horse and a suit of armor, as befits a knight of his station, and then tomorrow morning he would be off to make his own way in the world. I'm young and strong and good with a sword. Edwin told himself with a thoughtful frown. No reason why I can't make a name for myself. He smiled and gave the boy a respectful nod before walking back out into the brilliant late afternoon sunlight. Who knows? Maybe I'll end up with a castle or two of my own by the time things are done.
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