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Dedication

For Louie, my late husband. A Prince among men. “I shall love you, forever and a day.”
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   “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, nothing will be impossible for you.” 
 Matthew 17:19-21


Chapter 1

As he glanced down at his left side, Prince Louis watched the blood trickle where his heavy armor failed to protect him.

The horse buckled beneath him, breathing heavily, slowly dying. Prince Louis pulled himself from his raven stallion and falteringly tried to stand. Before him, in the distance, loomed the tall keep of Valtearea; his heart leaped at the sight of the castle just beyond his reach.

His eyes scanned the gatehouse towers as two mounted knights rushed toward him. “Perhaps I shall live long enough to arrive home.”

“My Prince!” the two soldiers cried out, galloping near.

“I’ll alert King Delaney,” one of the knights announced as he turned his steed.

The other knight reached down a hand. “Allow me to carry you!”

The castle isn’t far now. “No, I shall walk to greet my brother,” Louis responded.

Slowly they trudged their way to the castle grounds with the concerned warrior supporting his wounded prince.

Through the large wooden doors bolted a man in royal blue, his surcoat fluttering, the small band of crown tilting on his head. “Louis!” he screamed at the sight, rushing to embrace him.

“Call for his wife, Princess Bella!” King Delaney ordered the nearest attendant.

Louis could hear the whispers among those in the courtyard. He did not raise his head to see the grimaces at the sight of his weakened condition. Suddenly, a cry pierced the air—Bella.

What has happened to me? I was once known as the fiercest man alive but Crusader life is proving far more deadly than being wicked, Prince Louis surmised ironically.

“No!” the familiar voice screamed as the castle’s huge keep doors banged open. Her gray eyes told Louis all he needed to know. He glanced over her rosy cheeks, her long raven hair and luscious feminine figure. Oh, what curves his wife hid beneath the folds of that green dress! If only he could see them clearly, again. “Good morning, my wife.” He gasped. “It seems I have lost our battle.”

“It cannot be.” Princess Bella sobbed as she watched the guard lift her husband and carry him up the stairs to their royal bedchamber. Louis was carefully laid upon the tiger-skin sheets. Bella’s trembling hands held one of his as strong male attendants secured his limbs.

From the corner of his eye, Louis noticed the apothecary assistant approach with a fiery red rod to cauterize the deep wound. A small block of wood was inserted in his mouth, and Louis clenched his teeth upon it. At the intense pain of the hot iron, the prince let out an agonizing cry and lurched involuntarily. He bit into the wooden block, trying desperately not to pass out from the pain.

Finally, he composed himself, willing his mind to ignore the agony. He looked up at Bella whose face betrayed the terror she felt. Louis forced a smile to calm her. “Try not to be saddened if my days of battle and glory be over, my good wife.”

Bella’s lips turned upward. “If you do not live, then I shall be upset, my Lord. I care nothing for the Crusader battles as much as you.”

Suddenly the light began to fade before his eyes; he struggled to focus on her face, which was disappearing into the darkness.

“I love you,” he softly whispered. For the first time, Louis knew fear.

“And I, you.” She gently kissed his dirt-covered cheek.

Again, pain seared his side as the assistant began to check the flesh around the cauterized wound.

So this is what dying is like? Thunder roared from behind the door. Thunder, but there is no rain, is there?

King Delaney rushed to the window. “Who dares come to bring down my brother?” Panic resounded in his voice.

“Horses, my King?” Princess Bella asked.

“The Heathens have followed. They march at our gate! I must prepare our knights. Pull Louis’ bed into the hidden chamber behind the tapestry,” Delaney ordered a few knights. “Protect him and the princess there. We must remain as keepers of the Shroud.”

Prince Louis had heard enough. In between short gasps he spoke, “Brother, you cannot reason with these men. Have a knight offer them gold instead of the Shroud. They may retreat not knowing the Shroud’s true worth. They are too skilled in battle…escape by the river…and take my wife with you.”

“I must defend our castle!” King Delaney of Valtearea announced with a quavering voice.

Louis felt his bed rising and then being shoved into an opening behind the wall. A woven tapestry of flowers and fruit draped down over the hidden opening. Left in the small room, he overheard the screams and cries from outside.

The prince glanced around. “Wife, are you here? Bella?” Trying to sit up, Louis managed to roll out of bed, hitting his head on the wood with a mighty thump. Darkness engulfed him as he lay motionless on the hard, cold floor.


Chapter 2

Louis woke to find his body surrounded by flames. He could barely see through the smoke. The light from the spreading fire was blinding him. Coughing and clutching at the pain from his side wound, Louis crawled to where he thought the door was. He tried to push it open but couldn’t.

Quickly, he peered through a crack in the wood and found that a wooden beam had fallen against the door. He was trapped inside the hidden hallway. He stood, covering his mouth and nose, trying not to breathe in the thick smoke.

At the end of the hall, the flames were consuming the walls. He would not be able to get through it. He neared the window, stuck out his head and gulped in some clean air. He looked down and thought it too high to jump.

His eyes trailed down to the courtyard where before him lay knight after knight, bloody and dead. Delaney in royal blue was on top of the pile of corpses. Prince Louis sank back into the smoky hall. The King of Valtearea was dead. His brother dead! And what of my wife, Princess Bella?

Louis cried out, the pain searing through him, mixed with rage.

Suddenly a shadow moved past him. He felt a chilling draft in the hot air. Through the smoke came a dark hand with golden gauntlets.

“Take my hand,” a deep voice said.

“Brodan?” the prince asked.

“It is I,” the shadow answered. “The shroud has been taken.”

Louis didn’t care about the shroud at the moment, only the death of his brother and whereabouts of his wife. He remembered when Delaney and he were merely children practicing combat. Delaney would never hurt him. He was too kind a boy that grew up to become only too naïve a king.

Dark arms suddenly surrounded him. Fire neared Louis’s feet. Faster than flames, the shadowy figure lifted Louis and carried him to the window. They jumped out.

Louis saw the sky as they fell, the spiffs of white clouds mixed with smoke floating above. The sun was bright and large, shining down onto the castle which was burning to the ground. There was a loud smack against the earth from Brodan’s feet. Louis’s eyes turned to the cloaked dark face; black eyes were staring back at him.

“Remember who you are,” Brodan said, lowering Louis to stand on the ground. “The protector.”

Louis stepped away and began searching for his wife’s body over the blood-stained grass. “Bella!”

“We must go retrieve the shroud!” Brodan reminded.

At this moment, Jesus’ burial shroud was the last thing on his mind. His only thought was finding his wife, alive. There were horse tracks, hundreds of them, leading away from the gatehouse. He could follow them and discover if his wife still lived.

Brodan grabbed his shoulder. Louis tried to yank it off, until he saw what Brodan was pointing to with his other hand. On the ground was a piece of fabric, green like the dress Bella had last worn while mending his wound.

His wound? He checked his side. The wound had stopped bleeding. He would live all right, long enough to seek revenge for those who’d set his castle on fire and murdered the Valtearean people.

“Your heart grows cold,” Brodan said, releasing the grip on his shoulder.

“Leave me be. I never wish to see thee again!”

Brodan’s eyes tightened. “But we must find the shroud.”

“Your God let this happen. He destroyed my brother, my land, my castle, my people and now he has let these Heathens, who only want to sell that shroud, take my wife! I do not want to be the protector of the shroud anymore. Do you understand me?” Tears came to his eyes. “Tell your God to pick someone else.”

“You don’t know what you are saying.” Brodan lowered his eyes. “You were chosen.”

Louis turned and climbed up the pile of dead men, rushing to the one lying on top. He pushed away the arms of other men and rolled the king, his brother, over.

King Delaney’s eyes flickered opened. Delaney grabbed his bleeding head and sat up. His attention turned to the castle, falling to the ground in ash and in fiery sheets. “Our home.”

Prince Louis noticed more blood pouring from the head wound. “It appears our men died protecting your kingdom.”

“Where is the shroud?” King Delaney asked.

“Taken.”

King Delaney stood, looking around in horror at the death surrounding him.

Prince Louis rose, turned and saw that Brodan had vanished.

“Then we must go after it! Take back what belongs to the Christian people,” Delaney said. “That shroud is a reminder of what Jesus did on the cross for them.”

“My wife,” Louis informed, “has vanished.”

“Good.” Delaney sighed.

“Good?” Louis was livid. “How can you say that, Brother?”

“That means Princess Bella is not dead. Now I know you will follow them and help me get back the shroud.”


Chapter 3

Louis hurried to the stables. Through burning walls, he saw a mule pulling at his ropes which were tied to the floor. Louis rushed in and untied the animal. Quickly, he grabbed the nearest saddle, tossed it over the mule’s back and jumped on. With a kick from Louis’ boots, the mule ran out of the fiery stable and past Delaney.

“Where are you going, Brother?” King Delaney asked. “You go without me? Is that how it is? Let me remind you that I am still king! What you own is mine! Bring me that mule! It is mine.”

“King of what, firey ash?” Louis lifted his hand toward the crumbling keep. “I take it you’ll be fine since the flames didn’t scorch your pompousness.”

“Get down from that mule! I’m going to Cambone. Our sister’s husband will help us gather who’s left of our Crusaders. I will go there. Ask him to build us a larger army of knights.”

“Go, King! Run to sister’s new husband and our mother Queen Fontaine. King Cambone’s knights will fail against these Heathens!”

“And what better plan have you?” Delaney wanted to know.

“None,” Louis admitted. “But I shall not waste my days kissing ass to King Cambone for help. My wife is in the hands of ungodly men. She might be being tortured as we speak.”

“It is more important we bring assistance to take back what belongs to the Christian people.”

Prince Louis kicked his mule in the direction of the horse tracks, following them over the grass and sand.

“I demand you stop, Louis!” King Delaney yelled. “Brother!”

Prince Louis rode away at a mule’s pace. Traveling from Valtearea, he could still see the horse tracks. He did not give much thought to all those who had lost their lives today. He was too worried about Princess Bella. Delaney may be right. Perhaps it was better to bring a larger army. What could one man do? But he could not risk leaving his wife in the hands of such men a moment longer.
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