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A Squire’s Duty

	 

	The pell shud­dered, crack­ing un­der Will’s fierce strikes as his blunted sword col­lided against it. At the far cor­ner of Cas­tle Ochsen’s train­ing field Will could see all the hur­ried prepa­ra­tion for the de­ploy­ment to the war front. Sir Robert had dis­missed him for a while, in­struct­ing him to prac­tice. Other squires were also train­ing and the pages among them watched with in­trigue. While most squires were near his age, a num­ber were adults who ei­ther never con­vinced a no­ble to knight them or could not af­ford the re­spon­si­bil­i­ties that came with knight­hood. He was most com­fort­able in this po­si­tion on the field. No one could sneak up on him or sur­prise him, both of which al­ways brought pain.

	Knight­hood mat­tered lit­tle to Will. His hope was to be of use to his mas­ter who’d thus far showed him noth­ing but kind­ness. Will thrust at the pell, forc­ing it to bend tight. He re­leased, let­ting the pell cor­rect it­self. War was an un­cer­tain prospect. He wasn’t afraid of blood or death, the war­den made sure of that. Will shud­dered. He was un­cer­tain about killing and what the ex­pe­ri­ence of bat­tle would en­tail. Will made three strong slashes at the pell. He was de­ter­mined to see this through.

	From across the field, he saw a squire ap­proach­ing with a blunted sword slung over his shoul­der. As the squire neared a tremor soar through Will, and he had to push harder against the ground with his feet to steady him­self. It was the squire from Suthen­burg, the leader of the three who’d al­most killed him. The squire strode for­ward, smil­ing, but not putting Will at ease. Will in­stinc­tively shrunk back, but then raised his sword in a more de­fen­sive mo­tion.

	“Whoa!” the boy lifted his free hand and laughed. “We got off wrongly.”

	De­spite the change in the boy’s more con­sid­er­ate voice and ges­tures com­pared to their last meet­ing, Will did not open his de­fence. This boy was not the war­den, not Isen Prison guards. He could deal with him.

	“Do you re­ally think I would at­tack you in full view of all these squires and pages? The girls?” The squire ges­tured to a group of no­ble girls watch­ing the train­ing from the keep fac­ing side of the field. “My name is Klaus. What my friends and I did back in Suthen­burg was se­vere, but can you blame us?”

	Will raised an eye­brow. They tried to kill him.

	“You… a squire? It’s laugh­able! It’s in­con­ceiv­able! You want to prove your­self? Do so now.”

	“Wh-What do you mean?” Will found his voice. He shifted, eye­ing Klaus with cau­tion.

	“Hon­our your mas­ter and show me what he has taught you.” Klaus low­ered his blunted sword in a down­ward ready guard. Will raised his sword higher in re­sponse.

	“I must prac­tice. That’s what my mas­ter wants and there’s not much time un­til we leave.

	“One duel will not bur­den your prac­tice.” Klaus looked back at the no­ble girls, catch­ing their eyes. He waved. Will looked be­tween the two with slight com­pre­hen­sion of Klaus’ de­sire to show off.

	“I must go.”

	“A chal­lenge is given. You risk your own hon­our and that of your mas­ter if you re­ject the duel.”

	“That’s not what—”

	“The choice is yours, cow­ard.” Klaus thrust his sword point to­wards the ground and yawned. “Mat­ters lit­tle to me any­way. I will ei­ther beat you or you will prove your­self worth­less.

	The war­den’s voice crept into his mind, each in­sult heavy on Will’s ears.

	“I ac­cept.” Will raised his sword to ready guard and gripped it tight. He would not stain his mas­ter’s hon­our, not af­ter how much trou­ble it seemed that Sir Robert faced be­cause of him.

	“Good.”  Klaus re­turned to a low guard and eyed Will, wait­ing for an at­tack. Will swung for­ward and Klaus caught it mid-swing, toss­ing the blunted blade aside and up. He shifted and bat­ted Will’s legs from be­low. Klaus had barely moved. He waved at the girls again. “Is that the best Sir Robert had to teach you?” 

	Flush­ing red Will swung, trad­ing sev­eral blows, but he could not break through Klaus’ de­fence. Too slow to in­ter­cept a jab, the tip of Klaus’ sword thud into Will’s side. He grunted, low­er­ing his blade then swing­ing it back up to in­ter­cept Klaus’ next two strikes and miss­ing a third. The two parted and Klaus waved again to the girls, flour­ish­ing. 

	Will ex­haled, watch­ing for his next mo­ment to strike as Klaus turned his at­ten­tion back on Will. Will swung but was coun­tered. He shifted to a new po­si­tion. Klaus ex­pected it and moved to block, but Will changed di­rec­tion… a feint, he re­mem­bered his mas­ter say­ing. Klaus made a awk­ward block, al­low­ing Will’s blade to slide off and smack the squire in the side. Klaus’s cheeks grew deep red as the girls laughed.

	“Nicely done Will.” Sir Robert’s voice came from the flank. The knight stepped in be­tween the boys. “That is enough prac­tice for to­day, you have other du­ties to at­tend to.” Sir Robert of­fered to take Will’s sword and Will handed it over.

	“No.” Klaus grunted. “We’re not fin­ished.” He tried to flank around Sir Robert to­wards Will. The knight caught Klaus in mo­tion, bat­ted his sword aside, and shoved him side­ways. Klaus stag­gered but caught his bal­ance.

	“Have more hon­our that that boy.” Sir Robert frowned. “At­tack­ing an un­armed foe does not gain you any re­spect. This fight is done. Now bow and leave with dig­nity.” Sir Robert ges­tured for both boys to come to­gether. Will bowed to a re­luc­tant Klaus, who did the same, then he fol­lowed Sir Robert from the field. “So, Will, how did you get into a fight?”

	“He came to me and said that his chal­lenge had to be ac­cepted.” 

	“So, you were goaded into a fight.”

	“He threat­ened your hon­our if I re­fused.”

	Sir Robert snorted. “No hon­our is tar­nished if a fight be­tween boys is re­fused. It is bet­ter to have a level head for these things. Do not let any op­po­nent drag you into a fight you are un­cer­tain of or for any triv­ial rea­son. That squire can do naught to tar­nish my hon­our.”

	“Yes mas­ter.” Will frowned.

	“I am pleased you are will­ing to de­fend my hon­our Will. That back there was a fine feint.”

	Will smiled and chuck­led. “Thanks mas­ter.” 

	 

	***

	In Sir Robert’s quar­ters Will sat at a large ta­ble pol­ish­ing his mas­ter’s plate ar­mor un­til he started to see his face in each piece. There were many pieces. It was a puz­zle to him how each fit to­gether and how his mas­ter could move within such a case of steel. Sir Robert en­tered the room, catch­ing Will’s look and nod­ded. The knight ex­am­ined Will’s work.

	“Well done.” Sir Robert backed up and tossed his cloak over a shoul­der. “We shall soon make for our ship. Have you packed the clothes?”

	“Yes.” Will pointed to a set of large bags on the other side of the room.

	“Good. Now help me un­dress from my chain­mail and sur­coat.” Sir Robert de­tached his sword belt from his waist.

	Will stood and looked over his mas­ter. “Where do I be­gin?”

	“Start with my arms and work down. There are ties for my paul­drons from be­hind. Loosen them and take those pieces off.” Sir Robert re­moved his cloak.

	Will walked around his mas­ter and fid­dled with those ties, re­mov­ing the paul­drons over Sir Robert’s shoul­ders. “Is it dif­fi­cult to move in such ar­mor? Is it heavy?”

	“You will see that there are many plates which all move in re­la­tion to the oth­ers. This re­tains the wearer’s flex­i­bil­ity. I will teach you the names of each as you un­dress and re­dress me.” Sir Robert pre­sented his el­bows. “These for ex­am­ple are my couters, they pro­tect my el­bows from blows. It is riv­eted to­gether with the vam­brace over my lower arms and the rear­brace over my up­per arms so that they move as one.”

	Will re­moved the ar­mor. 

	“Look here.” Sir Robert twisted the plates like an arm would if it were un­der­neath, clank­ing as they moved un­re­stricted.

	“And is it heavy?”

	“Hardly… well it is no silk gown. Do you know the feel of that?”

	Will thought back to the feast in Suthen­burg. “It fit well and slid with­out ef­fort over my body. Very light.” Will ac­cepted the arm ar­mor and placed them to the side. Sir Robert pre­sented his sur­coat. Will re­moved it, re­veal­ing the chain­mail un­der­neath.

	“In­deed. Ar­mor, even full plate, is heav­ier than your nor­mal wardrobe but it is not so heavy as to be de­bil­i­tat­ing. In time you will learn to eas­ily run, jump, and twist within it.”

	“It al­ways seemed that knights in plate were heavy. They walk slow. Maybe the plates hurt them?” Will hefted his mas­ter’s chain­mail over his shoul­der and put it aside. 

	Sir Robert padded his gambe­son re­vealed un­der the chain­mail. “It does not hurt. With the proper padded gambe­son or lin­ing, ar­mor will not cut into your skin and press sharply against it.”

	Will helped Sir Robert out of his gambe­son, re­veal­ing his mas­ter’s un­der-shirt. Next, he worked on the cuisse, po­leyns, and greaves which were all riv­eted to­gether in an or­der like the rear­brace, couters, and vam­braces. Will re­moved the saba­tons off his mas­ter’s feet. Re­vealed un­der­neath Sir Robert’s leg ar­mor were his mail leg­gings were at­tached to a belt har­ness around his waist. “Why are there many lay­ers?”

	“A knight must pro­tect against any pos­si­ble weapon. Chain­mail is best against slashes. Plate can pro­tect against slashes and jabs. Padded ar­mor has some re­sis­tance against blunt weaponry. If one layer fails the other will work, God will­ing. Mul­ti­ple lay­ers also cover gaps be­tween the plates.”

	Will slid off the leg­gings. Now Sir Robert was stripped to his cot­ton un­der­clothes. 

	“Now you see me bare and vul­ner­a­ble William. The knight you imag­ined with awe and fear has been taken away by our Lord.”

	“No mas­ter… I would not wish it.” Will blushed.

	Sir Robert laughed. “Come, re­dress me now in my plate ar­mor. This, un­like what you un­dressed me from, is more plate.” 

	Will re­trieved this ar­mor, ex­am­in­ing again from his pol­ish­ing the in­tri­cate gold painted de­signs, blue and red colours on the pieces which shone with­out limit. 

	“Now work from my legs and back up.”

	Will slid fresh chain leg­gings over his mas­ter’s legs then fol­lowed up with an arm­ing jacket, a linen padded jacket with chain­mail sleeves and string ties. “No gambe­son?”

	“This arm­ing jacket com­mits the same func­tion, but the ties help to bet­ter lift the ar­mor and dis­trib­ute the weight of the plates evenly. This also helps keep the ar­mor flex­i­ble and re­tains a lighter feel­ing.”

	Will placed new saba­tons over his mas­ter’s feet then greaves around Sir Robert’s legs, this time un­riv­eted and which clipped to­gether, en­clos­ing the leg. The riv­eted cuisse and po­leyns were next, strapped to the arm­ing jacket. “You’ve trained me, and I’ve cleaned your ar­mor, delt with your sup­plies, and dressed you. Is this what a squire must do?”

	“And you ac­com­pa­nied me to a feast. You learned much there.”

	“Thank-you mas­ter.” Will wrapped a chain­mail skirt around Sir Robert’s waist to cover any gaps in the ar­mor un­der­neath.

	“Ah yes, ea­ger eyed thir­teen-year-old boys who served as pages dream of squire­dom imag­in­ing that now they shall fi­nally see bat­tle and win hon­our. In nor­mal cir­cum­stances any­way.” Sir Robert chuck­led. “Are you so ea­ger?”

	“I don’t know…” Will no longer knew what ea­ger­ness felt like nor what a pas­sion was. The war­den never let him feel such things. Then he re­mem­bered how af­ter Sir Robert had for­given his es­cape at­tempt on the King’s Road and af­ter­wards how he com­mit­ted to learn, seek­ing to please the knight. Was the de­sire to do so some kind of ea­ger­ness? He fo­cused on his task. Will lifted Sir Robert’s breast­plate, it had some heft, but he could man­age it. He placed the front plate over the chest and the back plate over the back, buck­ling them at the shoul­ders and around the waist with the lower plackart.

	“The ques­tion of what a squire must do is an in­ter­est­ing one.” Sir Robert rubbed his goa­tee. “I have never con­sid­ered it. Know at least that while squires do in­deed see more bat­tle than pages their re­spon­si­bil­i­ties in­crease. You train so that one day you can per­form on your own. You learn to arm me so that one day you can do so your­self. You serve me to learn loy­alty such that you may be loyal to your bet­ters. You serve me my daily bread and drink, clean my clothes and ar­mor, and re­pair my bro­ken gear so that you may learn hard and hon­est work. Such things shall help you to build your own path in life. These are ideals fore­most.”

	“I don’t mind the ser­vice.” He couldn’t ar­tic­u­late how grate­ful he was to his mas­ter, and not alone to face the anger of his own peo­ple. Will strapped tas­sets to Sir Robert’s front sides and partly over the mail skirt, for greater pro­tec­tion. 

	“And I am glad for it. You serve well.”

	“Thank-you mas­ter.” Like the leg ar­mor, Will placed riv­eted arm ar­mor over Sir Robert’s arms fol­lowed by a gor­get over the top of the breast­plate to pro­tect the neck and gauntlets over his hands. 

	“Are you pre­pared then to pro­tect me within a bat­tle? Ex­tract me if in­jury be­falls my per­son? Bury me with all hon­ours should I fall?”

	Will’s lip quiv­ered, speech­less for a mo­ment. “It won’t be like that.” Los­ing his mas­ter would be like los­ing ev­ery­thing he’d gained of him­self and his life since es­cap­ing prison. 

	“Ma­nis only knows.” Sir Robert smiled. “You have a duty to those I com­mand as well. Should you fall into com­mand then that duty is yours. Re­mem­ber the code I taught you in Suthen­burg?

	“I do.” Will fi­nal­ized the dress­ing by at­tach­ing a small shield with his mas­ter’s coat-of-arms over his left chest then helped Sir Robert into a clean white cloak. He fetched his mas­ter’s sword belt.

	“A page may be ex­cused for such a duty, but as a squire the re­spon­si­bil­ity be­comes yours. If I so wished, you would train with and teach the younger pages, look af­ter them, and ad­min­is­ter my jus­tice should it come to that.” Sir Robert ac­cepted his belt from Will and fas­tened it around his waist. “As squire you have some au­thor­ity over the sol­diers and camp fol­low­ers here.”

	Will looked over his mas­ter. Sir Robert’s pre­vi­ous ar­mor paled in com­par­i­son to the ar­mor he wore now. Sir Robert seemed to stand taller, as his ar­mor re­flected the light. He looked stronger, health­ier, in­duced greater fear.

	“Some knights in­struct their squires to guard pris­on­ers. Would that be ap­peal­ing to you?”

	“No.” Will shiv­ered.

	“I as­sumed so. You have done well Will. Now for your… oh!”

	“Mas­ter?”

	“Be­fore we get you armed, I need you to fetch our horses from the sta­ble ship and take them to the sta­bles. Groom them and bring them to the keep. I will ar­range for the ar­mor.”

	“Ar­mored horses?” Lord Jerold’s knights came to Will’s mind, the beasts stand­ing tall in gleam­ing steel and coloured cloth, the awe of wealth on full dis­play.

	“Do you have ex­pe­ri­ence tend­ing horses?”

	“Ponies, don­keys, and plenty of farm an­i­mals.”

	“Ha! Well, there should be some­one there to help you for the parts you do not know.” Sir Robert threw his cloak to the side. “I will await you with the ar­mor at the en­trance to the keep.”

	 

	***

	Will waited with an adult squire who’d agreed to help him walk his horses to Cas­tle Ochsen’s sta­bles. He watched his horses be lifted by crane from the sta­ble ship to the docks, and the sta­ble hands re­lease and calm them. The horses, his mas­ter’s de­strier and his own courser had strong builds, gleam­ing coats, and dwarfed Will as he stood be­side them. He and the squire guided the an­i­mals through the crowds from the docks, up over a bridge, and into the cas­tle proper to its west side. There stood the sta­bles, crowded with horses and sta­ble hands. Will ap­proached the sta­ble­mas­ter, a bearded man who looked ready to fall asleep, oc­cu­py­ing a ta­ble un­der­neath a tent just out­side what was his quar­ters. As Will hailed him, he flipped through his note­book.

	“Come to rent a stall have ye?” the sta­ble­mas­ter asked.

	“Yes, for Sir Robert’s horses.”

	“And you are?”

	“Sir Robert’s squire.”

	The sta­ble­mas­ter took a closer look at Will and nod­ded. “Very well. The grand mar­shal’s spot is al­ready re­served. The fee is one gold.”

	Will handed the man a gold coin. Though Sir Robert still had to pay, it had been dis­counted. Will and the adult squire led the horses to the stall then the squire left. Re­mem­ber­ing vaguely what to do, and see­ing what tools were pro­vided within, Will started to brush the de­strier. The courser huffed.

	“My lord?”

	Will heard the per­son who’d said that but fig­ured it wasn’t for him.

	“My lord?”

	Was it for him? Will turned to face a boy not more than ten-years-old. 

	“M-Me?” Will asked, not yet used to be­ing called a lord. 

	“Sorry, but this is my job, and your horses are newly come.” He smiled. “If it please you I can care for yer horses. You must’ve more im­por­tant things to do.”

	Will’s hes­i­ta­tion in an­swer­ing made the boy frown. “N-No… my mas­ter asked me to care for the horses. It is my… duty.” The de­strier bobbed its head as if in agree­ment. “I can take care of it.”

	“Mas­ter Emil will get mad at me if…” the boy hung his head. “Sorry my lord. I won’t dis­turb you.” He en­tered an ad­ja­cent stall and be­gan to tend an­other horse. Not sure what to say Will re­sumed brush­ing the de­strier. Again, the courser huffed and then stamped its feet, snort­ing. Will no­ticed the boy sneak­ing a look from his stall and caught his eye.

	“My lord… can I sug­gest…”

	“Call me Will.” It felt un­com­fort­able be­ing call lord.

	“Can I…”

	“Sure.”

	“You ought to feed the horses first. Af­ter a long jour­ney they must be hun­gry.”

	“Hun­gry?” Will blushed.

	“Yeh.”

	Will looked around and no­ticed a bag of feed and troughs for the horses. “Then do I brush?”

	The boy just blinked but seemed to ex­pect Will to say more. A ner­vous shiver crept up Will’s chest. “Fine, I could use your help. What is your name?”

	“Curt sir. Sta­ble­boy from Mochau.” Curt rushed over and pulled a trough to­wards the de­strier. He took a pitch­fork leaned against a wall and aired the hay within the trough. The de­strier bobbed its head and started to eat even be­fore Curt fin­ished. “There’s naught any graz­ing for a horse aboard a ship.” Curt pat­ted the horse and scratched its side. “He’ll be thirsty too.” He looked past Will to a large wide bar­rel filled with clean wa­ter. Be­fore Curt could move Will walked to the other side and pushed it for­wards. “And he’ll need grains af­ter hard work, but grass is best. Sir Robert’s horse is well weighted, his diet’s well bal­anced.” Curt smiled, di­rect­ing him­self to the de­strier. “Isn’t it? Huh?” the de­strier huffed be­fore low­er­ing its head to­wards the wa­ter. A warmth seemed to beam from Curt as he spoke and it was slip­ping off onto Will who could feel it hov­er­ing at the edges of his skin, a tin­gling.

	“He seems hap­pier.”

	“I know! De­stri­ers are tricky, they can be hot­headed but this one is calm, and he’s been stuck in a ship’s hold for a few days. I’ll get them out to the fields though.” As the de­strier backed away from the wa­ter Curt pulled on the straps around its face. “My lord you’d re­move the hal­ter once he is safely sta­bled.”

	“I don’t know how.” Will frowned, curs­ing his lack of knowl­edge.

	“It’s fine. It will help keep­ing him here for groom­ing.” Curt pulled up a coiled leather rope nearby and at­tached one end to the horse, and the other to the sta­ble wall. He then fetched two brushes. “Here I’ll show you if it pleases.”

	Will nod­ded, in­ter­ested in learn­ing. He stood be­side Curt and copied his sweep­ing brush mo­tion. 

	“You gotta brush in the di­rec­tion of his hairs and not around the legs or face with hard brushes, it hurts.”

	“Like this?” 

	“Yea! He’s lik­ing it.” 

	A strong earthy stink rose in the stall singing Will’s nos­trils. “Wh-What’s that?”

	Curt bent un­der the de­strier’s legs. “Oh he put out a big one.” Curt laughed. “Once I cleaned an en­tire sta­ble filled with warhorses and we had a moun­tain of poop down which you could pour the river of pee, but ev­ery­one was happy the sta­ble was clean, es­pe­cially the horses.” 

	 Will couldn’t help but smile, feel­ing a strange joy he’d not felt since long ago. He’d had enough of clean­ing stink that he’d never want to do that, but to Curt it seemed just an­other part of the job and one he was happy to do if it meant his horses would be pleased.

	“Here, lets pick at his hooves.” Curt put the brushes aside and re­trieved a pick. He ran a hand down the de­strier’s leg and pinched at the bot­tom, caus­ing the horse to raise the hoof. He showed Will how to pick out the dirt lodged in it, flick­ing some onto Will’s face by ac­ci­dent.

	“S-Sorry my lord.”

	Will laughed. It came out a hoarse crack­ing be­fore he bit his tongue, send­ing shots of pain into his head. Had he ever laughed in the past seven years un­til now? “It’s fine.” Will wiped the dirt off his face.

	“Curt God damn you!” Emil shouted, ap­pear­ing from be­hind and star­tling them both. The horses huffed, one neighed. Curt’s eyes widened and his face paled. He scram­bled from where he was to stand be­fore Emil. “How dare you let our grand mar­shal’s squire tend the horses, that is your job alone!”

	“S-Sorry mas­ter… S-Sorry…”

	Emil’s face was red. Will frowned and shiv­ered, the echoes of Emil’s shout­ing pound­ing at his head. The war­den’s shout rode the wave of Emil’s anger. His legs trem­bled as much as Curt’s body did.

	“I ought to make you do naught more that clean the horses’ shit. No brush­ing, no feed­ing, no sad­dling, noth­ing.”

	“Please no…”

	Will leaned against the de­strier to re­gain his bal­ance and forced him­self to fo­cus. Emil was un­fair. “Stop.” Will or­dered. Emil shot a look at Will, his ex­pres­sion light­en­ing. “I al­lowed… al­lowed Curt to help me. It is my choice. Leave him b-be…” no, he was too for­ward. He’d be hurt now. Will shrunk back.

	“If that pleases you sir.” Emil nod­ded, to Will’s sur­prise. He wasn’t go­ing to be pun­ished? “Curt get work­ing.” Emil growled. Curt rushed back to Will’s side and Emil fetched a coil of rope be­fore ex­it­ing.

	“Let me f-fin­ish… here…” Curt was al­most in tears. A sweat broke over Will, un­sure of how to calm Curt or him­self. The si­lence helped them both as Curt fin­ished sad­dling the de­strier.

	“How does…” Will’s voice broke. “I mean… how does the sta­ble­mas­ter treat you?”

	Curt didn’t make eye-con­tact. “He’s an an­gry man.”

	“Tell me.” Will flashed a weak smile. Sir Robert seemed to care more than the next no­ble about the hap­pen­ings of his camp. Will fig­ured he could try that too. “My mas­ter, the grand mar­shal, wants to know. He’ll make things right.”

	“No sir, I’ll be sent home then none will pro­vide for my fam­ily… none.”

	“My mas­ter won’t send you home… un­less you lie.” And even when Will had been un­truth­ful, Sir Robert un­der­stood why. The knight did not aban­don him.

	“Mas­ter Emil shouts at me… a lot.” Curt started in a muted voice. “He threat­ens to ban­ish me and makes me sleep in the cold and rain. I make small mis­takes… some­times… I’m sorry, but mas­ter pun­ishes me.” Curt rubbed his back. A hot flash surged up Will’s back and an anger boiled in him. The look Curt gave and his tone of voice, his back, Will could recog­nise it in him­self.

	“He wh-whips you…” Isen Prison surged into Will’s mind, threat­en­ing to wither him, made more vivid when Curt nod­ded his head. “I will bring this to my mas­ter!”

	“No! Please do not sir. Please, please don’t tell any­one. It will make ev­ery­thing worse! I’ll be pun­ished or ban­ished or paid less.”

	“He shouldn’t do that to you. What does he even do? It seems you do all the work.”

	“He greets the peo­ple with horses and takes the sta­bling fee. I do all the horse care.” Curt frowned, clench­ing his fists.

	“It isn’t fair.”

	“He takes the fee for him­self and tells his su­pe­ri­ors the wrong num­ber of horses and what breeds are here. I-I seen it.”

	“What? He’s cheat­ing his own al­lies.”

	Curt paled. “I didn’t mean to say that…” He rushed to Sir Robert’s courser. “I can show you the rest. Let’s just fin­ish… let’s…”

	“We have to do some­thing about the sta­ble­mas­ter.” Will said, stand­ing tall though it sent shiv­ers through his skin, a strange mix. Sir Robert al­ways did good to those around him. What if he could do that now for Curt? 

	“No… please let’s just fin­ish.”

	What if his mas­ter dis­ap­proved. Will’s high tipped to the peak then be­gan to slide down the other side. His mas­ter would cast him away. Sir Robert would throw him from the walls if he dis­turbed the or­der in this place es­pe­cially when ev­ery­one was busy pre­par­ing for the de­ploy­ment. Will looked again at Curt who had gone to the courser pre­tend­ing ev­ery­thing was nor­mal. Curt trem­bled, re­fus­ing eye-con­tact. Will, re­sist­ing the pang of worry in his gut, took a few shak­ing steps for­ward. If he wanted to en­sure no one would ever ex­pe­ri­ence what he had ex­pe­ri­enced with the war­den, then he could not let Curt suf­fer un­der a cruel mas­ter. 

	“The sta­ble­mas­ter must have a record of the horses he keeps, and we can count out the horses here, right?”

	“My mas­ter—”

	“No, he’s not your mas­ter, don’t call him that.”

	“But…”

	“Mas­ters shouldn’t be so cruel to their ap­pren­tices and shouldn’t be cheat­ing his su­pe­ri­ors… Sir Robert.”

	“But if he sees.”

	“You’re teach­ing me the breeds of horses here, that’s all.” Will smiled.

	Curt glanced over the horses, a tremor in his lip. “O-Okay.”

	 

	Will and Curt roamed down the length of the sta­bles mak­ing a record of ev­ery horse that was present, their breed, and when Curt could re­mem­ber, the per­son who owned the horse. Curt was happy to com­ple­ment the horses he’d seen of­ten, who bobbed their heads when he came by. Step­ping out­side both were flushed red. Sta­ble­mas­ter Emil and his quar­ters stood across them. 

	“You’re afraid too!” Curt said.

	“Yea but,” Will took a deep breath. “I have to.” Sir Robert was be­ing cheated and as his squire he needed to do some­thing.

	“But I have to talk to him.”

	“Re­lax. Just bring up the is­sue with the bro­ken reigns.”

	“We shouldn’t have cut them. He’ll no­tice!”

	“He won’t. Keep him talk­ing, I’ll be quick. Where does he keep the key?”

	“In his stall in a box on top of the bar­rels.”

	“Okay. Don’t worry. Let’s go.” Will was wor­ried. This was against ev­ery­thing his body wanted him to do, but he had to do it. Curt walked first, gin­gerly, then his step gained con­fi­dence and he en­gaged Emil in a con­ver­sa­tion. Not a mo­ment later did Emil shout, or­der­ing Curt to take him into the sta­bles. When they were out of sight Will walked over to the stall and looked around at the peo­ple, un­wor­ried about be­ing seen. 

	He found the box and took the key from it then used it to en­ter Emil’s quar­ters. Will eased the door shut. The small room con­tained a straw bed, shelv­ing with books and scrolls, and a desk and chair nes­tled against the far wall. A side ta­ble sat near the bed while a thin stream of light pen­e­trated the room from a sin­gle win­dow. Will found the small space com­fort­ing, a feel­ing which fought the ner­vous­ness of be­ing caught.

	Will ri­fled through the top of the desk and found a ledger wide open. He scanned the pages, fo­cus­ing only on the num­bers, which he could read. They seemed to match his and Curt’s count. Were they wrong? Will scanned slower through the shelv­ing. Maybe Emil main­tained a fake ledger to show his su­pe­ri­ors, would it make sense? He had to keep his gains some­where too— Emil burst into his quar­ters, drag­ging a teary-eyed Curt with him. Will’s heart leapt into his throat.

	“Why are you in here! Even as a squire to Sir Robert what right do you have?”

	Will’s mouth dried as his vi­sion blurred and Emil’s face mor­phed be­tween Emil’s own and the war­den’s.

	“Get out!” Emil shouted, un­con­cerned with who he was speak­ing to. As Will fled he watched Emil shove Curt against an out­side wall. “You stay there and do not move un­til I tell ya. All day. All night. Wretch!” 

	A few sol­diers ap­proached Will and he didn’t hold his gaze on them for long. “Get Sir Robert. I have some­thing to show him.”

	 

	“So, is it true?” Sir Robert turned from Emil to Will. “You broke into the sta­ble­mas­ter’s quar­ters and pil­laged through his per­sonal items?”

	“Yes.” Will croaked. “But he’s cheat­ing you mas­ter. He’s steal­ing the sta­bling fee for him­self.”

	“He lies!” Emil shouted. “Heed no mind to that boy—” 

	“That boy is my squire sta­ble­mas­ter. I have not known him to take such ac­tions with­out con­sid­er­a­tion, so I will hear him out.”

	“The sta­ble­mas­ter beats and shouts at Curt and pun­ishes him too se­verely for mi­nor mis­takes.” Will con­tin­ued.

	“As is my right. He is in my care.”

	“Emil is right.” Sir Robert nod­ded.

	Will, a lit­tle shocked, ges­tured to Curt who sat in a cor­ner next to a stand­ing sol­dier. “He whips Curt. It’s too se­vere!”

	“I’ve not seen this pas­sion in you be­fore Will. Do you have any proof?”

	“The ledger… but…” Will frowned and dropped his head. “It didn’t look wrong.” Will’s heart pounded against his chest. Sir Robert was go­ing to have him sent back to prison.

	“Keep all three of them un­der guard.” Sir Robert said af­ter a mo­ment of si­lence. “Alert the cas­tle stew­ard and tell him to bring a group of au­di­tors with him. They will as­sess the con­di­tion of this sta­ble and de­ter­mine the truth.”

	Will drifted to­wards Curt as a group of sol­diers sur­rounded them, a tin­gle prick­ling the sur­face of his skin. Over the next half hour, they waited as the au­di­tors searched through the sta­bles and counted the horses. They en­tered sta­ble­mas­ter Emil’s quar­ters and spent sev­eral min­utes within.

	“Sir Robert, my lord. Please stop this, what need is there?” Emil moved to leave. “I am wast­ing time here; I should be at­tend­ing to the war prepa­ra­tions.”

	“I as­sure you that no one is more in­un­dated with work than I am in that re­gard sta­ble­mas­ter. You can wait.”

	Two guards in­ter­cepted Emil. His face red­dened and he huffed, giv­ing Curt a grave look be­fore pac­ing where he stood. The au­di­tors, led by the stew­ard ap­proached. Sir Robert pulled them aside and they spoke in hushed voices. Will shifted, feel­ing dizzy. He was right, he had to be, please make it so, but Will knew he’d be cast away if he had been wrong. 

	Sir Robert ap­proached. “An in­or­di­nate amount of gold was found well hid­den sta­ble­mas­ter Emil.”

	All weight lifted from Will’s body. Ex­hausted, he fell back against the sta­ble wall, but no one no­ticed.

	 “How did you come by this?” Sir Robert asked.

	“An in­her­i­tance.” Emil spoke with a straight face. “My brother died in the Holy Land.”

	“Do you record all ledger items ac­cu­rately?”

	“Of course, I do! No mis­takes.”

	“The au­di­tors found sev­eral is­sues with the writ­ing in the ledger. The stew­ard sug­gests we an­a­lyze it fur­ther and test the ink. He thinks it’s been writ­ten over many times.”

	“Im­pos­si­ble.” Emil stamped a foot.

	“Then there is the is­sue of the older ledger. It is heav­ily dam­aged.”

	“Well, the sta­ble­mas­ter be­fore me was care­less.”

	“Per­haps. There are pages miss­ing. Where are they?

	“How would I know!” Emil broke a sweat.

	“Emil you will be held se­curely un­til the stew­ard can an­a­lyze the ledgers fully. I or­der this be­cause I sus­pect you of tam­per­ing with the ledgers, re­ar­rang­ing, eras­ing, and forg­ing en­tries.”

	Sir Robert’s men seized Emil as he protested. “I deny it all! It’s a trick by my un­grate­ful sta­ble boy!” Emil tried to lunge at Curt, caus­ing the boy to cry and flinch be­fore the men pulled Emil away.

	“The sta­ble boy too.”

	Sir Robert’s men seized Curt. Pet­ri­fied, Curt’s face paled and all but his lips quiv­ered. Will pushed off the wall, a painful pang pro­pel­ling him.

	“Mas­ter please no. Curt helped un­cover this, he isn’t a part of it.”

	“We can­not be sure he knew noth­ing about this Will. He never came for­ward with this al­leged theft and is there­fore sus­pect.”

	“No, he is not!” Will growled. “Curt’s been mis­treated and was afraid of re­tal­i­a­tion to be able to do any­thing. He de­serves to be awarded. And he did come for­ward, to me.” Sir Robert shifted and raised an eye­brow. Will qui­eted his voice. “P-Pun­ish me in­stead… I’m sorry.”

	“What would you do with Curt then?”

	Will con­sid­ered how knowl­edge­able and en­thu­si­as­tic Curt was about horses and car­ing for them. “Pro­mote him to sta­ble­mas­ter.”

	Some sol­diers around them laughed, but Sir Robert kept a calm face. “Why should I al­low that?”

	“He’s more knowl­edge­able and en­er­getic about this work than ev­ery­body here. He’d do this bet­ter than any­one.” Will snuck a glance at Curt, who was still pet­ri­fied in the grip of Sir Robert’s men. Will looked away, shak­ing an im­age of him­self from his mind.

	“I can­not leave a boy to over­see the sta­bles, es­pe­cially its fi­nances, not if I want ev­ery horse owner here de­mand­ing to speak with me.”

	“Then give him help… he could train some­one else, any­one.”

	“If I look through all those men who have an­swered the king’s sum­mons I could find a man who knows of this work or who was pro­fi­cient in his home.”

	Will needed to find some rea­son to por­tray Curt as valu­able and his mas­ter was not mak­ing it easy. “That man will need help.”

	Sir Robert sighed. “Thus Curt could con­tinue his prof­i­teer­ing.”

	“He is not guilty! Just keep him un­der watch!” Life while un­der sus­pi­cion was still un­just, but it was bet­ter than a cell.

	“Boy, is all what my squire claims true?” With­out or­ders Sir Robert’s men tossed Curt to his feet. 

	“M-My l-lord… grand mar­shal s-sir.” Curt nod­ded. “Yes. I hate Emil.”

	“That’s the rea­son the lad screwed over his mas­ter!” a sol­dier jibed. Sir Robert glared at him.

	“You did come for­ward to my squire and for this and Will’s strong de­fence of your per­son, On my squire’s honor I will leave you do your du­ties as they are. As I search for a new sta­ble­mas­ter I will have our stew­ard over­see you and deal with the fi­nances. You will be watched.” Sir Robert crouched and lifted Curt up, straight­en­ing him. “Steel your­self and serve me well for if you do not and if you are found to be in­volved in Emil’s al­leged fraud then Ma­nis will di­vine to me a suit­able pun­ish­ment.”

	Curt opened his mouth, voice­less, then nod­ded. “Thank-you grand mar­shal sir.”

	Will couldn’t help but smile, notic­ing it hap­pen be­fore he was pre­pared, then Curt turned to him. 

	“C-Can I hug you sir.” Curt asked.

	“I think…” that was enough for Curt to em­brace him and send shiv­ers rac­ing through Will. They parted and Curt re­ported to the stew­ard. Sir Robert ges­tured for Will to fol­low him, and they fetched their horses.

	“How do you feel Will?”

	“Ter­ri­fied.”

	“I see.” Sir Robert smiled. “You did all that against what you thought best. To­day you’ve shown con­fi­dence Will and did a com­mend­able thing, as­sum­ing Emil is guilty, but it seems he likely is from what the au­di­tors tell me. Why did you do it?”

	“It’s what you said.” Will’s voice hushed. “About chivalry and how knights need to pro­tect the in­no­cent. Curt was hurt­ing and I… I couldn’t let any­one else suf­fer that. You also said good or­der in the camp is im­por­tant. I just fig­ured it was my re­spon­si­bil­ity.”
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