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Description
Banished by his father, MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has spent the last six years wandering the realm as a landless knight, fighting for gold and his own amusement. But when escaping from a gang of robbers, Mazael finds a desperate young nobleman in dire need of aid to save his own father.
Rescuing the boy's father could be Mazael's path to fame and glory.
Or to a shallow grave...







The Wandering Knight (World of the Demonsouled short story)
Copyright 2013 by Jonathan Moeller
Published by Azure Flame Media, LLC
Cover image copyright Vladimirs Poplavskis | Dreamstime.com & Andreiuc88 | Dreamstime.com
All Rights Reserved
This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law. 







The Wandering Knight

Mazael Cravenlock was cheating at cards.

Of course, every other man at the table was cheating, too.
And, to be fair, they were planning to kidnap him. 
He sat at a table of crude planks in a gloomy tavern, the only light coming from a sputtering hearth on the far wall. The town of Knightport, visited by merchants from across the realm, boasted many fine taverns and inn. This, alas, was not one of them. The air stank of mildew, and the only patrons were four villainous-looking men at the plank table.
And Mazael himself, of course. 
"Deal," said the leader of the men. He was gaunt, with ragged gray hair, cold black eyes, and a black robe adorned with a gleaming badge of office. Men called him Reccard the Fist, and he presented a public face as one of the Lord of Knightport's customs collectors. 
He also controlled several gangs of robbers that lurked in the hills outside Knightport, attacking wealthy merchants traveling to and from the town. Reccard read the ships’ manifests, noted the wares of caravans leaving the town…and sent his men to steal the choicer items.
"Very well," said Mazael, passing cards to the other men. 
"So," said Reccard. "You are the youngest son of the late Lord Adalon Cravenlock, yes? Your brother Mitor is Lord of Castle Cravenlock?"
Mazael smirked. "Mitor the mushroom? Aye, he holds Castle Cravenlock in his flabby fingers, last I heard." He finished dealing out the cards and looked at his hand. A Queen of Swords, a Knight of Coins, and three nines. 
Reccard grinned, and the other men leaned closer. 
Mazael tried not to laugh.
"You must be very close to your brother," said Reccard. "Helping him bear the dreadful burden of lordship. I'm sure if you were taken hostage, your brother would pay dearly for your safety."
"I doubt that," said Mazael. "I haven't seen him in six years."
Reccard's smile froze. "You haven't?" 
"No," said Mazael, sliding some silver coins towards the pile in the center of the table. "After Lord Richard the Dragonslayer prevailed, my father banished me from the Grim Marches. Gave me a horse, a sword, and told me never to return." He patted the worn pommel of his longsword. "Thought I would make trouble for Mitor. Which, I admit, I probably would."
Reccard's smile hardened into a scowl. "Then you are an impoverished vagabond?"
"That is an insult," said Mazael. "I fight for whoever will pay me. A good fight and a willing woman at the end of the day...that's all a man really needs, isn't it? But, true, I do not have much in the way of coin, and my brother certainly would not pay to get me back."
"I see," said Reccard. 
"Which means," said Mazael, "if you and your friends were planning to kidnap me and ransom me back to Mitor, you should rethink the plan."
Reccard spat upon the moldering straw covering the floor. "If you knew this was a trap, why did you walk into it?"
"Because." Mazael grinned. "I like to fight."
Reccard looked at his henchmen, and the thugs laughed. 
"We may not be able to ransom this young fool back to Lord Mitor," said Reccard, "but we'll able to get some coin for his sword and chain mail. Kill him. One more body floating in the harbor will draw no..."
Mazael moved faster. 
He surged to his feet, gripped the table, and flung it on its side, sending coins and cards flying. Reccard's thugs scrambled to their feet, drawing their swords, but Mazael already had his blade out. The familiar battle rage thundered through him, and the nearest man stabbed at him. Mazael dodged, and his sword plunged between his attacker's ribs. The thug toppled as the other two men rushed Mazael. He parried a blow from a short sword, twisted, and caught his first attacker across the hip. The man stumbled back with a cry of pain.
"Kill him!" roared Reccard, backing away from the melee. "Damn you, kill him!"
The second thug stabbed, but the chain mail beneath Mazael's weathered leather jerkin turned aside the blow. Mazael grunted and thrust his sword, his blade opening a line of blood on the thug’s jaw. The first thug caught his balance, and Mazael laughed in delight. Good! Let them come! He would kill them all...
Reccard fled through the back door, and his thugs followed. 
Mazael laughed again and started to pursue them, but some of the mad rage drained away, and his reason reasserted himself. Reccard had retreated...but he was a powerful man among Knightport's robbers, and could summon more men than Mazael could fight. Worse, Reccard was in the service of the Lord of Knightport. Reccard could claim that Mazael had murdered the dead thug...and the town's militia would believe him, not Mazael. 
It was time to go.
Just as well. Knightport had grown dull.
Mazael collected the scattered coins from the card game, and then hurried out the tavern's front door. Night hung over Knightport's streets, though the sounds of laughing and singing came from the taverns near the docks. Sailors from across the realm came to Knightport, and Reccard would have no trouble hiring enough muscle to kill one landless knight.
Mazael made his way to the hostel and retrieved his horse from the stables. A bribe to the watchman opened the gate in the town's wall, and Mazael rode to the east. The road climbed into the hills, and he had a fine view of Knightport and the ships crowding the town's harbor. Pine trees covered the hills, and Mazael soon found himself in a forest, the air tangy with the smell of sap. 
He led his horse from the road, tied the beast to a tree, and bedded down in his cloak. Mazael would have preferred a bed, and a woman to warm it, but this would serve well enough. The gods knew he had spent enough time sleeping in the wild, ever since his father had exiled him...
For a moment, just a moment, he felt a pang. Sorrow, perhaps? Grief? He had loathed his mother and held his father and brother in contempt, but he missed his sister Rachel. 
He pushed aside the thought. Tomorrow, he would go in search of new battles to fight and new glory to win. As he had told Reccard, he loved fighting...and the realm had no shortage of opportunities for a strong man with a sword.
Mazael drifted to sleep.

###

The next morning Mazael saddled his horse and took the road east.
The pine-cloaked hills rose around him, and he considered his next move. Should he ride south? The Dominiar Knights ruled Mastaria, and they kept an iron hand over the Mastarians. No opportunities there. North, perhaps? North would take him through Knightreach and to Greycoast and the great city of Barellion. But Lord Malden of Knightcastle and Prince Everard of Barellion ruled with firm hands, and their lands were orderly. Little work for a wandering knight. 
Besides, Mazael had spent some time in Barellion, years ago, and had no wish to return. He had seduced a noble widow, and if Mazael returned, she might very well hire the Skulls, Barellion’s brotherhood of assassins, to take off his head.
East, then. East would take him to the deep valleys and forests of the Stormvales, where the Stormvales’ petty lords warred against each other constantly. Their feuds offered opportunity for gold and glory. Mazael decided to ride for Knightcastle, take the road east to Tristgard, and then north to the Stormvales.
Then he heard crashing in the underbrush to his left and drew his sword. 
Fierce eagerness filled him at the prospect of a fight. Had he walked into an ambush of robbers? Or had Reccard sent men after him? Mazael's hand tightened around his sword hilt.
He loved battle…and he would dance laughing through the blood of any foes.
A moment later a boy of eleven or twelve years stumbled onto the road, breathing hard.
Mazael blinked in surprise. 
The boy glared up at him. He had blond hair and blue eyes, and wore chain mail, trousers, and fine leather boots. A blue tabard adorned with a silver greathelm sigil covered the mail. 
"Do you, sir," said the boy, "do you mean to rob me?" 
"No," said Mazael. Though he supposed he looked the part of the villainous robber. He had slept outside, after all, and he hadn't bathed for a while. "Are you going to rob me?"
The boy drew himself up, affronted. "I most certainly shall not! Petty brigandage is a crime and it is...it is beneath me!" 
"Good to know," said Mazael. "Though that doesn't explain why you're running around the woods by yourself." 
"I am trying," said the boy, "to get away from robbers."
"Indeed," said Mazael, intrigued. That greathelm sigil was the badge of a noble house of Knightreach, though Mazael could not remember which one. Which meant the boy was a squire in service to a knight of that house. And if the boy was running around the woods by himself, his knight had encountered some misfortune.
And rescuing a knight often meant a reward.
"But by fleeing the robbers," said the boy, "I fear I have only found another one."
Mazael made a show of sheathing his sword. "You have not. I am no highwayman. My name is Sir Mazael Cravenlock."
The boy frowned. "You are a knight, sir? You..."
"I hardly look the part, I know," said Mazael, "but I have spent the last six years wandering from one corner of the realm to another, fighting as it pleases me."
"As a robber knight, perhaps?" said the boy. 
Mazael sighed. "I'll say this plainly, boy. I am no thief, and while perhaps I enjoy fighting a bit too much, I’ve never robbed a man. If you want nothing to do with me, I'll ride on. But if you want my help, you'll have it...and I will teach those robbers of yours to fear."
He gave his horse a gentle tap, urging the beast forward, and walked past the boy.
"Wait," said the boy. "Sir Mazael, wait!" 
Mazael turned his horse.
"It seems I have little choice but to trust you, sir," said the boy, "for I might not reach the gates of Knightport as I planned." He took a deep breath. "My name is Gerald Roland."
"Gerald Roland," said Mazael, and his eyes widened. "Wait. A son of Lord Malden Roland?" Gerald nodded. "The liege lord of Knightreach?" Gerald nodded once more. "So why the devil is a son of Malden Roland blundering around the woods by himself?" 
"I was traveling with my father and his retainers to Knightport," said Gerald. "Bandits infest the hills around Knightport..."
"Yes, I noticed," said Mazael.
"And my lord father wished to chastise Lord Randerly for his lack of action," said Gerald. "But bandits fell upon us a few miles east of here and scattered our men. I fear the brigands took my father captive. He told me to run to Knightport for aid...and here I am." 
Mazael scratched at his jaw. "Just as well you didn't make it to Knightport."
"Why not?" said Gerald, folding his arms over his chest. "Lord Randerly is my father's vassal, sworn to obey him."
"And Lord Randerly's officers are sworn to obey him," said Mazael, "but half of them work with the robbers anyway. If you'd made it to Knightport alone, they would have taken you for ransom. Which I assume is why they took your father captive." He laughed.
"Do you find our predicament funny, sir?" said Gerald, affronted. 
"It's bold," said Mazael. "Holding the liege lord of Knightreach for ransom. The bandits will end as either very rich men, or as heads rotting atop spears. Or they'll make a mistake and kill Lord Malden, and then they'll end as heads atop spears."
"What...what do you suggest we do, sir?" said Gerald. For a moment the arrogant hauteur drained away, leaving only sick terror. Mazael felt a touch of sympathy for the boy. 
"The first thing," said Mazael, "is to find your father. You said they fell on you about three miles east of here?" Gerald nodded. "There's a nest of robbers near the road there, led by a rogue named Waller. I'll wager they took your father." 
"And then?" said Gerald.
"And then," said Mazael, "we wait until night, sneak into their camp, and make off with your father."
"But that's..." began Gerald. 
A flicker of motion caught Mazael's eye, and he spun his horse. 
A man crouched in the underbrush near the road, a short bow in hand. Mazael yanked his sword from its scabbard and kicked his horse to a gallop. But even as he did, the archer released. Mazael ducked low, swinging his sword in front of him, and by sheer chance he struck the arrow. The weapon clanged, the impact almost tearing the hilt from his grasp, and the arrow tumbled aside, its fletching brushing over Mazael's cheek. 
The archer cursed and reached into his quiver for another arrow, but he was too slow. Mazael's horse crashed into the archer, and Mazael swung his blade. 
The archer fell dead, blood gushing from his neck. 
Mazael dropped from the saddle, his heart pounding, the blood surging through his veins.
"Gods, Sir Mazael!" said Gerald, hurrying to his side. "You blocked the arrow with your sword! I've never seen anything..."
Mazael looked at Gerald and the boy flinched. For a wild, mad instant, Mazael felt the urge to kill Gerald, to keep killing and killing...
He pushed aside the fury.
"Good fortune," said Mazael. "Another inch higher and I'd be dead. I suppose you could have claimed my horse then." He looked at the dead man for a moment, and saw the cut on the corpse’s jaw. It was one of the thugs who had escaped the tavern with Reccard. 
"Who is he?" said Gerald, voice quiet. Mazael wondered if the boy had ever seen a man killed in battle before. 
"A petty thief from Knightport," said Mazael. "He worked for one of Lord Randerly's customs collectors, a fellow named Reccard. Reccard controls some of the bandit gangs in the hills. When a rich cargo comes into the harbor, Reccard makes a note of it, sends word to his men...and they all share in the profits."
"But that is brigandry!" said Gerald.
"I believe that is the word, yes," said Mazael, relieving the dead man of his purse. 
"Lord Randerly should hang this Reccard villain," said Gerald. "His crimes are against the laws of both gods and men."
"He should," said Mazael, "but from what I've heard of old Lord Randerly, the man wouldn't notice a fire if he sat in it."
Gerald scowled. "He is a lord of Knightreach, and you should speak respectfully of him."
Mazael looked at Gerald.
The boy sighed. "But my father does share your opinion of him. Though why does Reccard want to kill you?"
"He tried to take me captive," said Mazael, "not realizing that my brother hates me, and would probably pay Reccard to kill me, not to ransom me." 
Gerald blinked. "That explains why you were leaving Knightport." He was clever, for the son of a high lord. "How did you get away?"
Mazael grinned. "I like to fight."
"I see," said Gerald. "So this Waller villain took my father captive at Reccard's bidding?"
"No," said Mazael. "Waller is chief of his own gang. He and Reccard hate each other."
Which, if Reccard sent more men after Mazael, might prove useful.
"Come along," said Mazael. "The sooner we find your father, the better."
He walked his horse from the road, into the woods, and Gerald followed.

###

Waller's bandits lurked in a narrow gully between two stony hills. 
It was the perfect place for bandits to build themselves a nest. The gully was secluded and narrow, nearly invisible from a distance. The bandits had constructed a stockade across the gully’s entrance, masking it with piled rocks and branches. 
Perched a nearby hill, Mazael saw over the stockade. Inside the gully lay a half-dozen ruined wagons, no doubt taken from robbed merchants. A score of ragged men in leather armor stood within the stockade, surrounding a middle-aged man in a fine blue cloak, his expression one of disdainful scorn.
"Your father, boy," murmured Mazael. He crouched behind a lichen-spotted boulder, gazing down into the gully. The bandits had set only one sentry, a bored-looking man perched atop the stockade. 
So far the man hadn’t noticed them.
"Aye, Sir Mazael," said Gerald. 
"That's Waller," said Mazael, looking a stout man, his head crowned with a shock of fiery red hair. "He's got more men than I thought. We're not fighting our way in, even at night."
"Was that your plan?" said Gerald. "Just to cut your way in and free my father?" 
Mazael shrugged. "More or less."
"I should have continued to Knightport," said Gerald, "and gotten Lord Randerly's aid in lieu of this foolishness."
"Foolishness?" said Mazael, annoyed. "Had you gone to Knightport, Reccard or one of the other bandit chiefs would have grabbed you off the streets."
"Lord Randerly would have aided me," insisted Gerald. "It is his duty as a vassal of the House of Roland. His oaths bind him."
"Oaths?" said Mazael. "Oaths are words and nothing more. Are you that big of a fool, boy? Do you think you can march into Knightport and command Lord Randerly to act? Or perhaps you'll stride down there and bid the bandits to release your father in the name of his own authority? Yes, that should work." Mazael remembered his older brother Mitor, arrogant and pompous, using his status as the heir to Castle Cravenlock as a club. 
"A better plan, certainly," said Gerald, "than marching down there and getting ourselves killed. Or are you such a braggart, sir, than you can take twenty men on your own?"
"Gods," said Mazael, "but you have a smart mouth. I ought to loosen your teeth and teach you some respect."
A hint of fear went over Gerald's face, and Mazael felt a stab of guilt. The boy was lost and alone, yet he had kept his wits about him. Mazael's brother Mitor or his sister Rachel would have fallen apart in the face of such danger. 
"No need for us to fight each other," said Gerald, voice wary, "when there are so many foes below." 
"Well spoken," said Mazael. He thought for a moment. "Come. Perhaps an opportunity will present itself." 
He led the way back down the hill, weaving his way around the pine trees. 
"What sort of opportunity?" said Gerald. "Perhaps we can negotiate with the bandits for a ransom."
Mazael snorted. "Aye, then they'll kill me and take you captive. No. Hasn't anyone taught you to fight? You don't surrender at the first setback. A good commander always seizes a favorable opportunity."
"When have you led men in battle?" said Gerald.
"Oh, here and there," said Mazael. "Fighting for some petty lord or another. Commanding men in battle isn't so different than fighting. In swordplay, you set your footing and your stance, in battle you array men on the terrain...and then one man is dead and the other still lives."  
"Have you ever led an entire army?" said Gerald, curiosity on his young face.
"Ha! No, never," said Mazael. "What sort of fool would want that kind of responsibility? No, a good fight, a warm meal, and an eager woman...that is all I want."
"But a lord defends and protects his people," said Gerald. "There is more to life than fighting and food and...and women." 
"You're eleven," said Mazael. "How the devil would you know? There...down!"
He shoved Gerald, and the boy went sprawling. Mazael glimpsed a cloaked figure standing behind a tree, a short bow in hand. Mazael dodged, and an arrow thrummed past his head. The archer fumbled for his belt, and Mazael sprinted forward, sword in hand.
"Wait," said the archer, a gaunt man with a close-cropped gray beard. "Wait!"
Mazael drew back his sword for the kill.
"If you strike, I'll shout and bring Waller's men down on your head!" said the archer.
That was enough to make Mazael hesitate.
"You're one of Reccard's men, aren't you?" he said.
"Aye," said the archer, "but not by choice. Name's Alfric, and I'm a potter. That bastard Reccard bought the lien on my shop. Said if I shot you, he'd forgive my debt." Alfric swallowed. "You’re going to kill me? Well, for the gods' sake, get on with..."
"Shut up," said Mazael. Gerald walked to his side. "Why is Reccard trying to so hard to kill me? I was leaving Knightport."
Alfric shrugged. "You know too much about him. He's afraid you'll turn him over to old Lord Randerly. You're a knight and the brother of a powerful lord, and Lord Randerly will believe you over anything Reccard says."
"Ridiculous," said Mazael. "I was leaving Knightport. Go back and tell..."
He blinked as a thought occurred to him.
Reccard and Waller hated each other.
And here was an opportunity. 
"Actually," said Mazael, lowering his sword. "We might have a way to free you of Reccard," he glanced at Gerald, "and to release your father at the same time."
"I'm listening," said Alfric.

###

A few moments later Mazael followed Alfric to a clearing in the woods.
Reccard himself waited there, wearing the robe of an official in Lord Randerly’s service, a wide smile on his face. 
A dozen men stood around him, clubs and short swords in hand. 
Mazael walked behind Alfric, hands tied behind his back, his sword resting in Alfric’s belt. 
“Well,” said Reccard. “Well, well. Alfric. You surprise me. How did this happen?”
Alfric shrugged. “Dumb luck. Your friend here had a little too much to drink. I found him in the woods sleeping it off. So I cracked him over the head, took his sword, and tied him up. The hardest part was waiting for him to awaken. Might have hit him a bit too hard, I fear.”
Reccard chuckled. “Ha! The mighty knight, vanquished by a potter. Perhaps the jongleurs will make a song of it.”
Reccard’s men laughed. Alfric put his hand on Mazael’s shoulder and steered him forward. 
“Why the devil are you chasing me?” said Mazael. “What did I do to you?”
“You killed one of my lads,” said Reccard. 
“You were trying to kill me,” said Mazael.
Reccard shrugged. “If you just had the good grace to get kidnapped, it wouldn’t have mattered.” He laughed. “Besides, you crossed me, and I can’t have that. No one crosses Reccard the Fist and gets away with it.” He drew a dagger. “I won’t get much profit from selling your sword and armor, true, but I’ll keep your head in a jar of honey and show it to anyone foolish enough to think about crossing me.”
He strode towards Mazael, the dagger in hand.
It was time to act.
Mazael waited until the last minute, and then tugged at his arms. Alfric’s loose knots came undone, and Mazael punched Alfric in the stomach. But Mazael pulled the punch, and Alfric made a great show of doubling over, wheezing. 
“He’s loose!” croaked Alfric. “Gods, he’s loose. He’s…”
Mazael ripped his sword from Alfric’s belt as Reccard came to an alarmed halt. He stabbed at Reccard’s face, but the smaller man jumped aside. Mazael’s boot lashed out and caught Reccard in the left knee. The customs collector went sprawling in the dirt, pine needles clinging to the sleeves of his robe. 
Mazael laughed. “Is that the best you can do? Pathetic. No wonder Waller hired me to kill you.”
“Waller?” said Reccard, spitting the name like a curse. “Kill him! You fools! What are you waiting for? Kill him now!”
The thugs surged forward with a yell, and Mazael sprinted into the woods.
Towards Waller’s hideout.
He only hoped Gerald could follow directions.

###

Gerald Roland straightened his tabard, took a deep breath, and marched to face the concealed stockade.
The bandit on guard atop the stockade blinked in surprise and reached for his bow. Gerald hope the foolish churl didn’t shoot him.
“I am Gerald of House Roland, the youngest son of Lord Malden of House Roland!” shouted Gerald. “In the name of my father, I demand that the rogue Waller come forth and parley at once!” 
The sentry disappeared behind the stockade, and a moment later a fat man in leather armor appeared atop the wall, his face as red as his hair.
“So what do we have here?” said Waller, grinning. “A little lord come to ransom his father?” He leaned over the stockade and spoke in the slow, patronizing voice men sometimes used with children. “Did you bring the shiny gold?”
“Nothing of the sort,” said Gerald, putting all the scorn he could manage into his voice. “In the name of the Lord of Knightcastle, I demand that you release my father at once.”
Waller bawled out a laugh. “You do, now do you? Just why should I do that?”
“Because,” said Gerald, “if you do not, you will be slain.”
Waller laughed again. “You know what I think, boy? I think you got away when we took your father. I think you’re trying to scare us.” His smile widened. “And I think the ransom just doubled. I doubt your mother wants her pompous windbag of a husband back. But she might want her precious little boy. And if she doesn’t want to pay…why, she might change her tune when we send her your ears in box.” He looked behind the wall. “You two! Take him!”
“One last chance!” said Gerald. “Surrender my father or perish!”
Waller sneered. “Stupid boy. You can’t kill us.”
“I can’t,” said Gerald, remembering what Mazael had told him to say. “But the men I hired can. Reccard the Fist and his lads would like to find you, wouldn’t they?”
Waller scowled. “What? How do you know Reccard?”
Gerald sprinted into the woods. 
“Get back here!” roared Waller. “Damn it! You and you! All of you! Find that boy and bring him to me. Now! Now!” 
Gerald heard the stockade’s gate open, heard the shouts of furious men. 
He ran as fast as he could.
Gods, but he hoped Sir Mazael knew what he was doing!

###

Mazael sprinted through the trees, pine needles scraping beneath his boots. An arrow shot over his shoulder and embedded itself in a tree trunk. Reccard and his men were gaining. Unless Mazael found a hiding place or favorable terrain, they were going to overtake him…
He saw a flash of blue in the trees, grinned, and changed direction. 
Gerald Roland burst into sight, running as fast as he could manage, a mob of enraged bandits of his heels. Waller himself ran at their head, moving much faster than Mazael had expected from so fat a man.
“Gerald!” shouted Mazael. “To me!”
Gerald pivoted, running for Mazael.
Mazael turned and ran at Reccard’s charging men, waving his sword over his head and screaming like a madman. Reccard’s bandits skidded to halt, and Reccard himself frowned in puzzlement.
Behind him, three men with bows took aim.
And then Gerald reached Mazael, Waller’s gang lumbering after him.
For a shocked instant both bandit chiefs glared at each other.
“Waller!” shouted Reccard. “You damned whoreson! This is your doing!” 
“At them, lads!” bellowed Waller. “The lordling’s hired them to kill us!”
“What?” said Reccard. “You idiot, we…”
But it was too late. Waller’s men howled like madmen and flung themselves at Reccard’s bandits. In a moment the forest had become a battleground, men shouting and fighting with clubs and daggers and fists. Mazael wheeled, killed one of Reccard’s men, cut down one of Waller’s, and then tore free from the melee, a wide-eyed Gerald running at his side. 
Mazael shot a glance over his shoulder. For the moment, the two bandit gangs were fixed on each other.
“Come on,” said Mazael. “We haven’t much time.”

###

A few moments later Mazael walked through the stockade and into Waller’s nest. The place reeked of rotting food and privy trenches, and battered wagons and empty barrels stood everywhere. Two nervous-looking bandits with clubs stood in the center of the camp, guarding a barrel.
Malden Roland, Lord of Knightcastle, sat upon the barrel, his expression one of aloof disdain. He had blue eyes and gray-streaked blond hair, and wore gleaming boots, fine clothing, and a sky-blue cloak adorned with the Roland greathelm sigil. His eyes widened in astonishment as Mazael and Gerald approached.
“Gerald?” said Lord Malden. “What the devil are you doing here?”
“You’re not one of ours!” said one of the bandits.
“I am not,” said Mazael. “Lord Malden’s men have tracked you here, and fell upon Waller and the others like howling devils. Last I saw, one of Lord Malden’s household knights was shoving a spear up Waller’s arse.”
The bandits gaped at him…and through the trees came the distant sound of fighting.
“You should run,” said Mazael.
The bandits sprinted through the stockade’s gate. 
“I suggest, my lord Malden,” said Mazael, “we depart at once. Waller will be fighting rival bandits for a few moments longer, but if he chances to win, he’ll come back to secure his prizes.”
“Rival bandits?” said Malden, getting to his feet. “The rogues have fallen out with each other?”
“With some encouragement,” said Mazael.
“It is a long story, Father,” said Gerald.
“Plainly,” said Malden. “Well, sir knight, it seems plain you have come to my rescue, and for that you have my gratitude. But who are you?”
“Mazael Cravenlock, my lord…and I suggest we save exchanging tales until after we have departed the bandits’ nest.”
“Sound counsel,” said Malden, and they left.

###

Lord Malden reached Knightport to find that his escort of household knights had arrived there, determined to rouse the city’s militia and rescue their lord. After Malden gave old Lord Randerly a thorough tongue-lashing, a combined force of knights and militiamen headed into the hills. They caught Reccard laying siege to what remained of Waller’s men within the stockade. 
The knights took the bandits captive, and the next morning Lord Malden hung them all in the square of Knightport. 
Mazael stood with Alfric and watched the hanging. 
“I thank you, Sir Mazael,” said Alfric, “for my life. I could be hanging next to Reccard.”
Mazael shrugged. “He shouldn’t have tried to cheat me at cards.”
A squire in the colors of the House of Roland hurried over. “Sir Mazael?”
“Aye?” said Mazael.
“Lord Malden wishes to speak with you.”

###

Mazael met with Lord Malden in the great hall of Castle Randerly, the castle’s fat old lord watching nervously.
“You have my gratitude,” said Malden, “and the Lord of Knightcastle honors his debts. You shall have a sum of gold, a sword, a new suit of armor, and your choice of any three horses from my stables.”
Mazael bowed. “I thank you, my lord.”
“And I hope,” said Lord Malden, “that you will consider entering my service.”
“My lord?” said Mazael.
“You’re a man of wit and enterprise, Sir Mazael,” said Malden, “and I have sore need of such men. The Lord of Knightcastle has many enemies…and your sword would be welcome.”
Mazael hesitated. He had planned to look for new battles to fight in the Stormvales. All he really wanted was a good fight and a willing woman afterward. Yet he thought of what Gerald had said. Mazael was twenty-four years old. How much longer would he wish to wander the realm, fighting until his bones grew old and his wits feeble? 
Perhaps there was more for him than fighting.
“I accept, my lord,” said Mazael.
Besides, Mazael suspected that Malden had many enemies. 
“Capital,” said Malden. “We shall conduct the oath once we return to Knightcastle. And if I may, I would like to request a favor of you, Sir Mazael.”
“What is it?” said Malden.
“If you are to be a knight of my household,” said Malden, “then it is only meet that you have a squire.” 

###

A short time later Gerald marched up to Mazael.
“Sir Mazael,” said the boy. “I am at your command.” 
Mazael nodded. “Your father bade me to teach you the knightly arts of sword and lance and war, and since I am taking his coin and eating his bread, it seemed proper to accept. I suppose this must seem like a punishment to you.”
Gerald took a deep breath. “Not at all, sir. It…I was sure you were a madman or a rogue. But you outwitted both gangs and freed my father. I am to be a knight and learn the ways of war, and I could hope for no finer teacher.”
Mazael grinned. “Then go find a pair of practice swords and we’ll begin.”
Gerald grinned back, and ran to obey.  

THE END
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DEMONSOULED bonus chapter
Here is a sample chapter from my sword-and-sorcery novel Demonsouled, the first book in my DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels. 

Chapter I
1
The Jongleur at the Inn

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

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

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

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

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

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

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