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Chapter 1
The Stone


“Without more evidence than your hunch, I cannot and will not challenge the bishop,” knight Commander Gavreaux announced to me as he stared back, matching me sneer for sneer. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and his gait and movements were fluid. He was a man built for combat. A single scar crossed his face, and his short beard seemed to have turned grayer in the months since he and a group of his knights had saved me from certain death on the spearheads of Golish cavalry. 
That was a bittersweet day for me. Indeed, the Commander had saved me, but my charge, Edweene, had gone down beneath sword and spear. But somehow, she’d survived. I shook the dark thoughts away. As bitter as it was, it had solidified my debt to Gavreaux and enhanced his position in my eyes—and the position of the Knights of the Holy Passage. Since then, I’d returned to the Holy Land with my contingent of Crusaders, now encamped outside Clurak with my captain, Ser Wilhem, awaiting my return. I figured—given my objectives—it would be a long wait for the young knight.
Gavreaux stood behind a tall, finely carved dark-wood chair that was adorned with worn leather cushions on the seat and back. Ten paces behind him, a wide, iron-bound door provided entry and egress for him, different from those of us who were invited here. A broad table of the same hardwood as the chairs stood between us. Upon it, a single tankard of dark liquid sat near his seat, untouched.
I stood next to a matching chair on my side of the table, my hand on its back. If it had been dark, the cold room would have been lit with two large candlesticks at either end of the table—one to my right and one to my left. As it was, the waning light of day did a fine job keeping the room in gray haze and shadow.
Gavreaux frowned at me.
A Thayne, sworn to the king of Bannon, who had answered the call of the Archbishop and sallied on the Crusade, should not be questioning the motives of the Bishop of Tears or his loyalties to the king of Clurak. But there I was, looking Gavreaux in the eye, telling him that the Archbishop’s representative in the Holy Land, His Excellency Bishop Tooleb of Tears, was a traitor to the Crusade.
The irony was obvious to me—a killer accusing another of murder, or at least the attempting of it.
“Even entertaining this mad line of discussion could have me put to the sword, or worse.” Gavreaux turned away from me and peered out of his austere war room over the towering walls of the ancient fortress, The Stone.
The Stone had stood for a thousand years. Before the Coming of The God, when Clurak and all the Northern Kingdoms were part of the Empire of Travanah, our forebears built the Stone, which has stood for a thousand years. But those days had perished long ago, along with the worship of the Old Gods in the Eastern and Northern Kingdoms. The fort had changed hands more times since then, than one could count. But you could still see the reflection of past occupiers, both Imperial and Gol.
Once vital to defending against invasion by Western raiders a thousand years ago, the Stone’s location had become marginalized in the conflicts surrounding the Holy Land. In each of the Crusades, Clurak or more strategic strongholds were under threat by Golish armies, and the Stone served as a landing point and logistics center for forays into the land. It was too far off the main track to become strategic beyond that purpose. Its most important function for the last two hundred years had been to house the headquarters for the largest Chivalric Order in the Holy Land: The Knights of the Holy Passage. It also marked the westernmost area of the Order’s influence.
Passage Knights did not foray west of the Stone, even in the escort of pilgrims. Those were the lands patrolled by the Knights of Tears—the Holy Order of knights sworn to protect the Holy City and the Temple of Tears. The Knights of Passage had no desire to tangle with the Tears and the series of lunatics that had stood atop that Order for the better part of a century. And I knew it—it was knowledge common to all but the most ignorant in the Holy Land. That was one reason I was here, meeting with Lord Gavreaux, and not meeting with knight Commander Transom of the Tears. He was a dogmatic fiend, and my conversation with Gavreaux would have resulted in my flaying on The Star of The God if I had broached it with Transom. The other reason was straightforward: I trusted this particular zealot. He’d saved my life once, only months before, despite his predilections otherwise. I was convinced that he believed in the truth of my cause, even if he didn’t agree with my methods.
“You have been spinning this tale, Ser, in the Capital beneath the king’s own roof. Too many unfriendly ears have witnessed it. Your lack of discretion causes me much discomfort in even meeting with you. I fear the only reason that fat bishop hasn’t had you flayed is your popularity among the people of the North—poor country knight, the Savior of Clurak—not once, but twice by The God, hang on to that, man. I’d hate to see you missing that hide of yours.”
I winced. Truer words were probably never said. I was lucky to avoid death and punishment, as providential events saved me from being considered an enemy of the Church. And that meant that this conversation was going nowhere. I wanted to believe that Gavreaux was a fool or a coward, but I knew he was neither. Him not having me flayed or strung up in the keep’s bailey told me he may even have had some of the same concerns, but he would not move on the bishop without evidence, whether or not he was brave, or intelligent. Crossing the bishop meant crossing the archbishop, which meant crossing The God. And a holy warrior such as Gavreaux would be hard-pressed to make that leap. My time here was wasted, a fool’s notion—as I had thought it might be when I saddled my horse in Clurak weeks ago and made the trek.
Gavreaux turned away from me once more, his gaze distant, as if wrestling with some inner turmoil. The silence stretched between us, heavy with unspoken words and conflicting loyalties. Finally, he seemed to decide, his shoulders squaring as he faced me again.
“Though I will not condemn the bishop, I have a proposition for you, my lord,” he said, his eyes cast down, mannerisms almost submissive. “If you are willing,” he whispered, it seemed to me, apologetically. It was strange for a man such as him to emit such mannerisms, and it was a moment filled with discomfort for me. He continued staring at the ground.
“Yes, my lord,” I said, trying to keep my interest at bay.
He coughed, seemed to find himself, and raised his eyes to me. He straightened his back, stood tall, and said, “It is a proposition I am not proud of, but one that I think you will excel at.”
My interest was more than a little piqued. What could make this man want to contract with someone of my repute—a dishonorable assassin, to use Gavreaux’s own words from months before—for his purposes? It was one thing for me to reach out to him for help on a matter that carried the gravity of a bishop’s betrayal. But for him to reach out to me? It was not even in the realm of honor.
“A proposition?” I asked.
He cleared his throat loudly, covering it with a gloved fist. “Yes,” he started. “A column of Lord Richeau’s knights forayed beyond the Knuckles and surprised a formation of Golish infantry. Not knowing where they were—meaning, as you know, that they no longer stood in the protectorate of the Holy Land—Richeau’s expedition fell upon the heathens, cutting them down.”
I gaped at him. The Knuckles were a series of fortifications that had marked the end of The Crusader state and the Gol’s lands. Passing them in force brought the risk of war between Gol and the Crusaders. “The fools,” said I. “They’ll ignite the war with such acts of stupidity.”
The Earl Richeau was the Lord of An Andor, a large holding midway between The Stone and An Kolnaak. It was an important land in so much as it straddled the Pilgrim’s Approach and was a major thoroughfare for pilgrimages, merchants, and military trains. The Earl was a powerful noble—the brother of Earl Teneaux of Ri Lisana. He obtained the holding for so-called heroic deeds during the Second Crusade, and he was a favorite at the court of Lethan, King of Clurak, the Holy Defender. I did not know the man well—one could say not at all—but he had a reputation for mad cavalry charges and foolhardy gambles. He was not a man whose banner I would gladly follow.
Gavreaux’s eyes flashed at me.
Something I said? I wondered.
“Precisely what the king said when he was asked to pay ransom,” said he.
“Ransom?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said. “Ransom.”
“I understood the knights were victorious by your statement, Ser,” I said.
“They were,” he looked away. “Initially,” he added.
“Initially,” I repeated his last word as if the man were stupid or I was deaf. “What fool’s plan did they pursue after this massacre?” I asked.
He glared at me then, clearly angry, said, “Careful your tongue, Ser. These were knights and men-at-arms sworn to the king and The God.”
I don’t know why I should be surprised at the stupidity of our race of men. We continue to make the same errors and then make excuses or apologies for our actions as if tradition trumps wisdom. This action could have reignited the war. Still, I should have known better than to insult knights and Lords loyal to The God. Civilization needs its ordering, I suppose. “I apologize, Ser,” I said. “Sometimes my mouth outruns my mind.”
“Ahh . . .” he started and waved his hand, as if to say, nevermind. And then he spoke again, “You are right. It was a foolish endeavor that I would scold them for if they now stood before me.”
I bowed my head and thanked him for his grace, inwardly mocking the madness of our tradition. Men were dead or captured, and we worried about the proper respect paid their titles and not the stupidity of their mad foray into the land of the Gols. “You had said, my lord, that they ‘were knights and men-at-arms sworn to the king and The God’,” I emphasized the word were and let it hang for the smallest moment.
The Lord Commander looked at me as if I was his enemy. His eyes narrowed, and I thought he might strike me. He sighed then and seemed to soften, shoulders drooping. “Yes. Yes, I did.”
“Does this imply their demise?” I asked at last.
“Their sortie did not end there,” he said. He sat down in his tall chair. He motioned me down. I obliged, settling into the hard leather seat. He reached up and grabbed the tankard that had been growing warm there and slurped deeply the contents. “Apparently, their victory fueled their confidence, and they sallied westward, following the Gol infantry’s track. But there must have been Golish scouts on the heights, for when the knights entered the hilly area some distance south and west of their last massacre, a formation of Tartans—horse and foot, both, set upon them.”
I inhaled deeply. “Tartans—it is a lucky thing that any are alive. They rarely take prisoners.”
Unless they consider the prisoner to be important. They knew by his banner that this man was significant to the king—at least to his men.”
“Not important enough, I wager,” I said, wishing I had a tankard of ale to wet my mouth. I was beginning to see the way of things, to understand Gavreaux’s purpose.
“The king has chosen not to pay the ransom, as has the bishop. I would like this knight back. He is important to me.”
“Why would the king not pay the ransom? Why would you not pay this ransom? Surely you have the means.”
“The foray was unsanctioned by the king—or the Temple for that matter. His Grace is making a point—an example of this knight to those lords on the Crusade who may think to take matters into their own hands. The knight, his Grace says, must face his mortality for denying the providence of The God.”
“And what would you have me do?” I asked, already figuring out the right answer. War and loss do things to people. They make them go down roads they’d never consider in normal circumstances. I saw in this man’s eyes that he was about to cross a threshold here, to go somewhere he didn’t want to go.
“I would have you rescue this knight,” he said. His eyes caught mine in a stare so intense that I could not draw my head away. His gaze was hard, challenging, pleading.
I sat forward, elbows on the table, hands tented under my chin. “And you? Why don’t you take your knights to free him or pay the ransom yourself?”
“Ser, they have forbidden me,” he said, reaching into his surcoat and pulling out a folded piece of parchment affixed with a broken seal. He tossed it across the table toward me and took another swig of his drink
I reached over and took the parchment. The king’s seal, broken apart, was affixed to it. I unfolded it carefully and read the words there:
Lord Commander Gavreaux,
I am sad to hear of this knight’s plight. I am sure that you understand why I cannot pay the ransom demanded to the heathen dogs that took him. I also am sure that you understand why I require that you take no action to free him, either by force or financial means. We must establish discipline among the Holy and strive to maintain our control over the host. Doing otherwise would jeopardize our standing among the Crusaders and encourage a breakdown in order.
By Royal Decree—
Lethan, Defender of the Holy Land and king of Clurak.
I closed the letter and slid it back across to him. I understood why there would be no ransom. The king must make a point, or others might follow this man’s poor example. He could not have his knights and men-at-arms taking missions unto themselves. Tempers on both sides of the Knuckles were already out of hand. Two large, restless armies had been formed with nothing to do but pillage and plunder their cities. Still, abandoning his man seemed un-kingly, even denying others the right to pay the ransom. How did that inspire confidence in those who followed him? Ruling with such tactics only worked if the king showed his armies his loyalty in other, greater ways. I doubted that King Lethan showed loyalty to his men at all. Despite all that being true to me, I was still surprised that the Lord Commander would condescend to subterfuge to release this captured knight, and I voiced my surprise. “Last time we spoke, you did not approve of my methods, Ser Gavreaux. A man with your strict adherence to your betters should not be considering such actions as this,” I said.
“My sister, you see . . .” he said as if ignoring my point “. . . is Monae Baudin, Earless of An Andor. This young knight is Ser Prenot, her son. She would very much like her son returned to her.”
A moment of clarity, it was, and suddenly it all made sense to me.
“For the price of his rescue,” he began again, “I will assist you in this endeavor of yours. I cannot directly confront the bishop or his man, Transom. But I can make available to you my network, find your information and perhaps put some bug in the king’s ear. For, if war starts, his throne bears the most risk. And the knight Commander of Tears bears the greatest probability of reward, standing as he does, ready to receive the crown if Lethan falls. The camp, I am told is merely two days into the Devil’s Forest from the closest knuckle.”
I thought for a moment. The mission was intriguing, but it could delay my sworn vengeance by weeks or months or more. Though the young knight surely needed saving, it would not be me who would do it. I said, “I am sorry, my lord. I feel for this young knight, your nephew, but I must continue my mission. It is a matter of honor,” I said. I could not meet his eyes. I had likely just doomed his nephew to death. I thought he would understand the reason, but my act seemed to me to sound hollow and selfish, even if I had convinced myself otherwise.
He sighed. It was heavy with burden and resignation. A long, dark moment passed. “Very well,” he said. “War is what it always has been. Our loved ones perish. And we carry on. It is the way of things. The boy shall pay for his error.”
I looked down at the table, the gritty sorrow in his eyes too much for me to bear.
Gavreaux stood again and extended his hand across the table to me. I took it. His grip was steel. It said no hard feelings. I almost choked with guilt. “I am disappointed that we could not reach an agreement,” he said. “Despite that, I cannot in good conscience withhold my help from you if I have similar concerns regarding our Holy Bishop. So, I will see what help I can provide for you on this bishop endeavor, but it must remain hidden. Expect no miracles. You shall hear from my man soon.” He pushed back his chair, turned his back, and strode for the back entry.
“Yes, my lord,” I struggled to say to his rapidly retreating back. I stood and stumbled backward, then turned for the door. I remember thinking that I had just witnessed one.
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Chapter 2
Edweene


I walked the distance to the bailey gate, deep in thought, my boots crunching over the gravelly courtyard. The evening was coming. The sun, brilliant in the east just moments before, was dropping behind the Sea of Sorrows, turning the sky orange, and the waters blood red. Behind the tall stone walls of the keep, the shadows were long on the ground and black as night around sharp corners. A feeling of melancholy—of judgment fell over me. 
I could not have asked for more than I got. But leaving the Knight Commander that way tugged at my conscience. Tartans captured his nephew in an unsanctioned mission. That did not bode well for Ser Prenot. What would I do if this were my nephew under some enemy’s boot? I did not like the answer that kept coming to my mind.
Of course, the Knight Commander could have invoked my debt to him, but he is not a man who would do so. Did I have a responsibility to repay my debt this way if he did not ask me for it? Did my vengeance and mission not carry more weight than this man’s foolhardy nephew? I decided it was so, but a feeling of guilt nagged at my heart.
I told myself that there was no way that I could undertake this mission if I were to find my vengeance in a suitable time frame—that the bishop’s betrayal held larger implications for the Holy Land. The knight had made a mistake, and now he would pay. Such was the way of things here in the Holy Land. Besides, I had sworn vengeance on those who had betrayed the king’s mission in my last duty—those who had tried to ambush and murder me. I was determined to follow through on my sworn duty, even if that duty was to my own sense of rage and vengeance.
The hard part in all of this—the true immediate challenge—was proving that my hunch was right—that it was the bishop who had tried to kill me, who wanted my last mission to fail, and the war to go on. If indeed it was, then I had to find a way to kill him or uncover his betrayal to the king in such a way that everyone accepted it as The God’s truth. How was I to do such a thing? The bishop was beyond censure—an agent of The God himself.
“This mission was no mistake. Prenot made no error,” a voice slid out of the shadows.

























































OEBPS/cover.jpeg
'y
o, b, -
THE CRUSADE ‘ lsb ABSOLUT&)I}—
WHAT IT DE! IVER ‘WAS SOMETHING
- DARKER.

@il Rescue

i by JP Wilder

“War is not glory
and honorbut <+
| death and terror
and a living,
breathing feeling

of need that comes
“to exist inside.”

Book 2

THE Cl‘lUSADER SERIES
SEQUELTO

=
3  THE CRUSADER
¥® THECRUS





OEBPS/images/b805593c-ab6b-43e4-86ae-54c4223aa61f.png







