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Chapter 1
Hero’s Return


I stood on the creaking deck of my barge, taking in the bustling riverside docks of Clurak. The briny tang of salt stung my eyes as I rubbed away the sleep. 
The dockworkers, their bodies glistening with sweat under the relentless sun, moved with the urgency of a beehive. Crates and barrels were hoisted by pulleys, their creaking and groaning a symphony of labor. The crowds on the riverside docks were a chaotic chorus, voices haggling over prices, traders shouting out their wares, and the occasional clash of metal as a stubborn argument escalated.
Despite the smaller size of the docks compared to those facing the Sea of Sorrows, there was an undeniable energy in the air, a raw purpose amongst the longshoremen that brought back memories of when I first heard the Call to Crusade. Memories of battles fought, and lives lost. But that was long ago, and things were different. I was older, but perhaps no wiser. And the Crusade had become something of an enigma, a bitter war without purpose or direction. There were those who sought to give it one.
I shook the memories away. My body ached from the long journey, but my determination pushed me forward as I stretched, shook off the stiffness, and proceeded down the gangplank and into the throng.
Amongst the crowd, the sharp scent of sweat and the musty smell of fish permeated the air. The pungent odor of tar only added to the potent mixture, creating a familiar aroma that instantly flooded my mind with memories of this place. Memories I’d prefer to forget.
After five or six days on the River Rak, with only a tarpaulin for respite from the relentless sun, the stone and timber buildings of Clurak felt like a sanctuary. The hundred miles or more since Caer Gorak had taken their toll on my body, but my mission was too urgent to delay any longer.
Anxiety gnawed at my gut as I approached the kingdom. The king’s summons hung heavy over me, a weighty reminder of the gravity of my findings on the treacherous frontier. He knew I’d saved Ser Prenot Baudin against his dictum and my suspicions of the corrupt bishop. And most importantly, he knew of my thirst for retribution and justice for The God. Would he be waiting for me, ready to hear my plea? Or would he dismiss me as a traitor?
My musings ended abruptly when I heard my name called out. “My lord, Aaron!”
Ser Willem, my staunch and battle-tested captain, greeted me with a mix of relief and apprehension etched onto his weathered face. He grinned, his weathered face crinkling with mirth. “Well, well, if it isn’t the great Aaron, Savior of the Realm, gracing us with his presence once more. I trust your journey was filled with tales of heroism and daring escapades?” His mirthful eyes, a vivid blue reminiscent of the harbor waters, sparkled with a mix of youthful spirit and resolve despite his years. Clad in a finely tailored tunic emblazoned with our family’s crest over his chain mail, the veteran soldier stood with an air of dignity and pride. As he neared, his face broke into a broad grin.
I couldn’t help but chuckle, the weight of my troubles momentarily lifted by Willem’s jovial tone. “If by heroism, you mean enduring endless days of stale biscuits and salt pork, then yes, I am a true hero.”
I reached out and grasped his rough, calloused hand in mine. Despite years of crusading—or perhaps because of it—his grip is firm and strong.
He placed a firm hand on my shoulder, relief clear in his eyes as he spoke. “I’m glad to see you unharmed,” he said, his voice quiet but resolute. “We were worried that you would not come back. When we heard about . . .”
I waved him off, not wanting to think about the Lych who had become a frightening part of me. Edweene’s presence lingered in my thoughts, her piercing blue eyes haunting my dreams and waking moments. I couldn’t shake the memory of her feeding on Dumont, healing herself as she drained him, surrounded by an intoxicating darkness. And yet, a part of me longed to see her again, to feel that thrill in her presence. But at the same time, I couldn’t help but fear what she might do next or if that blasted raven would appear again. It was a conflicting mix of hope and dread within me. It was a sacrilege against The God, that could cost me everything.
I met his gaze squarely and changed the subject back to the situation at hand. “The bishop’s web of deceit has spread throughout this land. It’s up to us to cut through it and return the Temple to the people of The God. Or this Crusade is a sham.”
Ser Willem’s brow furrowed in concern. “Be cautious; the bishop holds immense power within the king’s court.”
I narrowed my eyes, my gaze holding his. “I am aware of the risks, but some duties require sacrifice. I swore an oath when I took up the Call.”
After a moment of contemplation, Willem gave me a nod of approval. “Wherever you lead, I will follow. And The God will protect us.”
I wasn’t so sure about the protection. I’d been doing a lot of fighting and killing for The God, and I rarely felt his hand guiding me or confounding my enemies. But perhaps that is the point. I was here now, in Clurack, doing The God’s bidding—at least that was how I saw things. My enemies, however, were not so lucky. Perhaps that was evidence enough.
We exchanged a grim look as we squared our shoulders and turned towards the imposing keep. Our strides were confident, but my heart raced with trepidation. I’d have been portrayed as heroic and brave in days gone, and yet, I never felt it so. Today was no different. I put on the face of a brave knight, determined to serve the will of God, but my heart told a different story in its thundering staccato.
With each step, my breath grew shorter, and my knees trembled. We marched on, pretending to be confident and ready for whatever may come our way. But deep down, I was filled with uncertainty and fear. What if we were not as prepared as we thought? What if we couldn’t handle the challenges that lay ahead? My mind was in turmoil, and I asked the God for comfort and made the sign of the Star on my chest.
We left the docks behind and entered the bustling streets of the Holy City. Despite my numerous visits during the Crusade, I could never get used to this place’s overwhelming sights and sounds. The fortress in the distance towered over the city like a giant, its shadow looming over the peasantry, pilgrims, soldiers, and seamen. It was an awesome, foreboding place.
Ser Willem and I pushed through the crowded streets, unease wrapping around us like a fog. We caught hushed conversations and furtive glances from the townspeople, making me regret wearing my livery so openly. I pulled my traveling cloak closed.
Gazing upon the once-sacred walls of the Holy City, conflicting emotions weighed on me. Had the King strayed from righteousness because of the black-hearted bishop, or was it our collective corruption? My faith in the Crusade wavered; were we seeking vengeance instead of reformation? Doubts clouded my sense of purpose.
“I’ve a surprise,” Willem’s voice barely penetrated my thoughts as we continued the walk toward the central fortress.
Lost as I was contemplating the damage the bishop had caused, I scarcely recognized the figure that stepped out of the crowd to face me.
“Brother!” she cried.
The sound of my name being called startled me, but my surprise quickly faded as my sister enveloped me in a tight hug. Her arms wrapped around me like a warm blanket.
“Kira?” My voice cracked with emotion as I pulled her close, my arms enclosed her like a protective shield.
As she spoke, her voice trembling with relief and I felt her tears on my cheek. “When we heard about the ambush, I feared for your life. I’ve been waiting so anxiously for so long . . . I arrived weeks ago.”
Guilt washed over me as I realized the worry and fear she must have been experiencing. “You should not have come,” I murmured, but I couldn’t help returned her embrace, grateful for her presence in the midst of chaos.
As I held Kira in my arms, all of it melted away. At that moment, her warmth against me and the sound of her breathing were the only things that mattered. My dark world, filled with anxiety, danger, and self-doubt, seemed to dissipate. The danger may still be present—even worse with her here in the Holy Land instead of back home—but I felt secure and calm in her embrace for a fleeting, foolish moment.
Kira’s emerald eyes widened, the light catching on the flecks of gold in their depths. She instinctively pushed back a loose strand of her copper hair that had escaped from the intricate braid coiled around her head. Her delicate features twisted into a look of concern as she closely studied my expression. “Please, Aaron,” she implored her voice tight with worry. “Tell me the truth. Is it truly as dire as Ser Willem suggests?” I hesitated, not wanting to weigh her down with the full weight of political schemes and violence that plagued our kingdom.
But Kira was always perceptive; she would see through any false reassurances. With a heavy sigh, I nodded. “The bishop plans to break the truce . . . or rather, to incite the Gols to break it. And I fear he has succeeded. The Crusade is becoming restless camped around this city. It is starting to crumble from within. Knights and lords are taking their armies home—he intends to give them a purpose, a reason to stay. This goes against the will of The God and even the Archbishop himself. And it is all being done in secrecy; dark forces are at work here.” 
Ser Willem’s brow furrowed with concern as he stepped closer to me, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword. “It’s true,” he confirmed, his voice low and urgent. “Even our most seasoned sergeants and soldiers are growing restless and angry. They came here for a Crusade, but instead, they are stuck in this city, bored and plagued by sickness. Their frustration is turning towards innocent people, both among the Heathen and within our own walls. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to keep them under control; even the holy knights and priests are lashing out at those who don’t deserve it.”
I paused, considering my next words carefully before speaking. “Better that than . . .” I started to said.
But Ser Willem cut me off with a sharp shake of his head. “My Lord, let us not speak such blasphemy. Dying on the Crusade may be difficult, but it is also the highest honor one can achieve. To die of a disease, wasting away in a tent is seen as cowardice by the Temple. I understand your point, but please do not mention it again.”
I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of my responsibility heavily upon my shoulders. “Honor,” I said slowly, “is not just about who we kill or how we die. The Crusade was once necessary to protect our people from massacre at the hands of the Heathen. But now . . . things have changed.”
My words trailed off as I looked at Kira, seeing the worry in her eyes. Ser Willem continued, his tone serious and earnest. “With due respect, my lord, Lady Kira is right to be concerned. This situation with the bishop does not feel right. There may be more danger here in this city than on any battlefield.”
I met their gazes, moved by their loyalty and concern for me. But I could not turn away from this path. “I understand the risk,” I said firmly. “But I made an oath to uncover the truth. If the bishop is acting against the archbishop and the will of The God, he must be stopped.”
Kira searched my face, clearly dismayed by my decision. But she could also see the determination in my eyes, and she knew that I would not back down from this mission. At last, she nodded. “Then we will help you see this through.”
I gripped her shoulder, taking comfort in her unwavering faith. With Kira and Ser Willem flanking me, we navigated through the winding streets of Clurak. The city was strangely subdued the further up the mount we went. The usually bustling crowds now muted and watchful. Gone was the lively chaos I remembered from just a few years past. It was never a joyous place, forged as it was in warfare and the strict dictums of the King and the bishop of Tears, who resided in Clurak’s imposing Temple of Tears. But it was united in The Crusade and in its defense of the Holy Land. Now, the people avoided eye contact and clung to the shadows, as if afraid to draw any attention.
A feeling of unease clawed at my insides, making every step up the hill feel heavier. This place had changed since I was last here, and not for the better. The stone walls of the central structure were worn and aged, bearing the marks of time and conflict. High above, the royal banner flapped in defiance against the winds. As we neared the gates, I could see the king’s men stationed there stiffen, their weapons ready but cautious. They relaxed slightly as they recognized me, but their wary eyes still followed our every move.
“Ser Aaron,” their sergeant greeted with a respectful bow of his head. “We’ve been expecting you.”
The gate sergeant gave a sharp nod, and the iron gates slowly creaked open. We were met inside by a knight wearing the king’s livery. He bowed slightly to us, and we returned the courtesy. Without a word, he turned on his heel and led us in. He kept a firm grip on his sword’s hilt, and his keen gaze darted this way and that. Was his posture for us or other would-be intruders? My paranoia was getting the best of me. And I began to see phantoms in every shadow—not so different than on campaign. Somewhere, somehow, this war had turned me into a man who saw threats everywhere.
The fortress was eerily quiet as we made our way deeper into its heart. We passed through an open hall and a ladies’ sitting room that looked out over the glittering Sea of Sorrows. The king’s man slowed not at all until, at last, he led us down a long hallway lined with doors on either side. I couldn’t help but feel we were being watched, and the hairs on my neck stood on end.
Ser Willem leaned in close to me, his voice barely a whisper. “Do you think we are in danger here?” I shook my head, not wanting to alarm Kira, who walked ahead. “No, I believe they are just being cautious.” Willem nodded, but I could see the tension in his stance as he kept a firm grasp on his pommel.
As we made our way down the hallway, the Knight stopped before two oaken doors. The dim light of oil lamps, suspended from iron shackles above, cast shadows across the intricate carvings on the door. “In here, your grace,” announced the sergeant with a low bow. “Your private chambers have been prepared for you.” He turned to my sister and added, “And yours as well, my lady.”
Kira gave a small nod of gratitude as she stepped into her room. I followed suit and thanked the knight before he took his leave. I couldn’t help but notice the visible relief in his posture as he made his exit. With a heavy thud, the doors closed behind him.
I took a moment to survey my new surroundings, taking note of the arrow slits that overlooked the bustling city below. The chamber was sparsely furnished but exuded an aura of security and protection that I would not indulge in.
Before I could turn to speak to Kira and Willem, something on the bed caught my eye: a folded parchment with a familiar crimson seal lay atop the sheets. Without hesitation, I crossed over and broke the seal, revealing the unmistakable mark of Gavreaux.
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Chapter 2
Shadows of Doubt


The wax seal cracked under the force of my thumb. Behind me, I heard our door open and Kira’s voice. She and Willem were discussing something inconsequential. I ignored it and unfolded the parchment. As I read Ser Gavreaux’s carefully written words, I could feel their literal and symbolic weight pressing down on me. His script danced with a formality that belied the urgency of his message, every stroke of ink a silent herald of the dangerous game we were now to play. 
Ser Aaron—
Under the shadow of the crescent moon, our fates converge. Seek out Ser Renart at the Wounded Boar, where mead drowns sorrows and secrets are traded like coin. Trust in what he offers; it is time to unveil the bishop’s grand design.
The letter bore only that, yet it spoke volumes. The Knight Commander risked much in seeking my alliance. Clurak was the domain of Ser Transom, Commander of the Knights of Tears, not his Passage knights. The two orders did not like one another, each vying for the ear of the bishop—and the archbishop. But it was a beacon in the night to me, from a powerful man, giving me hope and admonishing me to beware the accompanying peril.
I let the silence of the chambers envelop me once again. The parchment crackled softly as I refolded it. Deliberation clawed at my thoughts. How often had I found myself ensnared in webs woven of deceit and ambition? And yet, Gavreaux’s call was a clarion I could not ignore, which promised answers to the labyrinthine treachery that threatened to strangle the very crusade I had bled for.
The looming darkness of the tent city skulked beyond my window, a sprawling expanse of canvas and desperation where the Wounded Boar lay somewhere out there—hidden like a secret sin. Renart, a knight with a tarnished reputation, awaited there amid the ale-soaked squalor.
My hand instinctively reached for the hilt of my sword, resting against the rough-hewn table. The steel whispered reassurances of protection and resolve, but it could not shield me from the uncertainty that now coursed through my veins like a chill wind. Would this clandestine meeting light the path to redemption or lead me further into a mire of falsehoods?
“Steel yourself, Aaron,” I muttered under my breath. Resolve hardened within me, a fortress built upon the bedrock of duty and a thirst for truth. Tonight, I would meet with Renart, cloaked in the secrecy of Gavreaux’s bidding. Tonight, I would either unearth the seeds of betrayal sown deep within the heart of our holy endeavor, or I would find myself ensnared in a trap of my own making.
And so, with the dying embers of twilight as my witness, I readied myself for the inevitable confrontation that loomed before me, as daunting and uncertain as the war that raged just beyond the reach of the King’s tenuous grasp.
“Kira, Willem,” I called my voice a hushed command that sliced through the murmurs of our hidden chamber. As they approached, I passed the letter to them, a silent testament of trust amongst us.
“By the God,” Kira breathed, her usual composure giving way to awe. “The Knight Commander himself . . .” She looked up, eyes alight with the fire of hope. “Aaron, this could be our chance! Our cause has found favor in powerful eyes.”
Willem, ever the bastion of skepticism, took the letter with a scowl etched deep into his weathered face. “Renart,” he grunted as if the name were a curse. “His honor is questionable at best. I’ve seen men like him—knights in naught but a title, serpents slithering through the grasses of our nobility.”
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