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Chapter 1

Deeds of Knights and Squires
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“Another sword at your throat, Squire Jonathan?” It was a familiar dare—and Jonathan’s challenger wore a huge grin. 

Jonathan himself made no move at the moment. He looked at his friend standing just a few feet away, his black hair blowing back in the wind—and the tip of his sword was inches from Jonathan’s throat.

However, the swords they clutched so strongly were made merely of wood.

Jonathan closed his glove tighter on his practice sword. He leaned back and deflected his friend’s blow so that his sword flew out of his bare hand and through the air. Jonathan drove his wooden sword toward the other squire’s belly—then stepped back at the last moment.

“Death hit!” Jonathan said, ending the practice game.

“Oh, fie!” said Jonathan’s friend, Berny. He extended his hand to Jonathan, who flashed a modest smile. Berny continued, “Good match, my friend!”

Jonathan laughed. “You should have gone straight across my neck if you wanted to kill me!” Even while jesting, his eyes held a certain insight within, though he was merely of 20 years. Like many squires, he wore mostly dark clothing, other than his white tunic, with a jerkin wrapped closed by a leather belt.

Beaming, Berny pointed his mock sword upward. It was full-sized, made especially for the squires to help hone their skills—and was crafted to be nearly as heavy as a steel blade. Berny brushed its blunt tip with his hand. “Kill you?” he asked. “With this?” 

They crossed the wooden swords, tapping them in their usual gesture after having a friendly mock sword fight, one of many. As squires of Consany, they practiced daily the various disciplines that would prepare them to become knights: sword fights, practicing for jousts and so on. Yet they were also ready for actual deadly defense, if needed, their sword belts, which held both a real sword and dagger, lying on the ground nearby.

They stepped through the forest clearing where they practiced, the grasses opening out to meet a splendid wood in the east; here, they dropped their faux weapons and donned their real sword belts once again, sitting down by one of the trees. Two horses stood on the edge of the forest, wearing brown leather saddles and bridles, both tied to the lower branches of a couple trees. The brown morgan chewed daintily on the grass, while the white stallion tilted its head, its big dark eyes gazing around curiously. The evergreens behind them grew to a thick diameter, towering until they obscured the sky.

Berny turned to the horses. “Do not eat too much over there!” he joked, his long hair falling over his perpetually smiling face. 

“Wait a moment!” Jonathan said. He ran his hand through the brown hair framing his face. “I hope we didn’t stay out here too long. Sir Renscel wanted you to make another delivery today.”

“Oh,” said Berny, sighing. “I do not think he wants me to today anymore.”

“Are you still thinking you should not be delivering those bags?” asked Jonathan. “You have been doing it for almost a month now.”

“I know,” said Berny. “I do not mind going to the apothecary’s shop, but it makes me feel like a page again.” 

“I meant to ask you,” said Jonathan, “I know anyone would want to serve any knight besides Renscel, but would you want to find a way to train under someone else...if the King would allow it?”

“If there were only a way, my friend,” Berny said, a bit mischievous. “You are lucky. Sir Grant is great to you. I would not mind being his squire! Though, I’m not really complaining, you see. I figure when I’m knighted, it will be over, and I will never see the bloody fool again.” 

Jonathan then sighed wearily. “Sir Grant’s going to practice with me at the quintain tomorrow. I hope I do better than last time.”

All at once, the bright sky and warm air started to fade. The sun seemed to fade, as well, as it began to set. Jonathan’s white stallion began neighing. It bobbed its head up and down, staring warily into the forest.

Jonathan stood and drew his sword. “What is it, Gallanse?” he asked. He began to advance toward the forest, Berny drawing his sword in turn behind.

A deep voice then resounded behind the cover of the trees. “Are those swords I hear being drawn?” Berny laughed and replaced his sword in its sheath. Jonathan lowered his sword but still gripped it.

A large, tall man popped out between the trees, appearing rather as a mobile weapon center. He harbored a sword and dagger on his belt, as well as a pack of arrows slung diagonally across his body, and held a large bow nearly half his height. His long dark hair was pulled back, and his small eyes peered at Jonathan, perplexed.

“Put your sword away, lad,” he commanded. “You do not need it in the company of friends.”

Jonathan returned his gaze for a moment, then put his sword back in its sheath, though his hand wanted to fight the action, as he hardly considered this pompous man a friend.

Berny, however, smiled and approached his knight. “Hallo, sir!” he said. “We did not hear your horse—I would have recognized his steps. We were just practicing the sword fight.” He went over to his wooden sword in the grass, picking it up in display.

“I see,” said Sir Renscel. He turned to Jonathan. “Has he improved? Or does he still have the same weak grip as always?”

Jonathan fought to keep a neutral, rather than resentful, expression. “He seems strong to me.”

“Yes,” said Berny, grinning as ever, even in the face of his condescending mentor. “It has been months since you and I have practiced together—though I am sure you still have much to teach me.”

Sir Renscel shot an irritated glance at Berny. “Do not complain about my inability to further instruct you, boy,” he said. “I will deal with you when I have the time.”

“Oh yes, sir,” said Berny. “Thank you, sir.”

“I have, for your feeble enlightenment, been hunting all day.” Renscel tugged at the quiver of arrows hanging at his side. “We shot four deer in one day. Again, I have provided plenty of food for the castle and—” Oddly, the arrogant Sir Renscel dared to interrupt himself and gazed at the ground, a cruel gleam in his eye. “What is this?” he asked. There on the ground scampered a white bird that was somehow injured. It scurried helplessly on the grass, its tiny feet unable to tread the unsteady ground, holding its wing out to the side as if broken.

Disliking the cunning in Renscel’s eye, Jonathan desired to draw his sword and deflect whatever evil Renscel wished to do; however, Renscel moved quickly, bending down to scoop up the bird like a handful of fruit. The bird shook, trapped in his large hands; yet without use of its wings, it had no escape.

Renscel grinned, putting his face up to the bird so that it jumped to the edge of his hand. “You shall make a splendid gift for the King, yes?” he said. He lifted the bird toward the setting sun. “A splendid gift!” He turned to Berny. “I must return to my horse. I shall see you at supper, boy,” he said. Renscel then spun around and disappeared back into the forest.

“What is his obsession with bringing wounded animals to the King?” asked Jonathan. “It was a baby stoat last time, if I remember.”

A faint bell clanged then muted, as if it made its way over many miles, barely audible as it reached the clearing.

“The supper bell!” Berny cried.

Jonathan moved to pick up his practice sword from the grass. “Better get back to the castle,” he said. He walked over to Gallanse, holding the wooden sword in one hand and petting his steed’s head with the other. “Hey, boy,” he said. “Ready to go back? It will be time for your supper soon, too.” 

Starting the ride back, both squires grasped their wood swords with one hand and steered their steeds with the other. Jonathan smoothly maneuvered Gallanse in front, and they rode along the lush clearing. The late-day sun blended with the rose-orange tones in the sky, the forest’s edge bordering their ride.

Berny’s voice came to Jonathan from behind. “I know you are excited about the tournaments in a few days,” he said, sarcasm tainting his voice.

Jonathan chuckled and shook his head. He despised tournaments, seeing them only as a way for arrogant knights to show off. His mentor knight, Sir Grant, practiced little for tournaments, relying only on the skill he already possessed to get him through—for a tournament was merely a competition, an excuse for the King to show off his knights and their strength to the commoners, in order for them to keep their allegiance, so they could provide foot soldiers when war loomed at the castle gate. 

“Sir Renscel loves them, you know,” said Berny.

“I believe you,” Jonathan said, with a slight laugh. He eyed the castle, which seemed to glide closer as they rode. At the moment, it was still only a gray blob, a shadow sitting atop a squat hill and merging with the sky. It looked like they would take an eternity to reach it; however, Jonathan knew that if they kept their horses at a steady cantor, they would reach the castle in time for supper. 

Finally, the forest alongside them disappeared, leaving only a huge field of grass blowing sideways in the wind. It did not take long for them to reach their home, Consany Castle. The castle stood in splendor as the fading sun illuminated it. Jonathan had lived in the castle for so long—nearing 14 years since his arrival as a page at 7 years old—that the stone fortress was an image etched in Jonathan’s mind that could never fade away.

Constructed of gray stone dense enough to weather any storm, flood or seemingly any natural disaster, the castle towered over the humble clearing where it was built. Its four rising towers stretched up toward the sunset at the north, south, east and west corners of the castle. It stood resilient as the day it was built, though small chips had been chiseled away by many years, just as the years had chipped away at Jonathan, Berny and all the others who lived within the celebrated fortress. 

Two stories full of chambers were built safe within, such as the great hall, the throne room, the King’s chamber, and the chambers of the resident knights living in and protecting the castle at all times. Atop the outer walls stretched long tracts of battlements. At the front stood the gridiron gate, closed with two armed guards standing behind it. A moat circled the castle, its waters old and grubby, but it served its purpose of protecting the castle from any potential intruders craving to dig beneath the castle walls and pop up someplace in the courtyard.

At the moment, the drawbridge was lowering down across the moat. The guards beyond the gate had a relaxed grip on their axes, which were just about as tall as the guards themselves. On the other side of the moat, Sir Renscel and the King of Consany walked into the gatehouse, Jonathan seeing the back of His Majesty’s indigo robes trailing behind him, a golden vest reaching down to the ground matching his modest, but bejeweled, crown. Jonathan and Berny’s horses galloped up to the drawbridge, as it landed on the bank of the moat to welcome them back home.
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Chapter 2

A Noble Mentor
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For Jonathan and the other squires, it felt literally like torture to practice the joust, the instrument of cruelty being the dreaded quintain. Alone in the middle of a soil field between the castle and the town, this simple wooden pole jutted out of the ground, a wooden beam crossing it near the top like a “T.” At the moment, it whipped around as Jonathan rode past it on Gallanse.

Sir Grant was speeding toward them. “Jonathan! You stayed on!” he called. 

Jonathan was falling forward onto Gallanse’s neck, however, pain billowing through his spine after being smacked by the quintain. He clutched the reins with one hand, pulling Gallanse’s mane as he hung on for dear life. He gently tugged on the rein, his horse immediately trotting into a slow canter.

For on the loathed quintain, one end of the bar had a flat target for the rider’s lance. On the other end hung a heavy—and quite large—bag of sand and rocks so bulky that it was a miracle it did not pull down the entire contraption. And this simple bag of sand was the worst part: After smiting the target, unless the rider tore past in a flash, the beam whirled around for the sandbag to knock him clear off his horse—as it nearly just did with Jonathan. 

He took a deep breath, his long black shirt and boots sticky with the heat, Jonathan feeling, on top of everything else, as if stuck in a cauldron at the castle kitchen. And though the quintain would surely teach him to joust, in a real tournament, the contenders wore full armor, and did not fall victim to the scraped-face-and-battered-back syndrome of practicing squires.

“Are you all right?” Sir Grant asked. A fairly muscular man, he pulled his long, dark blond hair into a ponytail at the nape of his neck every morning. He dressed much like Jonathan on that day, donned in black. 

Jonathan still clung to Gallanse’s mane. “Yes,” he said, roughly. “It was not as bad a hit as last time.” 

“You stayed on!” Sir Grant said again, grinning. “That is a good sign!” He patted Jonathan’s arm dangling down.

Jonathan’s breathing evened out to normal, and he looked out at the forest beyond, thinking. “I will try it again,” he said.

Sir Grant appeared concerned but merely glanced back at the quintain. Consany’s rules dictated that in tournaments of peace and in practice, less lethal lances for game were used—and so, were made entirely of wood, lacking the metal tip. Thus, the point of Jonathan’s lance lay shattered on the dirt inches away from the rest of its body. “Come on, then.” Sir Grant picked up the damaged lance and carried it to the side, where he exchanged it for a spare lance.

“You need to keep the lance straight before you thrust,” said Sir Grant, holding up the new lance. “You did not hit it with the point last time: you hit it....” He paused, and Jonathan turned, seeing him picking up the damaged lance in demonstration. “You hit here.” Sir Grant’s glove capped the sharp, splintered end of the lance, broken about a foot away from its tip. “If you keep the lance straight, the point will hit it. If you ride fast enough and hit it with the very point, that should give you enough time to clear the sandbag.”

Jonathan nodded, though he had no idea if he would be able to concentrate on riding like lightning, hold the lance, aim and ignore his pain all at once. He faced the quintain and put the lance into position, determined. 

“Relax, Jonathan,” Sir Grant advised with a smile. “Determination will help you beat the quintain—frustration won’t.” 

Once again, Jonathan spurred Gallanse with all his might. Gallanse took off, his hooves a flying blur above the ground. Jonathan fixed on the beam and straightened his lance as the menacing quintain neared, its target bouncing up and down with his horse’s every gallop. The quintain was a foot away. A loud strike sounded, and Jonathan felt the lance shudder. Gallanse kept riding like a windstorm—and Jonathan realized he had passed without feeling anything beat on his back. 

Sir Grant ran up to him. “All right! You beat the quintain!” He grinned, pride spreading through his eyes.

Jonathan slid off his horse, letting the lance fall to the ground. He looked once more at the sandbag, its purpose defeated at last. 

Sir Grant patted Jonathan’s shoulder, as his back would be tender, not only from today’s blows but from last week’s, also. “Well? I said you would do it. That was a strong hit, too! I pity the knight that has to fight against you in a joust.”

Smiling, Jonathan shook his head. “I only hope I can do it again next time.”

Sir Grant laughed. “Once you’ve gotten the quintain once, you’ll beat it again: maybe not every time, but once you’ve adopted the skill, it is yours.”

Sir Grant sat on the grass, Jonathan leading Gallanse over to a nearby tree and tying him up. Sir Grant had accepted him as a page when he was 7 years old and made him a squire at the age of 14, the usual age for “squiring,” as it was called by those at the castle. Jonathan truly felt blessed having Sir Grant, one of the most honored knights of Consany, for his teacher.

“Speaking of tournaments,” said Jonathan, sitting by Sir Grant, “are we just going to practice for the next one that very morning?”

Grant sighed. “Yes. I think that will suffice.”

“How can you avoid practicing for a joust before a tourney?” Jonathan asked, somewhat in bewilderment. “It took me all this time only to beat the quintain. I cannot imagine what it would be like to joust a real person.”

Again, Sir Grant just beamed. “Once you have fought on the battlefield and used all the fight in you, and seen all the...blood and death weapons can inflict, a tournament is nothing but a dangerous game. There is no need to practice for that. And a good jouster, as a good fighter, is something you become.” Jonathan focused on every word he said. “Those are skills to develop—not gifts that are given, as a talent.” Sir Grant smiled a little. “Though I am sure you have plenty of that, too. But you need not worry: once a knight, always a knight, whether in battle or tournament.”

Jonathan stared at the depths of the forest, beyond which other lands lay, lands whose people he may someday fight in the name of the King and of Consany. He dreaded going into battle and hurting another soldier—but he knew a knight must protect his land. At the same time, knighthood was a job he just fell into—his parents turned him over to Consany Castle as a page so that their beloved son may become a noble knight.

“I hope to be a good knight,” said Jonathan.

“Oh, you will,” said Sir Grant, sounding quite certain. “So, are you going to the dubbing tomorrow?” The next morning, one squire would be dubbed as a knight. It was customary for squires to attend, as they all aspired for dubbing themselves.

“Well,” Jonathan answered, “I do not know Squire Bryan very well, but I will be at the dubbing.” 

Grant smiled. “You are fairly close to that ceremony yourself. Only a year until you are 21. Of course, if you seem ready before that, I will have you dubbed early.”

Jonathan and Sir Grant later rode through the forest until at last, the wood cleared, and the castle stood in full view against a pink sky. They trotted across the drawbridge, which was lowered for all those returning, the horses’ hooves thumping against the wood of the drawbridge over the moat. 

At the bridge’s end, they steered their horses away from the guarded gatehouse and onto the dirt grounds. The two of them rode past the Northeast Tower, the mucky moat on their right, its surface still and dark as tar. The dirt path they rode was slender, for horses and people pushing carts around the castle, as the trail made a complete circle around the fortress. 

Toward the rear of the castle, they rode onto a wider part of the path, which bordered the stable, kennels for the hunting dogs and the mews housing the hunting birds. The stable was one long, continuous barn of eroding wood. Jonathan and Sir Grant slowed their steeds and sauntered off the path. They descended off their horses, taking their reins and leading them into the stable.

Inside, the stable was tidy, despite its splintering old wood and the perfume of horse hair. There, they passed horseshoes, bridles, reins and saddles hanging on the wall near the entry, extra gear for last-minute riders borrowing horses. The modest stalls held nothing but a pile of hay, a nail to hang reins, and a trough for water. 

Jonathan led Gallanse back, while Sir Grant placed his horse into one of the front stalls. The very last stall held the King’s black stallion, an Arabian horse with a flaring temper. Its quarters were double the width of the others. Its haystack rose three times higher than those belonging to the other horses. The King’s horse eyed Gallanse and huffed at him. Jonathan ignored it, as usual, opening the wooden door to his own horse’s stall. Gallanse pranced in, still bridled, immediately slurping out of his water trough, then turned with his mouth drooling. Jonathan laughed, reaching up to unbuckle Gallanse’s bridle.

“You did great today, boy. I could not have beaten the quintain without you,” he said. 
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Chapter 3

A Dubbing and a Discovery
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The next morning, the castle chapel on the top floor had its shutters wide-open, the sun’s beams streaming through its sacred interior. Unlike the rest of the castle, the chapel did not show any hint of stone, with beautiful tapestries embroidered with divine scenes adorning each wall and giving the room the essence of soft blessedness. In each corner burned a torch, and at the front stood a wooden podium. Here, the friar, a thin, half-balding man in a brown robe, stood waving about and gesturing, giving his sermon at the morning mass.

Jonathan stood in the rear, Sir Grant on his right side and a fellow squire, Desoto, on his left. Wearing his best white tunic and brown vest, Jonathan stood silently, listening and focusing on the mass. Desoto, however, shifted around in his sagging mud-colored tunic, his sword belt nearly falling off his waist. He appeared as if he just woke up, his short blond hair stirred about and his plain gray eyes looking about impatiently. 

“When will this end?” he whispered to Jonathan, who flinched as he came out of concentration listening to the friar. “And where in the devil is Berny?”

At this, concern crept into Jonathan’s eyes. He glanced back toward the chapel entrance, figuring that if Berny came in, he would have sat in the only empty seats in the very last pew. “I am not real sure,” he said. “He usually is never late.”

“Sir Renscel is not around, either,” said Desoto rather loudly, causing some nobleman in robes to glare at him from the pew in front. Jonathan said nothing, but figured that Sir Renscel was probably forcing Berny to help him practice over and over again for tomorrow’s tournament.

The friar continued his grand gestures in front of the large wooden cross at the front, perfectly polished and made of the finest oak. The crowd consisted of many residents of the castle, both servants and nobility, and also of guests in the front pews with the squire who would soon become a knight. Sitting in a front pew also was the King, an aged but alert man, standing in a long blue velvet cape sitting lightly over his silken purple robes stitched with golden designs of the most striking paisley pattern. A jeweled crown sat comfortably atop his gray hair. 

The friar took a deep breath. “And now,” he said, in a delicate tone, “we have come to the long-awaited moment of mass: the dubbing of Squire Bryan.” 

Immediately, Squire Bryan, a rather small lad in a purple and gold tunic, and an empty sword belt covered by a flowing cloak, rose and strode up the aisle to the podium. At the same time, the King arose and joined him facing the friar. A page but 7 years old marched up—and in his small hands, he carried a brand new sword pointing upward, forged of glistening steel, its edges shining like a sharpened ax blade. The page took stiff steps precisely as he was supposed to. His small fists grasped the sword, shaking, as it took all his strength not to drop it on the floor.

The friar whispered prayers while moving his hands up and down before the sword’s blade, then once from left to right down to the hilt. The friar turned to Squire Bryan.

“Squire Bryan, Sir Balik has noted you worthy of knighthood in this, your twenty-first year of life. I respectfully ask you to kneel for your dubbing.”

The King took the sword from the page, holding it straight up in the air. Quickly, he plunged it toward the squire, striking his neck firmly with the flat of the sword. 

The King proclaimed, “This is the last blow you may receive without striking back. For your honor’s sake, you must thither defend all attacks against your soul....” 

Then Jonathan heard heavy breathing. He looked back, seeing Berny rush in. He headed for the crowded last pew and plopped into an empty spot, breathing roughly and pulling the front of his shirt. He gathered it at his neck, twisting it nervously and staring hard at Jonathan, the perpetual smile carved into Berny’s face fading into angst. Jonathan stared at him questioningly. Berny kept silent.

Sir Renscel then sauntered in, and instead of sitting down, he stood at the back of the chapel, gazing straight ahead at the dubbing ceremony, crossing his hands behind his back. Jonathan turned back to the ceremony, seeing the King still standing before the kneeling squire.

“I swear,” Squire Bryan said. Apparently, Jonathan had missed a major part of the dubbing, Squire Bryan now swearing to uphold the knightly vows. 

“Rise and claim your sword,” the King said. The new Sir Bryan stood and took his sword from the King, as he proclaimed, “I present to you Sir Bryan!”

The audience cheered, the new knight’s friends and family in front yelling in delight. Sir Bryan threw back his cloak, placing his sword into its sheath.

“At this time,” said the King over the rumpus, “retire to the great hall for a feast of celebration in Sir Bryan’s honor.” The entire crowd cheered and began storming out of the pews. Jonathan, however, turned back to check on Berny, seeing only a mass of servants stampeding across the pews—and when the stampede cleared, he saw nothing but an empty seat behind him.

All of a sudden, he felt a tight clench on his arm. It was Desoto, tugging him toward the door.

“Hurry up!” Desoto sneered. “Are you waiting for something?” Jonathan turned and headed anxiously into the throng.

The crowd ended up enclosing Jonathan and Desoto. Jonathan had no idea of either Berny or Sir Grant’s whereabouts, but he would catch up with them later, especially as it was his duty to serve Sir Grant at meals. Within a cocoon of people, he felt as if the entire congregation was moving in one unit toward the great hall, which was down a floor at the bottom of a narrow, spiraling stairway.

Luckily, the multitudes spread a bit, allowing people to descend the stairway with some space to breathe and for air to circulate by the time Jonathan and Desoto started their way down. 

Reaching the bottom of the staircase, they stepped into a stone hallway with torches burning on either wall, providing a dim light. The corridor narrowed, making a small passage where two could barely walk abreast. Servants and noblemen alike squeezed through; then the hall made an abrupt turn, coming to a doorway covered by a great red cloth. The throng was already pushing the cloth aside, and Jonathan and the masses darted into the foyer of the great hall.

Right within the great hall’s entrance stood a small wood table, along with a long-haired male servant wearing tattered clothes. The servant lifted a blue clay ewer directly above a matching basin on the table. While much of the large crowd sped past him into the depths of the great hall, the King extended his hands over the basin, while the servant proceeded to pour water out of the pitcher and onto the King’s hands. As the King rubbed his hands briskly under the falling stream, the water ran down, spattering into the basin below. The servant handed him a white cloth, and the King dried his hands proudly, then proceeded into the great hall, accompanied by Sir Renscel.

Jonathan wandered to the table, picking up the ewer himself with one hand and pouring its cool water over his other hand, as persons less than the King or his guests, or other royalty, were not granted the luxury of an assisted handwashing. He then looked up to see Sir Grant standing before him, smiling.

“Sir Grant!” said Jonathan. “Sorry I got stuck at the back of the crowd.”

“No matter,” said Sir Grant. “Come, let us join the festivities.” He put a hand on Jonathan’s shoulder, and they walked into the striking atmosphere of the great hall.

The great hall truly felt grand. One of the tallest chambers in the castle, its ceiling seemed to extend upwards into infinity. Its stone walls were high and far apart, as if the entire room could spread to a colossal scope. The chipped stone suggested that generations of the castle’s residents feasted here, as it began to erode for perhaps the sheer number of people passing through and dining within. A huge torch burnt on every wall, casting shadows upon the stone that complemented the ancient walls like the musicians who had played in the great hall and entertained its guests for decades.

Two extensive, but rather slim, tables of deep cherrywood extended for 20 feet across, from side to side of the great hall. A long line of benches stood end to end, like continuous seats on both sides of the tables, holding nearly a hundred people all packed together side by side. At the front was an open space, a milieu for the entertainers who journeyed to the castle to amuse the King and hopefully pick up a bountiful amount of gold after the show. And along the front wall hung a beautiful blue tapestry depicting the scene of the King’s favorite pastime: falconry. The tapestry also fulfilled a purpose: Behind it hid piles of blankets to be distributed to all the squires and servants each night, as they lay down to sleep on the great hall’s benches.

Presently, a loud clamor of voices resounded throughout. People already stood behind the benches, awaiting the King to be seated. Jonathan and Sir Grant stopped, for the hall held more than usual, as the friends and family of Sir Bryan traveled to the castle from town to celebrate the dubbing. Desoto’s voice surged above the racket.

“Yo, there, Jonathan!” he hollered. Toward the end of the front table, Desoto stood on the bench and waved. 

Sir Grant and Jonathan made their way to two spots available by Desoto. They just happened to be by a small hallway that led from the great hall to the kitchen. Upon the tables sat wooden platters, one between each two people, as these marked where two people should sit, one on each side of the platter. Jonathan spotted Berny beside Sir Renscel just a few benches down, Berny smiling again and laughing as usual, waving jauntily at the King. Jonathan thought that whatever had bothered Berny mere moments ago either cleared very quickly or that Berny’s perpetual goodwill had done its usual trick of popping onto his face automatically.

The King stood at the head of the table, which was at the opposite end of Jonathan and Sir Grant’s table, waving his arms.

“Silence!” someone yelled. “The King speaks!” The voices bounding through the room muffled, then halted like a depressed flame.

“Yes, well,” the King started, roaring in a loud voice, so he could be heard, “it is my utmost delight to welcome you to this feast. I am most certain that my fellow residents of Consany Castle share my happiness in welcoming you to our great hall.” At this, the whole rear table and half of the front table bellowed. The King turned to Sir Bryan and his family standing near him. “My guests,” he said with a nod, extending his hand, motioning for them to sit. The ladies visiting the castle curtseyed, while the nearest man held out their chairs as they sat down. Then, the rest of the room sat down, as well.

The steward, in charge of all of the servants (particularly at meal time), entered the room from the kitchen passage, while a servant girl bustled behind with a metal tray piled high with flat, bread-like trenchers. She rushed along the back of the benches, tossing one trencher on each platter. Another servant followed, plopping on the trencher two knives and a piece of cloth for wiping one’s hands and mouth. Jonathan took one of the knives and cleaved a clean cut through the center of the trencher, dividing it between himself and Sir Grant. 

Then came the first course. The steward clapped his hands twice. Straight away, a line of servants hustled in, balancing clay pots with steam coming from their tops. Each servant stood still for a moment, and each diner looked anxiously at the King, as the first servant hurried over to His Majesty and laid an entire pot out in front of him. 

“Venison en Frumenty!” the servant proclaimed. Another worker dipped a huge wooden spoon into an area the King had indicated and dumped a loadful onto his trencher. Once the King received his portions, the remaining servants set bowls of the venison on the table in various places. As everyone started seizing pieces of food, Jonathan sat patiently, and after some of the frenzy died, he took the spoon and laid a huge chunk of the venison en frumenty onto Sir Grant’s trencher. 

“Perfect,” said Sir Grant. “Now, for yourself.”

Jonathan felt a sharp poke in his arm as he redipped the spoon into the pot. Desoto was leaning over close to him, nearly in his face. “Did you ever see such a knave’s ceremony?” he demanded. “What is so great about being a knight of the bath, having to take a bath and pray all night in the chapel? What skills do you need for all that?”

Jonathan sighed. “Well, that is the ceremony,” he said, simply. “You know the bath is symbolic: It washes away your sins before your dubbing.”

“I want to be a knight of the sword!” Desoto claimed, punching his fists in front of him, as if fending off some unseen foe. “That is how to be dubbed—out there on the battlefield, suddenly being made a knight because of your fearless fighting.”

Jonathan had to fight the impulse to roll his eyes. “Yes, we know, Lord Desoto,” he joked, as some of the squires jested with Desoto for insisting on being called by his last name. “But nobody is made a knight of the sword just because of fighting—you just have to show a great amount of courage, above what is required of you. Anyway, either way, you become a knight. There are just two different ways of doing it.” However, Desoto just started shooting invisible arrows at the guests sitting opposite them at the table.

The voracious diners gulped up the first course as if their throats could expand like a cobra’s for the bundles of food to slide down. This was typical, though, of any main meal at the castle. The steward appeared again from the kitchen corridor, clapping twice, and the seven servants quickly collected the pots and whisked back to the kitchen.

“Soon,” the steward crowed loudly, “the second course, a lovely fare of spiced plums will appear in front of your palates. But first, for His Majesty’s and your own entertainment, I humbly present the renowned harpist, Lunker of Twyne.” 

A young man pounded on the table, the tabletop in front of Jonathan bouncing up and down in his wake. “Yes!” the man cheered, laughing like an evil lunatic. “Shall Sir Renscel have as great as feasts when he is King?”

With that, the cheering declined to a mumble, and the applause descended to a faint tapping of fingers. Everyone, even those visiting from the town, knew that Sir Renscel was Chancellor of Consany, so that if the heirless and queenless king died, Renscel would become ruler of the kingdom; yet, no one ever mentioned this in the King’s presence, as it would be a very improper topic. 

Renscel smiled sweetly, as if trying to make a friendly face in the wake of the rude comment. “Yes, well, I am confident that we’ve many, many days to pass before we think of that era. King Thomas has perhaps several full decades ahead in his life.” His arm spurted up, sporting his goblet. “To the King!” he shouted.

Jonathan followed all the diners raising their goblets to toast the King. “The King!” the entire hall seemed to cry in unison. 

***
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Hours later, Jonathan and Berny were walking outside in the hazy sunshine, their backs turned to the castle as they walked toward the forest. They tread a dirt path leading to “the butts,” a cleared area of the forest not far from the quintain, overrun by standing wooden targets in a long row for archery practice; though sword fighting and jousting were the two main matches a squire had to master, archery was a precise, practical ability, the arrow rapid and accurate if aimed correctly. Plus, an archer could cut down an enemy without even being in his view.

At the moment, Jonathan and Berny paced slowly, wearing their fine garments. In addition to their swords, both had a quiver slung diagonally across and carried a bow in one hand. Their bows were borrowed, Jonathan bearing Sir Grant’s wooden bow tightly, so as not to drop it. 

“So, why you were late to the dubbing?” Jonathan asked.

Berny stared ahead. “Oh,” he said, with a small chuckle, “I feel a bit too tired today.” He shook his head at the ground. “I felt very weak this morning.” 

Jonathan did not ask any more, just strolling beside Berny, figuring he would return to normal soon. Berny walked the path with a small bounce in his step, as usual. Something nagged at Jonathan, though, a feeling that caused his insides to tense as if something were horribly wrong. Yet he supposed he just felt preoccupied with the tournament tomorrow, shaking off his disquietude as he tread down the trail.

Berny sighed and halted as if frozen. “Actually....” He gazed ahead vacantly, his eyes wide in a rigid distress Jonathan had never seen on his friend’s ever-smiling face. He realized Berny was about to give some sort of explanation. Berny turned away but tugged gently at Jonathan’s sleeve. He headed off the path and between the trees. “Come with me,” he said.

Berny disappeared into the woods, leaving Jonathan to stare at the tree trunks in his wake. Then Jonathan followed, stepping into the shut-in feeling of the forest. The tops of the trees rose high, and he could barely see spots of the sun through the upper branches. He continued farther into the wood, to a tree where Berny now sat slumping against the trunk, slackly gripping his bow. Jonathan stopped, concern now starting to take hold.

Berny peered up at him, speaking shushed as if afraid that even the trees would hear. “Those deliveries I have been making for Sir Renscel,” he started. 

Jonathan nodded. “The ones you leave at the apothecary’s shop?”

Berny put his head down and nodded. “Yes.” He took a deep breath. “Earlier this morning, before the dubbing, Sir Renscel suddenly....He grabbed me and held me up against the wall in his room. He asked if I had ever looked in the bags when I was delivering them—and I said no, because I never did.” He paused, gazing vacantly off to the side. “And then he kept asking me things: ‘Are you sure? Are you sure you never even peeked in there even once?’ And I said no. And then he....”

All of a sudden, Berny dropped into silence, a deep silence that Jonathan had never experienced from Berny’s buoyant nature. Berny suddenly shoved the bow away and looked up at him. It was as if he suddenly decided to bring to light something he waited to reveal, and he pushed away not only the bow, but the wall that had kept him from perceiving the truth and the clasp that had kept his mouth locked to hold it in.

Slowly, never taking his eyes off the ground, Berny moved his hand to his shoulder. He tenderly placed his hand on the collar of his tunic and pushed it aside to reveal his shoulder bandaged in brown cloth. Berny gently unwrapped the cloth—and there, blazoned upon his tanned skin, gaped a splitting wound with fresh, barely dried blood that was still damp. This swamp of blood lay moist upon a blistering wound so red that it appeared like a mass of mangled tissue. Tiny wooden splinters pushed upward out of the gash. Jonathan gasped, staring at Berny’s injury. Shock piled up in his throat. He could not utter a sound.

“And then he told me that I better never look in those bags,” Berny said. “And if I did, this is what he would do to me.” He stared at Jonathan, helpless, his eyes wide like an abused animal, not knowing where to turn, and yet at the same time, screaming for help. 

For a moment, Jonathan stared, his mouth wide open, speechless. “What happened?” he asked, the words barely coming out.

Berny swallowed. “He hit me. Over and over again with that staff he found from the last king.” Jonathan stared at Berny’s wound. He guessed that the splinters had easily embedded themselves into Berny’s gash from the old staff—a disintegrating cane Renscel discovered in a chamber after the previous king had passed. Berny continued, “I could not go to the castle doctoring man, so I just wrapped a scarf around it. That hurt pretty bad, but not as much as my tunic brushing against it all the time.”

Jonathan’s nerves clenched, as he realized that the horrible knight that had taken in Berny and presumed to be his mentor, the knight supposed to teach and guide him, was not only a charlatan, but a senseless, cruel man with a shady secret and endangered squire. “He actually struck you?” Jonathan whispered. “What are you going to do?”

Berny wrapped his scarf back around his shoulder. “There is nothing I can do, my friend,” he said. “He said if I told anyone, my wounds would be 10 times worse.”

“But....” Jonathan turned around hastily and started to pace around, his mind roving the possibilities for Berny to find a way to escape the grip of his evil mentor. “But if you stay with him, you will be in danger! You cannot stay his squire if he does this to you.” Though he spoke with a vital urgency, he tried to stay shushed, knowing no one could hear their conversation, which had to stay well hidden between the trees.

Berny shrugged his healthy shoulder. “What else can I do, my friend?” he asked. “I think the best I can do is stay away from his room as much as possible—and that should be pretty easy, since we sleep in the great hall.”

Jonathan stopped pacing and turned to his best friend intently. “But you stand alone with him in his chamber every time he gives you one of those bags to deliver.”

At this, Berny sighed and nodded. “It does not hurt as much as it looks badly,” he said of his gash. “And it probably just hurts because I felt weak this morning, anyway—even since I got up.”

“Perhaps,” Jonathan said, doubtfully, “but he should not be hitting you.” Suddenly, his face cleared, as an idea came to him. “I know!” he said. “You can tell the King! Or....” He suddenly stopped, uncertain if that would even do any good.

Berny shook his head. “You know I cannot tell the King.”

Jonathan sighed. “A squire claiming that a knight—the Chancellor no less—beat on him,” he stated, trying out the words.

“The King would never believe that.”

Jonathan dropped down beside Berny. He realized that his friend was right: A squire could in no way make a claim against a chancellor and win. No one would believe that Sir Renscel, the knight chosen by the King, respected by His Majesty—and so the rest of the kingdom—would do anything wrong. No one would fathom that he would lift hand or sword against anyone but an enemy, and only in an honorable battle, fighting for the realm...or so the people of Consany thought. Jonathan dealt with Sir Renscel’s oversweetened, phony friendliness many times. Why could the people and knights of Consany not see through his false pleasantries and insincerity? For years, it seemed so clear to Jonathan as to blind him, yet he said nothing of it to Berny, since poor Berny had to cope with Renscel daily—though they did poke fun at his phony nature. But now, Sir Renscel’s nature had turned from fake to perilous.

For a while, both squires kept silent. Anger burned in Jonathan’s blood, as he knew for years that Renscel seemed evil, and he suddenly felt the urge to stand on the castle battlements and shout it out over the entire kingdom; but, of course, he sat quietly beside Berny, knowing that he would have to bear the unspoken burden with his friend. 

“I have to attend Sir Renscel at the tournament tomorrow, too,” said Berny. “I hope I can go. My weakness does not seem to be going away.” He coughed a little, patting his chest. He lay limply back against the trunk of the tree. “You will keep this secret?” he asked, turning to Jonathan in an appeal. “You are the only one I have told, the only one I trust.”

Jonathan sighed, returning his friend’s gaze. He did not know how he could help, for as long as Berny served Sir Renscel, he was at risk of the violent knight’s fury; but if they dared reveal the truth to the King, no one would believe them, and Renscel would discover that Berny had told, leading to more beatings. It seemed a never-ending circle of strikings from which Berny would never escape. Jonathan silently vowed that he would support Berny in any way he could, but at the same time, would uphold his loyalty and not dishonor Berny’s trust. “I will not tell anyone you would not want me to,” he said. “I give you my word.”
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Chapter 4

A Tournament of Fates
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Past the castle’s outer boundary and a short distance into the woods, a dirt field was cleared by ax men generations ago. Here, at the tilt yard, all the tournaments took place. The tilt stood at the center of the clearing; its long horizontal pole of wood was propped about four feet off the ground by a vertical pole attached on each end. On either side of the clearing rose two rows of terraced wooden seats for spectators journeying in from town, as well as from the castle, to watch the pageantry of the tournaments. Gigantic red cloth tents towered over the seating area, though the tents also trapped hot air so that guests sometimes fainted from the stuffiness.

One smaller tent covered special seats closer to the arena. This, the King’s tent, held enough room for His Majesty and his guests. A group of 10 hollow tubes a foot high, the banner stands, stuck out of the ground near the King’s sector, for banners carried out at the beginning of the tournament. Behind these, one banner already soared: the golden banner of Consany Castle. Towering high on its post, it sported the work of an ancient heralder who fashioned the banner when the castle was first built: It featured two silver horseshoes representing good luck and protection from evil, a silver castle for safety, and on either side, two silver swords denoting justice and honor.

Two last tiny tents stood in the distance: the armory tents, storing extra lances, swords and such. At the moment, Jonathan and Berny led their horses to a post beside one of the armory tents.

“Are your mother and brother at least here today?” Berny asked. Berny wiped the sweat off his brow and loosened his leather jerkin. His eyes appeared droopy, his face a flushed red.

“No,” said Jonathan, feeling stifled under the heat, as well, for he too donned a leather jerkin, though plain, over his dark green tunic. “My father had to journey to another village for business matters, so my mother is looking after the vassals—though being a Market Day, most of them won’t even be on the land, anyway.”

Berny laughed, despite his flushed appearance. “At least they usually come. This is the first tournament they missed in years.” 

Jonathan smiled, trying to guide Gallanse up beside the post, but Gallanse kept shaking his head, and Jonathan kept having to pet him to calm him down. He turned to Berny somberly. “How are you going to carry those lances?” he asked, mindful of Berny’s new wound.

“And the banner,” added Berny. He quickly tied his horse. “It took me forever to get Sir Renscel armored. My shoulder hurt with every piece of that dratted suit I had to clasp on him...but I have to manage,” he said. “Somehow.” A powerful cough then heaved from the depths of his chest, throwing him into a great coughing fit.

“You are not well, are you? Are you still weak?”

Berny forced a smile, and his already drooping eyelids fell over his eyes as they began to water. “Yes. I think I have a sickness...but Sir Renscel needs me during this tournament.”

Jonathan raised his eyebrows in disbelief. He had no idea how anyone would have such strong allegiance to an abusive knight—but maybe fear of Renscel’s abuse was the very reason Berny dreaded letting Renscel down. Berny just smiled and extended his hand.

“Good luck, my friend,” he said. Jonathan knew that in a round-about way, Berny wished both him and Sir Grant luck, probably hoping that Sir Grant—or any other knight besides Renscel—would win. Berny then walked shakily off toward the tilt yard.

Jonathan proceeded to tie Gallanse’s reins to the post, pulling the knot secure, then going around to the other side of the armory tent. The squires of the castle were forming a line by the banner stands. Berny stood in front, preparing to be the first to take his knight’s banner at the start of the tournament. 

The King already sat on his bench, one servant on either side: a maiden servant with a clay jug of water ready for dispensing and another fanning the King with smooth leaves of an exotic tree. Throngs of nobles from town stomped up the stands, for tournaments were not to be missed by any of the upper class. Many middle class merchants also attended. Unfortunately, this was also Market Day, when all the lords owning estates sent vassals to town to sell their wares, so while the lords and ladies of Consany hobnobbed at the tournament, the peasants labored in town.

Presently, all of the guests had been seated. The King sat unmoving in his booth between his servants, along with the friar and a nobleman, obviously some special visitor, in several layers of colorful velvet. Everyone’s eyes were on the tilt, where a jester in garish multi-colored clothing bounded all over the place. His hat shot up into three sharp points with gold bells alighting their tops, jingling and jangling. 

Jonathan peered beyond to where the castle knights lined up on their horses on the opposite side of the tilt yard. They queued up in the same order as the squires, as the senior knight always went first, and the others followed in descending order. Sir Renscel sat high on his horse, his chest heaving either with bloating pride or with the heat (Jonathan could not tell which). A few noblewomen visiting from town roamed around the knights. Most had chosen a knight to bestow her scarf upon, a tradition to show that she wished the knight to ride for her. One swooning damsel held her heart, thrusting her scarf at Sir Renscel. Renscel, sitting upon his horse, made a low, sweeping bow, taking the scarf and kissing it, and tucking it under the bridle of his black horse. The maiden curtseyed, then ran off to the stands giggling. Also having seen this, Berny looked to Jonathan further back in the line, mouthing the word phony. 

At last, the jester skipped away from the arena. A man with an ivory horn came up beside Sir Renscel, tooting into the horn briefly. The audience quieted. The heralder, a rather elderly man with a long beard and dressed in a burgundy velvet tunic, stepped out in front of the tilt so that he faced the King.

His loud voice clanged, “Hear ye, hear ye! Welcome to the twenty-first tournament of Consany Castle! His Majesty welcomes all of you to our plaisance, which will include both a joust and a fight with quarterstaves. And we wish to welcome the friar to his first tournament.” Applause sounded, as the church generally frowned upon tournaments. “The rules of this tourney are the same as the last: The first two knights will pair off at the joust with game lances, and the winner shall joust the following knight—and so on. The top two jousters will be considered the ones who scored the largest amount of points. These two will pair off for the fight with quarterstaffs to determine the winner. And for the victors in our tournament today, the King has chosen a splendid gift.”

A page popped out from behind the knights, carrying a golden goblet teetering on a satin pillow. He turned about the arena so that both stands could view the shining goblet, a long-stemmed chalice with a long, graceful cup. The throngs in the stands applauded at its splendor, and the page, having done his display, bowed his head at the King and walked, unbending, from the arena.

The heralder continued. “And now, I present to you the knights of Consany Castle.” A drum rolled from behind the knights, beating out a tense rhythm. “Sir Renscel!” the heralder announced. Sir Renscel came prancing in front of the tilt on his stallion, holding his banner aloft in one hand, while steering his horse and holding his helmet with the other. Renscel, as all the Consany knights, was clad in shiny armor of limitless plates to form a tight-fitting shell to safeguard the human within, so he in turn, could protect the kingdom—though for the moment, it would merely deflect lance blows during the competition. Yet Renscel strut by proudly, carrying his flag like some sign of redemption. He smiled a crafty smirk at the King and crowd nearby, riding slow and steady, so his horse seemed to force out every pace to draw out Renscel’s moment of glory. Once Sir Renscel reached the squires’ area, Berny stepped forward and took Sir Renscel’s banner, placing it into the first banner stand.

“Sir Avalon!” the heralder proclaimed—and the cheers rung out for each knight, never fading. Finally, Jonathan stood at the front of the squire convoy, and he looked across the tilt to see Sir Grant at the front of the line. Sir Grant nodded and smiled from afar.

The heralder yelled, “Sir Grant!” Sir Grant rode past steadily, nodding at the audience, unassumingly carrying his banner, a rather simple but striking creation; Sir Grant’s crest was mostly a brilliant blue with two crossed spears, the symbol for a valiant knight, and a silver stripe with a golden dragon for protective valor. He continued to the end of the tilt, handing his banner to Jonathan, who quickly set it in its holder.

The applause continued until all eight knights of Consany Castle had passed. The heralder strode to the middle of the tilt. The goblet-bearer now bore a glossy clay pot, and he walked up beside the heralder.

The heralder proclaimed, “In this pot are small banners, one for each of the knights of Consany Castle.” A second page dashed out and stood on the other side of the heralder, fidgeting around in his tardiness. “I shall choose from this pot one banner at a time to determine the order of the jousters. First of all....” The heralder sunk his hand into the vessel and stirred, then plucked out a tiny purple cloth. “First is Sir Avalon,” he yelled, “who shall joust against,” he stuck his hand once again in the container and selected a second square, “Sir Marcus!”

“Victory!” Desoto screamed, for he was Sir Marcus’ squire.  

The heralder passed the square to the belated page to keep the tiny banners in the correct sequence. The choosing of the order of knights for the joust continued.  

At last, the heralder announced, “And now, we begin the tournament! Lords and ladies, Your Majesty.” He swung low and swept his arm aside, bowing to the King. “I present to you Sir Avalon challenging Sir Marcus at the joust!” He held out both hands to the sides like a great “T,” his fingertips pointing at both ends of the tilt. Sir Marcus squeaked in his armor as he mounted his horse, Desoto tearing out of the armory tent, bearing one of the lances high and lofty like a torch. The lances were fashioned of wood, unpolished but smoothed out so that they appeared perfectly sleek. 

Sir Avalon and Sir Marcus were covered head-to-toe in metal, with chain mail gauntlets, leather palms stitched onto them for gripping the lances. Each jouster hoisted up a gleaming shield in their left gauntlet. They truly appeared unconquerable—any foe in battle would take on a gargantuan task attempting to destroy the knights of Consany. Yet for now, the “battle” was a joust of peace. The two competitors nodded at each other formally, Desoto thrusting Sir Marcus’ lance eagerly at him. All eyes fixated on the two shining knights about to face off in the first course of jousting.

Jonathan sat on the sidelines with the other squires, watching and awaiting their knights’ turns at the joust. A couple of rounds ensued of Sir Avalon and Sir Marcus’ steeds zooming at each other on each side of the barrier, the knights’ arms dropped down and holding their lances until they appeared to almost crash at the tilt—then a crash resounding. The dirt would settle, leaving the two knights on their horses with broken lances, speeding off to the ends of the barrier, their steeds gradually losing momentum. Desoto kept ready, delivering a new lance to Sir Marcus both times. Eventually, after the crash, Sir Marcus tumbled off his horse, onto the rough dirt below.

“Oh, fie!” Desoto muttered, walking to the pile of metal on the ground that was Sir Marcus fidgeting to get up in his clanky armor. Sir Avalon had won the first joust.

Jonathan watched anxiously as Sir Avalon jousted Sir Bryan. Berny sat beside Jonathan, his head bowed, shielding it from the sun as it burned down upon them.

Sir Bryan actually lasted quite a while against Sir Avalon’s lance. However, Sir Avalon finally propelled poor Sir Bryan right off his horse and down onto the dirt, another shell of armored knight piled up on the ground in defeat.

The heralder stepped out to the center of the tilt yard. A storm of shouts subsided, as he announced the next two jousters. “And next, Sir Avalon shall joust the distinguished Sir Renscel!”

Beside Jonathan, Berny stood up, wobbly, his hand pressed against his forehead. With drooping eyes, he dragged himself into the armory tent. A few seconds later, he emerged, his arm hanging low carrying one of the weighty lances. Sir Avalon was already mounted on his horse at the end of the tilt, his squire clutching the lance upright beside him, so Berny shuffled his feet faster and shambled to the opposite end of the tilt, where Sir Renscel sat proudly, his armor reflecting the applauding stands. His helmet tucked beneath his arm, he waved smoothly at the audience, taking in each moment.

Berny arrived slowly at Sir Renscel’s side to find Renscel glaring at him. Jonathan sat watching across the distance. Berny raised a quivering arm and handed the lance to Renscel. Sir Renscel pushed his helmet onto his head irritably and snatched the lance from Berny. Berny turned, his eyes lowered, scuffling back to the armory tent to retrieve a second lance. 

At the end of the first round, Sir Renscel’s game lance had splintered into a million barbs at the end, and Jonathan saw Sir Avalon’s shield bent a bit inward—but it was not broken, though his lance was a tattered mess at the end, as well. Berny delivered another lance to Sir Renscel for the second round—and Sir Renscel completely broke Sir Avalon’s shield. The viewers leapt up in the stands, throwing their arms in the air and having a fit.

Berny’s eyes were bloodshot by now, as he propped up a lance, letting one end of it jab into the ground for support. A bit of dismay crept into Jonathan’s eyes, as Sir Renscel had scored points by breaking his opponent’s shield; however, neither knight had won yet, and both tenans veered round and returned to their starting places.

And again, Sir Renscel appeared oblivious to Berny’s pitiful condition. He grabbed the lance from his ailing squire and whirled around to face Sir Avalon again. This time, he jolted his horse into an eye-boggling sprint in a split second. Sir Avalon spurred his horse—and in seconds, a crash resounded, and Sir Avalon went flying off his horse, barreling toward the castle residents’ seats. The spectators sprung up in the stands, arms flailing in excitement, seeing Sir Avalon flying through the air and landing only feet away from their faces in a great clattering racket. 

Sir Renscel whipped his steed around, holding his lance up in triumph. He tossed it aside so that he could make an arching bow to the audience while sitting on horseback. He saluted the King, then pulled his horse’s reins around again to bow to the other stand. He grinned arrogantly at the spectators, causing them to applaud with even greater passion.

A page bounded out onto the arena, and with his pointed shoes, brushed aside the shards of wood from the lances, while the heralder strode back out to announce Sir Renscel’s next challenger—then the whole scene repeated for the rival that followed.

Jonathan nervously watched Sir Renscel and his current opponent, Sir Ike, knowing Sir Grant would be up next for the joust. The joust between Sir Renscel and Sir Ike felt as if it lasted forever, their steeds seeming to ride in slow motion. Eventually, the knights collided at the tilt—and Sir Ike fell off his horse to the ground below.

The crowd roared—but Jonathan tuned out all the racket and walked to the armory tent behind him. One bored squire had apparently appointed himself as lance distributor, standing at the outside of the tent with a lance at the ready. He pushed it at Jonathan, who took it and walked briskly to the tilt’s edge. Sir Grant was just riding up on his tan stallion, his armor gleaming like a thousand lights were embedded within. He had his helmet on already, but his visor was up so that his face showed through. Jonathan dashed up to Sir Grant’s side, lifting the hefty lance with one hand.
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