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Chapter 1
Dark Men


Through no fault of my own, I found myself surrounded by dangerous men—the Dark Men, as we called ourselves. These were not men in glittering mail and polished hauberks, but murderous rangers—assassins that slit throats and feathered arrows through the enemy’s eye. Oh, to be sure, I had heard the clarion call of The God and the offer made by the archbishop to find Absolution wielding sword and axe against the heathen. 
Like so many others, I had packed my kit, saddled the family charger—old Swayback, as the tired stallion had come to be called—and bid my family’s manor in the pitifully small town of Neder, farewell. I threw in my lot with the Duke Lethan of Greenshire. He was, after all, my family’s liege. The duke forayed south toward redemption and glory at the behest of our King.
We would spill blood so our King might receive his own Absolution.
So, yes, I had set the course that eventually led me there, half-submerged in oily mud and watching a little-used trail for signs of the heathen, so that I might spring upon him and cut him down. But I took no responsibility for this skulking and subterfuge and . . . and yes, murder.
I had read the Three Covenants, as laid down by The God, through his archbishop. Written within that treatise, there had been no reference to activities or horrors such as this—only ramblings of Honor and Conversion and Redemption. The Holy Land rightfully belonged to The God and we were going to get it for him, purged of the filth of the heathen. And for this glorious task, we would find Honor—so important to the standing of knights and lords and kings—convert more souls for the glory of The God and find our own Redemption. The damn scribbling had said nothing whatsoever about blood and destruction. Nor did it say anything of murder. I realize now it had been scrawled by an egotistic madman.
It is no place for a knight, mind you—there in the muck with the vermin and worms and worse. But after two years of savagery, I had found that the common understanding of war was woefully inadequate. Honor is a thing not defined by your actions, but by your survival. If you survive and—praise to The God—emerge victorious, you may set the standards of Honor yourself. It is not combat on a flat plain against an evenly matched opponent or striking only an armed foe or charging lancers that ring together like a silvery bell. Nor is it laying down one’s cloak, so that a lady’s dainty toes remain clean and dry, saved from the horrors of a city’s rain pool. It is all clear to me now how foolish I was back in Neder. But there I was, nonetheless, about to make mayhem upon the heathen.
My epiphany was meaningless.
Inadvertently, I sighed aloud at my folly. Sound, as you know, carries in the darkness. It slithered through the woods, around trees and through the silence of the night.
“Shhh,” hissed a voice from my right—nearly silent, and sounding like nothing more than a leaf falling to earth. Rayfe, I realized.
He was the best of us—a master of killing who moved like a ghost. The heathen had a nickname for him: Darkstalker. He lived up to the name. And he was no lord to boot—a commoner from the raunchy bowels of Bannon’s splendid capital Bannonshire, the Silver City. Still, we followed him like he was a king.
No one killed like Rayfe. No one moved like Rayfe.
I lowered my head and swallowed a yawn. It had been two days . . . two days of traipsing through the woods and marshes around Clurak, keeping to the low ground, wading through rivers and muck, crawling about like lizards or rats, before we had come to this point. Here, by way of this path, the heathens’ messenger was sure to traverse to find the army of the Il’ Aruk. The path was the only exit from the besieged city which wouldn’t be watched—at least not by any sane person. No army would infiltrate the impenetrable fens.
Only it would be watched—by Rayfe, me and the rest of the Dark Men. For we knew—or rather, Rayfe knew—that the heathen did not fear the hardships imposed by the bog. So, there we were. Watching. Waiting. Our job: to ensure that the Il’ Aruk did not get word and thus, send his army to break the coming siege.
If things went well and the Holy City fell, then the end of this cursed Crusade was at hand. Before long I’d be on the next cog back to Greenshire and the waiting arms of a flock of waiting maids.
Ah! The ladies of the Greenshire Keep court. I can see them now, spinning and dancing around the duke’s ballroom, glittering crystals weaved into blonde tresses and dark locks alike, flashing eyes and smiles that turn the hearts of all the court lords to mush. Ah, yes. And me a war hero—or at least that’s the history I’d write. Those court dandies didn’t stand a chance. All those scars crisscrossing my chest and neck and face would surely serve to earn a few puckered kisses.
That was the way of being a hero. I’d seen it when the Second Crusade had returned home—victorious from driving the heathen from the Holy City the first time, assured of their Redemption and wearing their Honor on their arms and faces and chests—and telling stories of battlefield glory and deeds of daring-do. Now it would be my turn. At least, all this killing could be good for something, even if it meant only a few soft kisses in darkened corridors and random dalliances in the castle pantry.
“Psst . . .” The sound drew me once again from my visions. I peered through the darkness and saw the void in the dark that was Rayfe. I felt the icy rage in his stare. Incompetence made him crazy and he drove us like animals. Training. Practicing. Killing. At night, when we were not stalking the enemy we stole upon the peasants of this cursed land and slid blades into throats or between ribs, to determine if our skills of stealth were honed enough. What did we care? They were heathens, after all. And so, when we did go into battle, it was with cruel efficiency that we scaled the heathens’ walls or slipped beneath their waterways, to murder them with darkened blades and silent crossbows.
I lowered myself down, hunkering deeper behind the thick brush, and peered ahead at the trail. The pathway was difficult to see. Almost invisible in the day. In the night—as it happened to be then—it would take a master to follow its track. If, indeed, a messenger did come this way, he or she—for the heathen had the temerity to send the fairer sex into the bloody business of war—would be a master and no easy mark. It was best I kept my wits about me.
Rayfe must have known something was coming, which is why he signaled me to be on my guard. Within moments, the night seemed to shift before me, almost imperceptibly. If I had not been on a heightened alert, I would never have seen it. But as it was, I was prepared.
Or so, I told myself.
The signal would come soon—a whipper-whistle that signaled the opening of bloodshed. As soon as we knew—as soon as he knew—what we were up against, the high-pitched screech would signal the attack. My heart raced and my breath came in short gasps. It was always so, before combat. One must fight to control one’s nerves. And I did. I focused, pushed down the urge to flee—or rush forward in mad abandon—and calmed my breathing.
Inhale. Exhale. Slowly and deeply. Inhale and exhale. My heart calmed. My deliberately slow breathing forced the stillness upon me. I called upon my experience and my training to be patient.
Another killing. Another murder. Just another day in the life of a Crusader.
At that thought, an unwelcome pang of sadness rifled through me.
It was not for Honor that I joined the Dark Men. It was not even for the pride of calling myself the best or one of the most feared men in the Holy Land. Though I take no pride in it, I had joined the Dark Men as a matter of necessity. You see, it was about survival. Upon my first combat in this Crusade, I had witnessed the slaughter that occurs on the field of Honor. It is a bath of blood and entrails. Ranks and echelons of men, cut down like rows of wheat. Blood flowing freely over the battlefield, grass slick with their death-excrement, air filled with their pain-filled squealing and the stench of spilled bowels. Few survived unscathed and the fear that came with marching like some construct toward certain death, pin-cushioned by raining arrows or sliced to pieces by walls of scimitar-wielding savages or burned to a cinder by heretical Sorcery, was overwhelming. That, my friends, was suicide. And I knew it. I was a lord and I had a lordly manor to which I wanted to return—even if it was only to a tiny village holding to which my lovely mother and sister wished for me to return. My best choice was not girding up in steel and wading honorably into the fray. My best chance of survival was skulking in the dark and killing without mercy, an unprepared enemy.
My best chance was with the Dark Men.
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Chapter 2
The Mission


At a distance, a figure slid through the brush and into view. A man in leather armor. Scimitar held before him in one hand and bone-composite bow in the other. He moved almost catlike, barely disturbing the flora around him. I sensed that he felt our presence—his head rotating slowly on his shoulders, weapons ready to strike and stepping quietly heel-toe, heel-toe. He knew an attack was forthcoming. But still, he advanced. And then, another came through the brush. And another, until four men had advanced. It seemed that was all there were, for several seconds passed and nothing else emerged from the murk. 
Yet, no signal from the Darkstalker.
And then, I saw it. A presence. Barely discernible. A mere smudge in the darkness, like a reflection of Hell itself.
There was a fifth.
Nothing moved as that last figure floated along the trail—not brush, not grass, not tree limb, not even the air seemed to shift before it.
And then, the whistle came, high-pitched and shrieking.
The Dark Men fell upon them. A quick volley of crossbow bolts took the first of the bunch, and he fell like a sack of grain. Then, silently as you like, the three other Dark Men and myself, slipped silently forward to attack. Two of the heathens fell quickly. The third put up a valiant fight, but I felled him with a backhanded strike to the throat, almost severing his head completely. He slid off of my blade like a slab of pork fat and then plunked onto the earth.
The night lapsed into silence, except for the breathing of us, the four Dark Men. Where was the fifth enemy? He was good—invisible to us. Surely, Rayfe watched him from the blackness, ready to take him before he could murder us. My heart crawled into my throat and my heart raced again. Nervously, I crouched down, scanning the darkness for signs of this silent warrior, keeping my fire-blackened knife dancing back and forth in front of me. The other Dark Men did not seem to know of his presence. Fools. Could they have not seen the smudge of darkness as it trailed the enemy column?
They rifled the fallen bodies now. Not for booty or treasure—they were too disciplined for that—but for our singular mission. They searched for missives dispatched to the Il’ Aruk.
I knew with certainty that, if Rayfe did not see this enemy and was not going to engage him, then I was dead. We were all dead. Where had the villain gone? Instinctively, I lowered myself. Fear slithered through me, stinging my heart into a rapid staccato. Could he see me? Could he hear my heart, beating like a mad drum?
“Aaron . . .” a growling, whispered voice in the dark. It was Theron, a sturdy killer from south of Leonay, where they bred tavern brawlers and axe-wielding Godsmen. “Can you not help us, man? Search that one near you and lets be on our—”
His sentence ended in a gurgle and I watched his burly form lurch forward to slam into the ground. One down. I hesitated, instinctively wanting to attack, but not knowing where to direct my violence. Aggressive action won battles, did it not? But move to strike what? Where there should have been an enemy, there was complete blackness.
I saw nothing. I heard nothing.
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Chapter 3
The Betrayal


“Theron?” I heard Simon call quietly, as he padded into the brush, disappearing from my sight. His call went unanswered. Simon had killed a hundred or more heathens that I myself had witnessed. He was an assassin without peer—except for Rayfe, of course—and he moved with a devil’s deliberation. Yet still, I heard fear in his voice. He was gone into the darkness, tracking the ghost that had killed his friend, Theron. 
But he was behaving like a damn fool. Separation meant we could be dealt with piecemeal by a wily attacker. I moved closer to Ractus, the last of us that I could yet see.
And then, Simon fell from the brush, fighting a defensive battle, parrying and blocking. “Aaron, Ractus,” Simon called out, as he flailed. “Kill the wicked bitch while I yet live.” Something dark and moving fast lashed out, and Simon’s parries became desperate.
I rushed forward, as did Ractus. I felt the other Dark Man moving swiftly to my left, a whirling, with the hissing of blades, as we rushed. We were quick and silent. But this murderer was quicker. With the sound of an arrow being fired through a melon, something thunked into Simon. I saw a flash of silver as the point of a thin blade slid out his back and quickly withdrew. A fountain of blood spewed toward me and the second Dark Man flopped to the ground.
Shite! What manner of fiend stalked us?
Then, Ractus was upon it. A step ahead of me, his black blades slicing before him, he whirled and spun, whirled and spun. His knives cut the air, missing anything solid. Still, he pressed the attack, as I barreled in from the target’s flank. I could see nothing but the hint of a shape, lithe and fast. Incredibly fast. A flash of silvery metal and Ractus fell back, grasping at his throat. He gurgled, calling out in a breathy cry that died half-uttered on his lips. He slipped lifelessly to the ground.
Abandoning finesse for a fool’s notion against this dexterous enemy, I lowered my head and rushed headlong, arms outstretched at where I had last seen the adversary’s killing shade.
Where was Rayfe, by The God?
My body struck the enemy and I realized how light she was. I could tell it was a woman now, by the shape of her body and structure of her bones. From the power of my rush, she was lifted from the ground and thrust backward, a good ten paces. I roared along with her, pumping my legs as I ran. As we traveled through the air, I wrapped my arms about her and squeezed, my knife still gripped tightly in my fist.
I had, at the onset of this melee, considered drawing my sword. But had not, for some odd reason. I thanked The God for his small blessings. A knife was much better for this close work, I remembered thinking, as we slammed into the ground. The breath went out of her. I heard it, like a rush of air. Then wheezing. Quickly, I flipped her over and my blade flew toward her throat. She rolled away, struggling madly against my grip. Her speed was unimaginable. My knife struck the ground behind her, but I held the girl tightly. Her hand came up behind me, knife bared and metal flashing. Luckily, she was at an awkward angle and could get no strength or leverage behind the blow. Still, the blade ripped across my side and down my hip, parting the leather I wore, like paper. I felt a warm flow of blood rushing over my legs and torso. I knew if I didn’t subdue her quickly, I’d surely die.
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