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Author’s Letter

This book came from a long familiarity with pressure, consequence, and restraint. I wrote it from the understanding that violence is never abstract. It has weight. It leaves marks. It demands a cost from the one who carries it and from those who stand nearby. That understanding did not come from research alone. It came from a career where violence was no stranger, and where control mattered more than impulse.

I was drawn to Géraud Belland because he stands at that edge. A man trained to act, bound by law, faith, and duty, carrying a force that must be governed or it will consume everything around it. The Line of Ash is not about spectacle. It is about what it takes to hold power without surrendering to it, and what it costs to keep order when mercy is no longer enough.

This work did not take shape in isolation. My wife is part of how I write. She listens, questions, and pushes back when something rings false. My father’s sense of history and discipline sharpened the way I approached this world and the man at its center. Their influence is present even where it is not named.

This book stands on its own, but it is also the opening movement of something larger. It begins a line, a name, and a legacy that will be tested again and again under different forms of pressure.

To you, the reader: thank you for the support that makes the work worth finishing and sharing. I believe this story will mean something to you, and I am grateful you chose to step into it.

— EJ Thorpe
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The Beast of Ash

The King’s Answer

France, 1640.  The Crown had spent years stitching the realm back together.  Peace held in Paris.  In the provinces it held only where men chose to let it.  A handful of lords in the west had stopped choosing.  They took a ford that fed three towns.  They cut the road that carried the King’s due.  Officers rode out with seals and returned stripped, if they returned at all.  A priest was found beneath a chapel cross with his tongue cut, the warning left where villagers would see it first.

This was not a handful of drunk men with pitchforks.  It was a regional force, swollen by households and broken veterans, near two thousand in the valley and more in the hills.  They had horses for their captains, mail where they could steal it, pikes enough to hold a road, and the kind of confidence that comes when the Crown’s answer arrives late.

The King understood the shape of a serious threat.  A lord with followers could be bargained with.  A lord holding out a road could be waited out.  A lord with a province could become a second authority.  So he sent the man who did not leave room for a one.

Baron Géraud Belland was master of the Castle of Ash and commander of the Order of Ash, knights trained young and kept sharp by war.  They rode heavy horses under a black banner.  Behind them came their men-at-arms, pikes and shields kept in order.  Their work had been done in too many valleys for men to pretend they had not heard of them.  Géraud Belland himself carried a different kind of training.  He had studied law in Paris.  He knew the Crown’s language, its limits, its punishments.  He could name a rebellion in clean terms, then ride out and end it with the same exactness.  In halls, he was called the Lord of Ash.  On the field, men used another name.

Word reached the rebel lords at dusk.  A scout came back with mud on his cloak and the look of a man who had seen something he wished he had not.  He spoke to the captains first, close, quick.  Their faces tightened.  A hand that had been steady on a cup, went still.  Orders were repeated twice, then checked and corrected.

They had expected the Crown to send tired men and with thin discipline, a force that could be drawn into the river and bled in the mud.  The name Ash changed the air in the camp.  Men walked the line and stared at the ridge as if it might move.  Harness and armour were checked again.  Pikes were lifted and set down with more care.  Prayers found mouths that had not prayed in years.  When the Line of Ash arrived.  The rebel lords understood they would face no ordinary foe in the Order of Ash.

The First Clash

The morning came washed thin, colourless as bone.  Mist lay in the valley and made distance feel dishonest.  It dulled banners and men into a smear of iron and breath.  Below, the ground was black with old burn, ash worked into mud by hooves, boots and weeks of marching. 

Baron Géraud Belland sat on his black horse at the crest, no movement, but breath.  Sir Hugues waited at his left stirrup.  Older than the rest, weathered in face and voice, he carried no haste.  He had set the line before dawn, counted what mattered, then came to stand beside his lord as if the slope itself belonged to them.  Sir Armand sat a pace behind to the right, close enough to be heard without leaning.  His helm hung from his saddle.  His gaze held the valley the way a man watched a door that might open.  No one spoke for a time.  Only the rasp of breath through the cold. 

Sir Hugues tipped his chin toward a ruined wall below, half-seen through haze.  “My lord, two companies held left of that stone,” he said.  “Their pikes are thickest there.  If they move, they will try to turn you.”  Baron Belland kept his eyes on the grey smear of men and steel, searching for the truth beneath it.  The field already carried its scent: wet earth, old smoke, horse sweat held under cloth.  “They will not turn me,” he said.  Sir Hugues made a sound that was neither assent nor defiance.  “Then do not give them the easy path, my lord,” he answered.

Sir Armand’s voice came quiet, almost level with the mist.  “My lord, let them see you,” he continued.  “Then let them learn.” 

Something in Géraud Belland tightened behind the ribs.  Not fear, not anger, a gathering.  Law, scripture and duty held their places for a moment.  Beneath them, another thing listened, patient as a blade laid on a table.  Géraud reached for his helm.  The metal was cold, damp with morning air.  He held it as if weighing the cost, then lowered it over his head.  The world narrowed.  Briseur came into his grasp.  Something in him unlatched, quiet, deliberate.  The great axe lay across his thigh, dark iron that had ended rebellions and arguments alike.  Its haft ran long, near the height of a man when set upright, dark wood scarred where gauntlets had bitten in.  The head was a broad wedge of iron, thick through the cheek, made to split shield and bone with the same indifference.  Its edge caught what little light there was and returned it without warmth.  Most men would need two hands simply to lift it clear and keep it level.

Hugues leaned closer, voice kept low,, for Géraud alone. “My lord, we will hold the line behind you,” he said.  “No need for chase.  If you break them, break them in place.”  Géraud turned his head a fraction, enough for Hugues to know he had been heard.

Armand offered no counsel now.  He met Géraud’s visor with calm eyes, loyal as oath.  Géraud lifted the axe.  His grip closed, and the rest of him went cold.  “Forward,” he said.  The Line of Ash began to move.  Hooves stepped into the descent, slow at first, controlled.  The knights advanced in locked discipline, lances angled, shields close.  Banners stayed low, heavy with mist. 

Then the valley rose to meet them.  A cry broke from the rebel line, raw with recognition, and it ran along the ranks like a sickness.  “It is him.  The Beast of Ash.”

The first clash arrived as an impact.  Steel on steel.  Wood splitting.  A horse screaming as it went down.  Mud churning as bodies pressed together.  Géraud rode into it.  A man surfaced under the haze, shield raised, eyes wide.  Briseur took him through shield and collarbone in one singular strike.  Another closed, blade searching for a seam.  Géraud cut him down and ended the search.  A spear struck his breastplate and slid with a shriek of iron.  Géraud caught the shaft under his arm, hauled the man forward, and drove the axe into his shoulder.  When he tore it free, the man fell without sound.  His horse bucked, struck, then went down hard as a pike found flesh.  Géraud hit the mud and rose at once.  On horseback he had been authority.  On foot he became scale of force.  

He was an immense man, six feet and eight inches of bone with a strength that exceeded his size, swallowed in black plate and a heavy dark cloak that dragged at his shoulders in the wet air.  His armour did not only protect him, it enlarged him, black plate layered over a frame built for burden and impact.  He stood among them like a tower planted in wet earth.

The rebels nearest to him faltered.  Breath caught.  Boots slid backward.  A man turned his head to find a captain.  Another bumped him and nearly fell.  Their line loosened for a heartbeat, gaps opening where there should have been shields.

Briseur rose into view.  Géraud held it in one hand. Not to boast or as a flourish, but a weight that demanded two hands from most men, sat obedient in his grip.  The fact of it altered faces.  The axe was not only sharp, it was impossible.  A shield lifted too high.  A spear jabbed too early and skidded off his plate.  A shouted command broke in a throat.  Géraud stepped into the gap they gave him.  Briseur came down one-handed.  Wood split and iron buckled.  The man behind the shield folded as if a hinge had been cut.  Géraud tore the axe free and ended the next rebel with a short stroke across the collar.  Blood sprayed dark against the pale mist.  They tried to swarm him, three at once, because numbers felt safer than facing him alone.  Géraud struck low.  The head punched through ribs with wet certainty.  He pivoted, shoulders rolling under plate, and the backstroke broke a jaw, snapped the head aside, dropped the body into the mud.  He did not shout.  Each blow carried a final decision.  Each step took ground.  Men backed away, tripping over fallen bodies, scrambling to keep distance from the reach of the axe and the man who carried it.  Fear began to run along their line like flame through dry grass.

Behind him, Sir Hugues’s voice rose, firm, not screamed.  “Hold,” he said.  “Hold your ground.  Keep your points forward.”  The men of Ash obeyed as if the words had been drilled into bone.  Their line tightened, points angling into smoke and mist.  Sir Armand appeared at Géraud’s right, sudden as a shadow, blade red to the hilt.  He did not crowd.  He guarded the edge where a man could be taken from behind.  “With you, brother,” Sir Armand said once, low.  The words landed inside the helm.  A tether in the roar.  Géraud advanced again.

A rebel hesitated before him, eyes locked on the axe, mouth working around a prayer or a curse.  “Look at me,” Géraud said.  “You die for nothing.”  No words came.  Briseur entered the man’s chest and left him in the mud.  The press shifted.  Orders broke.  Men began to glance over shoulders, searching for distance, searching for and escape.  Géraud’s breath stayed slow behind his iron helm.  Heat did not spill into frenzy.  It stayed caged, directed, kept for one purpose.  “Push,” he called.

“No retreat.”  Sir Hugues answered behind him, voice like a gate closing.  “Advance,” he said.  “Step by step.  Do not scatter.”  The Line of Ash moved as one body, disciplined, patient, inevitable.  Smoke rolled, ash lifted, and the enemy line began to part.  It started in faces, then in bodies and feet.  A step back became two.  Space opened where steel should have held.

Mud climbed Géraud’s greaves.  Blood streaked his plate.  A smear darkened his visor.  He stepped deeper into the heart of it.  Behind him, his knights followed close.  Their courage was not a roar.  It was the simple fact that he did not turn.  In the churned mud of the valley, something old in him stirred.  Not joy.  Not madness.  The remembered shape of wrath, waking without sound.

The Breaking Line

The field became smoke and thunder.  Cries carried and broke in the wind.  The earth underfoot was no longer ground, only red mud churned by boots and hooves, ash kneaded into it until the colour turned dark as old wine.

Baron Géraud Belland stood in the centre of it, armour streaked with blood and soot.  His breath stayed steady behind the helm, slow as prayer, disciplined as law.  Briseur hung in his right hand, haft dark and wet, the head marked by ruin.

Sir Hugues held the line a short distance behind him, the formation tight.  He did not look at the dead.  He watched the living.  Sir Armand moved at Géraud’s flank, quiet, exact.  When he spoke, it was low, for Géraud alone.  “They gather,” he said.  Across the haze, the enemy pulled itself together.  Broken men clung to banners.  Mouths opened around names of lords already gone.  They tried to shape courage out of noise.  Géraud watched them form.  Heat rose behind his ribs, the familiar pressure that came when mercy no longer fit inside the moment.  Not frenzy.  But focus sharpened until it cut.  He stepped forward.  “On me,” he said.  The knights of Ash moved with him.  The black banner did not snap or dance, it hung heavy, as if it carried the weight of what it promised.  Sir Hugues kept his voice clipped and steady.  “Keep your intervals,” he said.  “Do not outrun your points.”

The rebels charged again.  Steel met steel and the air filled with impact.  A shield rose in front of Géraud and Briseur smashed through it.  Wood split, while iron buckled and an arm broke with it.  The next stroke ended a shoulder and breastplate beneath it.  He did not swing wide.  He placed each blow where it would finish the matter.  He advanced as if the line were something he could push with his body alone, and men yielded, because they had no choice.  A rider broke through smoke with a lance lowered.  Géraud stepped inside the line of it, caught the shaft under his arm, and wrenched.  The horse stumbled.  The rider pitched down and landed in mud hard enough to knock wind out of him.  Géraud stood over him.  “The law stands,” he said.  “You do not.”  Briseur fell once.  The noise ended.

Sir Armand turned as a blade flashed toward Géraud’s side.  He took the man before the strike could land.  He returned to Géraud’s side without a word, blood on his steel, the same calm in his eyes.

Géraud pressed onward.  In one hand the axe looked wrong, as if nature had been bent.  When he brought both hands to the haft, the force ceased to be a cut and became a breaking.  “Advance,” he called.  “Break them clean.”  The Line obeyed.  Men of Ash fought with drilled restraint.  No shouting for glory.  Formation, work, breath, and steel.

A rebel captain fought his way toward Géraud, sword raised high, face bright with desperation.  “Beast,” the man shouted.  “You serve no king.  You serve only yourself.”  Géraud turned.  “I serve order,” he said.  Briseur swung low and drove through the man’s side.  The captain slammed backward into his own men and fell with a sound like stone cracking.  Another stepped up.  Then another.  They came in twos and threes, as they are unable to face him alone.  Géraud met them all.  He heard his own voice inside the helm, level, uninvited.  “Stand,” he said.  “If you believe in what you are.”  One man hesitated, eyes wide, blade trembling in mud-caked hands.  “Then die with it,” Géraud said.  The axe fell.  The man did not rise.  The front began to fold again.  Not slowly.  Not with calculation.  It tore like wet cloth in a single pull.  Rebels turned and ran for the river, for the trees, for any place the axe could not reach.  A sergeant called out behind the line.  “They yield, my lord.”  Géraud turned his head a fraction.  “No man who raises steel yields,” he said.  “Finish it.”

Sir Hugues did not flinch, but his jaw tightened.  “Keep the line,” he barked to his men.  “Do not scatter.  Do not chase into water.”  The men of Ash drove forward in discipline, breaking what remained in place, refusing the river’s trap.  They cut down those who tried to reform.  They ended the last knots where they stood.  When the final resistance shattered, the field seemed to exhale.

Géraud stood in the centre of the plain, the dead around him making a wide ring of stillness.  Torn banners lay in mud like drowned cloth.  Broken iron caught and lost in the light.  Blood ran from Briseur’s edge, dark and slow.  He rested the head of the axe against his shoulder as if it were a burden chosen long ago and never set down.  The men of Ash gathered in a wide half-circle, not crowding him.  Even the hardened ones kept their distance.  No one spoke.  No one called his name.  They had seen victory.  They had also seen what it cost to stand near him while the wrath remained awake.  Smoke rolled across the field and swallowed the sun.  Géraud lifted his helm a fraction to draw air in.  His eyes, pale in the slit, did not soften.  He looked once toward the ridge where the chaplain’s tent waited, canvas dull in the mist.  He knew what came next.  The wrath had to be silenced.  The law demanded its keeper back.

The Absolution

Géraud walked away from the line.  The battle had ended, yet the ground still held its tremor, as if the valley could not forget the weight of men breaking.  Smoke lay thick over the plain, coiling through wreckage.  Ash drifted in slow sheets and settled on armour, torn cloth, open faces.  He moved with measured steps, plate dragging through mud that clung and pulled as if it wished to keep him.  Briseur rested in his right hand.  Blood marked the edge in dark threads, drying where it lay.

Behind him, the men of Ash worked without speech, gathering weapons, lifting the wounded, laying the fallen with rough care that passed for reverence.  None came near him, none dared.  They had followed him into the storm.  They had seen what stood at its centre.  Sir Hugues remained with the line, holding what discipline was left in the living.  Sir Armand watched Géraud’s back from a distance.  Not at his side.  In the one place a friend could stand without presuming to enter the moment.

At the far edge of the field a white tent waited beside a rough cross.  The canvas was dulled by smoke.  The cross was dark with damp and ash, simple wood forced into the earth as if it were a stake holding the day in place.  Father Renaut stood at the mouth of the tent, prayer book locked in both hands.  Mud spotted his robe.  His eyes were fixed on Géraud’s approach as he climbed the ridge.  Each step pressed deep.  The drag of Briseur scored the wet ground behind him, a long furrow through red mud and ground.  The heat in his chest still lived, steady and clean.  It had carried him through the press.  It had not yet been dismissed.  He needed it closed.

At the tent, Father Renaut bowed, but did not lift his gaze.  “Begin,” Géraud said.  Father Renaut’s throat worked once before sound came.  “Here my lord?” he asked.  “Here,” Géraud said.  Géraud unclasped his helm.  The catches groaned low and he lifted the metal free.  The face beneath stopped Father Renaut’s breath.  Ash and mud streaked skin.  Blood marked jaw and cheek.  The set of his mouth looked carved, not clenched.  His eyes were pale, fixed, cold as the steel he had worn.  He did not look like a man seeking forgiveness.  He looked like a man waiting for orders.  Father Renaut had seen murderers.  He had seen men shattered by war, shaking, vomiting prayers between their teeth.  This was different.  This was a man who could kneel without yielding. 

“Kneel,” Father Renaut said.  Géraud knelt.  Mud yielded beneath the weight of him.  In the narrow space his size became undeniable, a vast frame forced down by obedience rather than softness.  He bowed his head and waited, still as stone.  “In the name of the Father,” Father Renaut began, voice thin at first, then steadier as the words carried him.  “Confess your sins.”

“I have killed,” Géraud said.  The words were exact.  They did not tremble.  “Those who fought.  Those who fled.  Those who begged.  I felt peace in it.”

Father Renaut tightened his fingers on the prayer book until leather creaked.  “Do you repent?” he asked.  Géraud did not look up.  “I repent the need,” he said.

Stillness filled the tent.  Smoke breathed past the canvas.  Outside, men shifted and did not speak.  Father Renaut raised the small cross.  The wood looked too light for what it was asked to bind.  He leaned closer.  “May the Lord forgive you,” he said, then in Latin, careful, practiced.  “Ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis, in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.”

Géraud exhaled.  It came out slow, controlled.  The change was not delicate.  The locked jaw eased.  The hard set at the corners of his mouth loosened, as if stone had been struck and cracked.  Colour returned beneath ash.  His eyes shifted, not warm, but human again, focus withdrawing from the far edge of violence and settling into the near world.  For the first time since the first clash, he blinked.  Father Renaut lowered the cross and realized he had been holding his own breath.  Géraud lifted his head a fraction more.  The mask was gone.  Not replaced by softness, never that.  Replaced by the presence of a man bearing what he had done instead of wearing it.  He rose and his shadow filled the canvas, swallowed the priest’s thin shape, then moved past him.  He took Briseur with the ease of habit and rested it across his shoulder.  “You will ride with me to Ash,” Géraud said.  “You will keep your tongue.”  “Yes, my lord,” Father Renaut said.

A page approached, Géraud was holding his helm as though it might strike.  Géraud looked at the boy’s hands, a tremor half-hidden.  “Take it,” he said.  “Keep it until I ask.”  The boy took the helm backed away and went quickly, not running, but close to it.  Géraud paused at the crest and looked once toward the field.  The dead lay under smoke like stones under water.  The living moved among them with lowered heads.  “Pray for those who fell,” Géraud said.  “I will answer for what stands.”  And stepped into the wind.

Ash drifted across the field and settled on his face, turning him the colour of the valley he ruled.  Men saw him coming and bowed as he passed, relief in the motion, fear beneath it.  The wrath slept, not from peace, but from obedience.  On the ridge beside the cross, Father Renaut watched and whispered a prayer shaped more by dread than comfort, that no king and no God would call such wrath forth again.
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The Scholar’s Hall

The New Page

Mist lay in the lower yard like pale cloth set over stone.  The bell had only just sounded when Julien arrived, thin in a borrowed cloak, a satchel of mended surcoats under one arm, his best linen shirt beneath.  The steward placed him beneath the eastern wall and left him there with a quiet instruction and no warmth.  “You will serve the baron,” the steward said.  “Stand straight.  Speak with care.  Do what he says.”

Julien nodded.  His stomach tightened at the word baron.  The vineyards had fed him stories since he could walk.  The Beast of Ash.  The giant who brought silence to fields of battle.  Men spoke the name with a half-prayer in the mouth, children would dare without anyone watching.  The story carried a weapon too, an axe that could split a man like kindling.  Julien had never seen Briseur.  He had seen the way grown men looked away when it was mentioned.  A horn sounded at the outer gate.  Julien stiffened.  Villagers drifted toward the walls as if pulled.  Men of Ash came to attention, armour dulled and scratched from recent service.  The gate opened slow, iron groaning, and the returning column entered in ordered silence.  Horses moved in tired formation.  Cloaks hung stiff with dried blood.  Archers followed on foot, faces drawn tight.  Carts came behind with the dead, shrouded under coarse linen.  No cheer rose.  No prayer was spoken aloud.  This was not triumph.  It was a return.  At the centre rode Baron Géraud Belland. 

Julien had expected a large man.  He had not expected this scale.  Even from a distance the baron seemed too tall for the saddle, a vast frame folded into the shape of riding.  A dark cloak lay over half-cleaned armour, ash caught in the weave.  His hair was damp from the river crossing.  His face had been washed and still looked as if the field had followed him home.  The yard parted without being told.

Géraud’s gaze moved across the stone, slow and assessing, as if weighing what had remained while he had been away.  When his eyes passed over Julien, the boy felt something cold settle beneath his ribs.  Pale eyes, neither kind nor cruel.  Not empty, controlled, held behind a discipline that did not invite closeness.

Sir Hugues rode close at Géraud’s left, older, set in the saddle with the ease of habit.  He watched the yard the way a man watched a ledger, noting what was out of place.  Sir Armand followed a pace back to the right, quiet, present, his gaze lifting once to the wall and then returning to the baron as if measuring him rather than the crowd.

The steward stepped forward and bowed.  “My lord,” the steward said.  “The petitions await your judgement.  The boy you requested has arrived.”  

Géraud dismounted.  The movement was unhurried, precise.  When his boots met the stone the sound seemed lighter than it should have been.  A knight approached and took Briseur from the saddle.  Julien’s breath caught.  The axe was wrapped in dark cloth, yet the length of it was unmistakable.  The haft ran long, even bound, it carried a weight that changed how the men around it moved.  Two guards fell in without being ordered.  The weapon vanished toward the armoury with the seriousness given to a relic.

Géraud turned to Julien.  “How old are you?” he asked.  “Fourteen, my lord,” Julien answered.  “They say you can read,” Géraud asked.  “Yes, my lord,” Julien replied.  “You will carry my satchel in the hall,” Géraud said.  “You will keep silent unless ordered otherwise.”  He spoke as if testing a harness for fit.  Julien bowed and clutched what he carried tighter, as if cloth might save him.

Géraud turned toward the inner stair.  As he moved, the cloak opened slightly and the line of a sword showed at his hip.  Julien stole one glance and dropped his eyes at once.  It was not a court blade.  It was longer, broader, its hilt wrapped in dark hide, the crossguard thick and plain.  A weapon made for use, not display.  It sat on him as if it belonged to his body.  A sword for a man who did not require a sword to be feared.

Julien followed at a careful distance up the stone stair.  Guards stepped aside quickly as the baron passed.  Even without helm or full harness, Géraud filled the corridor and pressed the air thinner.  The castle seemed to recognize him, as if the stone itself tightened around his steps.  Inside the keep the steward dismissed the other boys who had been waiting.  Julien alone was led deeper into private halls where candles burned low and sound travelled clean along old walls.

The steward opened a small chamber.  “You will sleep here,” he said.  “You rise when he rises.  You follow him unless told otherwise.  Do not speak to him unless spoken to.”  Julien nodded.  The steward studied him with a plain, measuring look.  “If you fear him, hide it,” he continued.  “If you do not fear him, you are a fool.”  “I understand,” Julien replied.  “Good,” the steward said.  He tapped the satchel.  “When he dispenses judgement, you will stand behind him with this.  Parchment.  Ink.  Seals.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.”

A guard appeared at the door, voice carrying.  “The baron has gone to the hall.”  The steward turned to Julien.  “Then so do you.”  Julien followed the guard back into the corridor.  He walked quickly to keep up, heart loud in his chest.  The keep’s passages felt narrower as he moved, as if the whole place were a throat and he were being drawn inward.  At the great hall entrance, Géraud was already inside, speaking quietly with the chamberlain.  He had changed for judgement.  Deep green over a shirt of mail, the cloth clean, the steel close to the body.  The sword remained at his hip.  Nobles waited along the hall’s edges.  They bowed too quickly, stepped too wide, eyes flicking to the blade and then away, as if looking too long might be noticed.

Julien understood the pattern without being taught.  Men feared monsters.  Men feared saints.  They feared most of all the man who could be both, and who had returned from the field with Father Renaut’s absolution still fresh on his skin.  Géraud glanced once over his shoulder.  Julien stepped into place behind him, satchel held steady in both hands.  The hall fell silent.  Court was about to begin.

The Hall of Judgment 

The great hall of Ash held a chill that morning fires could not warm.  Light entered in thin bars through narrow windows, laying pale lines across the long table where petitions waited in ordered stacks.  Servants set ink and water, bowed, and withdrew with the quiet speed of men who preferred not to be remembered.

Julien stood behind Baron Belland with the satchel held tight to his chest.  He kept his eyes lowered, yet his mind clung to every sound.  He had been told the baron valued clarity above all things.  He believed it.  The silence here was not emptiness.  It was discipline.

Sir Hugues stood off to the side of the table, close enough to hear, far enough not to crowd the judgement.  Sir Armand remained nearer to the wall with the other knights, still, watchful and present without demanding attention.

The chamberlain opened the first scroll and addressed Baron Belland.  “My lord, the abbey of Saint Clothilde submits a petition,” he continued.  “Boundary stones were moved in the night.”

Géraud did not look away from the table.  “State the claim.”

The abbey’s representative spoke, careful at first, then faltering as he realized how closely Géraud listened.  The opposing lord kept confidence in his face, but his fingers tightened around his cap.  When the men fell silent, Géraud spoke again.  “Produce the charter.”

The chamberlain placed the document into his hand.  Géraud read in silence, eyes moving with slow precision.  Julien felt the hall tighten around that silence.  The nobles did not shift.  Even the fire seemed to burn quieter.  When Géraud finished, he gave judgement.  “The abbey holds the land by right,” he continued.  “The stones will be restored.  Compensation for the grain will be paid at triple measure.”  The abbey’s man bowed at once.  The opposing lord began to speak.  Géraud lifted his gaze toward him.  The man’s voice died.  He bowed and stepped back as if pushed.

The chamberlain presented the next case.  “My lord, a dispute between two merchants.  Cloth ruined by rain during transport.”  Both merchants began at once, voices rising.

Géraud raised one hand.  They stopped.  The silence came down hard, as if it had been waiting.  “You will speak in turn.”  He looked at the first merchant.  “Who holds the contract?”

“I do, my lord,” the first merchant said.  “Hand it over,” Géraud said.  The first merchant handed the parchment forward.  Géraud read the terms in full before he spoke again.  “The responsibility for the cargo passed to you at the city gate.  The loss is yours.  You will repay the full value of the cloth.”  “My lord, the storm was sudden,” the first merchant said.  “No man could have—”  “The law does not judge the sky,” Géraud replied.  “It judges the agreement you signed.”  The first merchant bowed his head.  The second merchant did not smile.  He looked relieved to be spared.

Two minor lords stepped forward next.  Their dispute was a strip of vineyard soil and the wounded men left on it, each eager to cloak pride in talk of duty.  Géraud listened without expression.  Julien could not tell if the baron was tired.  The face showed nothing.  “You will both pay compensation to the families of the men injured,” Géraud said.  “You will withdraw your guards from the disputed ground for one year.”  “My lord, the land—” one of the lords began.  Géraud continued as if uninterrupted.  “If another weapon is drawn there, I will settle the boundary myself.”  A whisper rose from the side of the hall, spoken by a nobleman who believed his voice low enough to vanish in stone.  “The Blade of Ash.  God keep it sheathed.”

Julien felt his own throat tighten.  Géraud did not turn.  He had heard.  He offered nothing back.  The silence that followed was worse than reprimand.  When the final petition was settled and the scrolls returned to their boxes, the chamberlain bowed.  “My lord, the hall stands adjourned.”  Petitioners backed away, bowing again and again, careful never to turn their backs until distance made it safe.  Julien watched them and understood that this hall belonged to the Baron more than the stone itself did.  Servants returned to clear the table.  Sir Hugues and Sir Armand withdrew with the others, leaving the baron alone with his page.  Only then did the hall feel large again.

Géraud placed one hand on the table edge and addressed Julien.  “You observed.”  “Yes, my lord,” Julien managed.  “What did you learn?”  Géraud asked.  Julien swallowed.  The satchel’s strap dug into his fingers.  “That the law is clear, my lord, when it is spoken with certainty.”  Géraud regarded him for a long moment, weighing him the way he might weigh a blade’s balance.  “The law is simple.  Men create the difficulty.”  Julien held the satchel a fraction higher, as if it could make him steadier.  “You read as I read the charter,” Géraud said.  “You saw the error before the judgement.”  “I tried to follow, my lord,” Julien replied.  “You did follow,” Géraud said.  It was not praise.  Julien felt it all the same, a small shift, as if the stone beneath his feet had become less hostile.  Géraud turned toward the doorway.  “You will stand closer tomorrow.  A page who fears the hall cannot serve in it.”  “Yes, my lord,” Julien said.  Géraud spoke once more, quiet and certain.  “The King arrives before dawn.  Prepare the satchel and your mind.”

Julien followed him out.  He still feared the baron.  He feared what lay behind the calm, and what Father Renaut had bound only by obedience.  Yet his place beside Baron Belland no longer felt like a sentence.  He had seen the scholar inside the giant, and the giant had seen him.
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