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Chapter 1
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For every soul caught between ink and blade,  

the historian who doubts, 

the soldier who hesitates, 

the believer who questions, 

the child who remembers.

This book belongs to you.
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PREFACE
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Before the first Crusader banner rose over Europe, before Jerusalem became a word men killed for, the world was already burning.

Empires had grown old. Byzantium, draped in gold and exhaustion, called itself Rome but bled like any mortal kingdom. In the West, lords prayed with one hand and drew swords with the other. And far to the East, where deserts breathed poetry and scholars debated the stars, a thousand faiths wrestled for the same sky.

It was a century of holy contradictions. The Church promised salvation through conquest. Poets sang of mercy beneath banners of vengeance. Sultans and princes plotted alliances that would be broken before the ink dried. Between them all moved the forgotten; healers, spies, pilgrims, traders, and children; swept into a tide no prayer could still.

When the Pope’s call for a “holy war” thundered across Europe, it echoed through three worlds,

the stone courts of Constantinople, where knowledge was both power and treason; 

the dust-red deserts of Syria, where warriors and poets were often the same man;

and the mud fields of Normandy, where guilt weighed heavier than steel.

Each believed God was on their side.

Each was certain the other was damned. 

But history, like ink on old parchment, blurs the lines between sinner and saint.

This is not a story of who was right.

It is a story of those who survived long enough to ask if anyone ever was.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE PENITENT KNIGHT
––––––––
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Normandy, Two Winters Before the First Crusade

Godfrey’s nightmares didn’t come as wolves or wraiths. They came as children.
This one had brown eyes. Wide. Unblinking. A smudge of dirt across her brow, as if some gentle hand had once tried to wipe it clean and failed. Her mouth hung open, not in a scream, but in the mute confusion that comes just before pain. Her hand reached for him.
He had reached back.

But in the dream, as always, she slipped away.

Smoke. Screams. The little girl in the wheat field, 
Then fire. Then silence.
Godfrey de Montclair woke with a gasp, the taste of ash and blood still on his tongue.
Rain tapped on the shuttered window of the ruined chapel, soft as fingers against a coffin lid. He sat up slowly, body stiff from sleep and scar-twisted by memory. His sword leaned against the altar. The blade was clean. His soul wasn’t.

He knelt in the mud-streaked nave, amid rotting pews and moss-veined stones, whispering Latin prayers through clenched teeth.
“Miserere mei, Deus...”
Have mercy on me, O God.
His fingers fumbled for the rosary tied around the hilt of his dagger, the beads worn smooth from years of desperate repetition. Iron and ivory. Penance and war.
He prayed in silence long after the candles sputtered out.

“You’ll catch a fever, my lord.”

Godfrey didn’t look up as Étienne entered, the boy’s voice slicing the chapel’s quiet like fresh wind. He was soaked to the bone, curls plastered to his forehead, eyes alight with a mix of fear and awe.

“Clermont. The Pope has spoken,” Étienne breathed. “He calls for all of Christendom. To take the Cross. To march east.” His voice trembled, not with cold, but with purpose.

Godfrey’s eyes flicked open.

“And what,” he said, voice coarse from disuse, “does Christendom want with more graves?”

Étienne blinked. “They say Jerusalem has fallen. That it must be reclaimed.”

“They always say something’s fallen. Cities, morals, angels,” Godfrey muttered, standing stiffly. Mud clung to his boots like memory. “And when the banners rise, they forget what it costs to lift them.”

The boy followed him outside, eyes wide with the kind of fervor only the young could afford. The ruins loomed behind them like broken saints. Beyond, the hills of Normandy stretched like the folds of a forgotten prayer, soaked in morning mist and unspoken sin.

“You don’t believe in the cause?” Étienne asked.

Godfrey paused. “I believe in penance,” he said finally. “But God doesn’t need butchers.”

By midday, the bishop arrived.

He rode beneath a canopy of red silk, ringed by torchbearers whose faces flickered in the torchlight like painted demons. Behind him, monks chanted in Latin, each syllable like a hammerblow to Godfrey’s chest.

“Deus vult!” the bishop thundered, descending the makeshift pulpit erected on the old training grounds. “God wills it! The Holy City weeps beneath Saracen chains. Will you sit idle while the Virgin’s tomb lies defiled?”

The villagers murmured, drawn by the spectacle, their fear whipped into hunger. Godfrey stood at the edge, arms folded, the wind tugging at his cloak. His dagger’s hilt pressed against his ribs. His rosary shifted with every breath.

“You, noble sons of Normandy,” the bishop cried, eyes catching Godfrey’s like spears of light through stained glass, “you were not born to kneel in shame. Take the Cross, and wash your sins in the blood of infidels!”

Godfrey flinched.

Smoke. Screams. The child’s eyes again.

He turned to leave.

“My lord!” Étienne called. “You can’t walk away. Not now.”

“I’m not leaving,” Godfrey said. “I’m choosing.”

And still, his feet dragged him forward. The crowd parted like wheat before a blade. The bishop beamed as Godfrey knelt at his feet.

“Do you take the Cross?” he asked.

“I take nothing,” Godfrey replied. “I return what was stolen.”

The bishop smiled, already lifting the blood-red cloth. Godfrey held out his cloak, stained from a time long past. The symbol was sewn not with fresh thread but with a torn strip of linen once used to bind a child’s wound. The thread darkened as he worked, a shade too close to dried blood.

When he finished, the cross clung to the fabric like a wound.

The bishop raised his arms. “Blessed is the sword that strikes for Christ!”

Godfrey lowered his head.

Not for Christ, he thought.
For her. For the silence. For the fire.
For the part of himself that never left the wheat field.

As dusk fell, the bishop’s entourage vanished into the fog. Only Godfrey and Étienne remained. They stood in the old chapel’s doorway, watching the sky bruise purple.

“You’re not that man anymore,” Étienne whispered. “You were trying to save her.”

“I was trying to survive,” Godfrey said. “That’s not the same thing.”

The bloodstained cross flapped in the cold wind. It was heavier than chainmail.

In the east, lightning split the sky, thin and white and cruel. The road to Jerusalem stretched beyond the hills, lined with a thousand whispered promises and ten thousand unmarked graves.

Behind him, the bishop grinned.

Ahead, the Holy Land waited.
Long. Cruel.
And bright with false grace.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE POET’S BLADE

––––––––
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The dead Crusader’s lips were still warm.
Nizar al-Rashid pressed a finger to them, as if to steal the last word they’d never finish. Then he whispered poetry instead.
“And when the wind forgets your name,
The dunes shall still remember your silence.”
The moon floated high above the Syrian desert, a pale coin on black velvet, indifferent to the blood staining the sand below. Around him, the last murmurs of battle had faded into the hush of wind scraping against stone. Jackals howled in the distance, scavengers, drawn to spilled flesh and unanswered prayers.

He knelt alone, his knee sinking into the blood-wet dust beside the corpse of the Frankish scout. A boy, really, perhaps seventeen, face pale beneath grime and terror, eyes still staring at a God who hadn’t answered in time. The sword wound across his chest was clean. Nizar prided himself on that.

From the folds of his cloak, he drew a rag and slowly, methodically, wiped his curved blade clean. The blood came off in long crimson streaks, like lines from a poem scrawled across the steel. Then, as he always did, he murmured verses, not for the dead, but for the silence that followed them.

“To kill with a sword is to beg with fire;
Even in victory, the soul starves.”
“Commander?” a voice called out behind him, rough with breath and sweat. “We’ve found more bodies west of the ridge.”

Nizar didn’t rise. He stared down at the boy. Something protruded from the dead man’s tunic, wooden, crude. With a cautious hand, he pulled it free. A cross. Not gold or silver, just a simple thing carved from olive wood, worn smooth by years of nervous fingers. Nizar turned it over in his hand, feeling the grain, the shape of faith in another tongue. He pocketed it without thought.

“Tell them to wait,” he said, his voice soft but firm. “I’m not finished.”

Behind him, his men worked like crows. They stripped the Crusaders of belts, boots, and blades, laughing at the oddities of the Franks, their heavy steel, their painted saints, their stiff, blood-soaked cloth. One held up a dented helmet and made a mock blessing before dropping it with a scoff. Another yanked a wine flask from a corpse’s side and drank deep.

“Their faith tastes like vinegar,” he spat.

But Nizar said nothing. The men knew to let him mourn in his way. A poet’s grief was a strange and private thing.

Soon, hoofbeats cracked through the stillness. Nizar didn’t need to look to know who rode up. Emir Kerbogha of Mosul never approached quietly.

The Emir dismounted with a grunt. Chainmail clinked under a dark green robe trimmed in black wolf fur. His face, once handsome, had been shattered years ago by a Byzantine blade, one eye white and blind, the other sharp and full of flame. A diagonal scar split his lip, giving every





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\
5.

OMARI NOBLE

N,





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





