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Acre, Kingdom of Jerusalem

1191 AD




The wind carried the smell of salt and smoke across the hills.

Sir Adrien de Villiers pulled his cloak tighter as he guided his horse along the narrow path overlooking the coastal plain. Far below, the encampments of the crusader armies burned like scattered constellations upon the earth—thousands of fires belonging to men who had crossed half the world to fight for a holy city.

The banners of many kingdoms fluttered in the darkness.

England. France. The Empire.

And the black cross of the Knights of the Hospital of Saint John.

Adrien’s gaze lingered on that last banner.

The Hospitallers had once been respected even among rival orders—warriors and healers alike. But tonight, the man they hunted wore that same black cross upon his cloak.

A traitor, they had said.

Or worse.

Ahead of him rode Sir Guillaume, a veteran knight whose scarred face looked almost carved from stone in the dim moonlight. Four other riders followed close behind, their armor muffled beneath travel cloaks.

They had ridden for two days through rocky hills and abandoned villages, following whispers and fragments of rumor.

A Hospitaller knight had fled the city.

Not alone.

And not empty-handed.

Guillaume raised a fist.

The riders halted.

“There,” he said quietly.

Adrien followed the direction of his gaze.

At the crest of the hill stood the ruins of a small monastery—its broken tower silhouetted against the moon. The structure had likely been abandoned years ago during earlier conflicts, its stone walls half swallowed by creeping vines.

Yet faint light flickered inside.

Someone was there.

Guillaume turned in the saddle.

“He knows we are coming.”

Adrien frowned. “How?”

“A man carrying such a prize does not travel without caution.”

The veteran knight slid from his horse.

“We proceed on foot.”

The others followed.

Steel whispered softly as swords were loosened within their scabbards.

Adrien felt the familiar weight of his blade beneath his cloak, though unease twisted in his stomach.

This mission had come directly from high command within the crusader host. Their orders had been clear:

Find the Hospitaller.

Recover the relic.

Leave no witnesses.

But no one had told them what the relic truly was.

Only that it was a key.

And that it must never remain in the wrong hands.

They climbed the rocky slope slowly, boots scraping against loose stone.

The wind grew stronger near the ruins, moaning through cracks in the ancient walls.

As they approached the broken entrance, Adrien noticed something strange.

The wooden door—long rotted away—had been replaced with a heavy plank reinforced by iron.

Someone had prepared this place as a refuge.

Or a fortress.

Guillaume raised two fingers.

Two knights moved to the sides of the doorway.

Adrien stood directly behind him.

The veteran knight drew his sword.

Then he kicked the door open.

The plank burst inward with a thunderous crack.

Inside, candlelight flickered against cracked stone walls.

A lone figure stood beside the altar.

The black cross of the Hospitallers was clearly visible upon his white surcoat.

The man was tall, though he leaned slightly against the altar as if injured. Dark blood stained the cloth wrapped around his side.

Yet the sword in his hand remained steady.

His eyes moved slowly across the intruders.

“I wondered how long it would take.”

His voice was calm.

Too calm.

Guillaume stepped forward.

“Brother Matthias of the Hospital,” he said. “By order of the crusader command you are to surrender the relic in your possession.”

Matthias gave a faint, almost amused smile.

“So they finally came.”

“You are accused of treason.”

“Am I?”

The Hospitaller tilted his head slightly.

“Tell me, knight… did they explain to you what you are hunting?”

Guillaume’s expression hardened.

“That is not your concern.”

Matthias’ gaze shifted past him, settling on Adrien.

For a moment Adrien felt as if the man were studying him—measuring something unseen.

Then the Hospitaller spoke again.

“You have crossed deserts and seas in the name of God,” Matthias said quietly. “Yet tonight you come as thieves.”

Guillaume raised his sword.

“Enough riddles.”

“Is it?”

The wounded knight slowly reached into the folds of his cloak.

Instantly the crusaders tensed.

But instead of drawing a weapon, Matthias produced a small object wrapped in cloth.

He placed it gently upon the altar.

The cloth unfolded.

A key lay beneath it.

It was unlike any key Adrien had ever seen.

Forged from dark metal that seemed almost black in the candlelight, its bow was shaped like a cross—but not the cross of any order he recognized.

Strange markings spiraled along its shaft.

Symbols that looked older than the kingdom surrounding them.

Adrien felt a chill crawl across his skin.

Guillaume stepped closer.

“That is it?”

Matthias nodded slowly.

“The key you were sent to steal.”

“To recover,” Guillaume corrected coldly.

The Hospitaller’s tired smile returned.

“You believe it opens treasure.”

“It opens something that belongs to the Church.”

“No.”

Matthias’ eyes darkened.

“It opens a promise.”

Silence filled the ruined chapel.

Wind rattled loose stones somewhere above them.

Adrien stepped forward despite himself.

“A promise?” he asked.

The wounded knight looked at him again.

“Yes.”

His voice had grown softer now.

“Years ago in Acre, men of four faiths met in secret.”

“A priest. An imam. A rabbi.”

“And one of my order.”

“They forged an agreement meant to end the endless bloodshed of this land.”

Guillaume scoffed.

“A fairy tale.”

Matthias shook his head.

“They created four chests… and four keys.”

He gestured toward the altar.

“This is one of them.”

Adrien glanced at the key again.

The strange symbols seemed to shift in the candlelight.

“And if it is?” Guillaume demanded.

The Hospitaller’s expression grew grave.

“Then the moment you take it by blood…”

His fingers tightened around his sword.

“…the oath protecting it will be broken.”

A sudden gust of wind rushed through the broken windows.

The candles flickered violently.

Guillaume stepped forward and reached for the key.

Matthias lifted his blade.

“Do not.”

The warning echoed through the chapel.

For a moment no one moved.

Then Guillaume smiled grimly.

“You speak of curses like frightened monks.”

The Hospitaller’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“Because I have seen what follows.”

Steel rang suddenly as swords were drawn.

Adrien’s hand tightened around his weapon.

And somewhere deep within the ruined monastery, the wind began to howl.
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The chapel fell silent after the clash of steel.

For a moment no one moved.

Dust drifted slowly through the candlelight, disturbed by the violence that had shattered the stillness of the abandoned monastery. The smell of blood mixed with the damp scent of ancient stone.

Sir Adrien de Villiers stood near the altar, his sword still raised, chest rising and falling with the ragged rhythm of battle.

Two of the crusaders lay dead upon the cracked floor.

Another groaned somewhere in the shadows.

At the foot of the altar, Brother Matthias of the Knights Hospitaller knelt against the stone steps, his white surcoat soaked crimson.

Yet the Hospitaller still lived.

His sword had fallen from his hand, but his dark eyes remained fixed upon Adrien.

Not with anger.

With something far worse.

Resignation.

Guillaume wiped blood from his blade and stepped forward.

“Enough of this madness,” he muttered.

His gaze shifted toward the altar.

The key lay exactly where the wounded knight had placed it.

Small.

Silent.

Waiting.

For something so ordinary in shape, it seemed strangely heavy within the room—as if the air itself bent around it.

Adrien stared at it.

The metal was darker than iron, its surface etched with markings that twisted along the shaft like vines.

Symbols he could not read.

Symbols that seemed older than the kingdom they fought for.

“Take it,” Guillaume ordered.

Adrien hesitated.

The veteran knight noticed immediately.

“Do you fear a trinket?”

Adrien shook his head, though unease crawled across his skin.

“No, my lord.”

He stepped toward the altar.

Behind him, the wounded Hospitaller spoke.

“Knight.”

Adrien paused.

The voice was weak now, almost fading.

“Do you truly believe you serve God tonight?”

Guillaume scoffed.

“Do not listen to him.”

But Adrien turned slightly.

Matthias’ breathing had grown shallow. Blood spread across the stone beneath him, creeping slowly between the cracks in the floor.

Still, his gaze remained steady.

“You believe this key will bring victory,” the Hospitaller said quietly.

“But you do not understand what it protects.”

Adrien frowned.

“Then tell me.”

A faint smile touched the dying knight’s lips.

“I already did.”

His eyes drifted briefly toward the altar.

“The moment blood was spilled for it…”

The words trailed away.

Adrien looked down again at the key.

For an instant the chapel seemed unnaturally quiet.

Even the wind outside had stilled.

Guillaume’s voice broke the silence.

“Enough delay.”

Adrien reached forward.

His fingers closed around the metal.

The moment he lifted the key from the altar—

The wind returned.

Violently.

It slammed through the broken windows of the chapel like a living thing.

The candles flickered wildly.

One by one their flames vanished.

Darkness swallowed the room.

A deep sound echoed through the stone walls—not quite a voice, not quite the wind.

Something between the two.

Adrien froze.

The key had turned ice-cold in his hand.

So cold it burned.

“What sorcery is this?” one of the knights shouted.

Another man cursed and
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