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I really hope that you enjoyed the first book, Heir of Jerusalem, if you have read it, and that you will also really enjoy this book, The Lioness of Jerusalem is the second part of the Melisende Trilogy and the third book in the series The Last Queen of Jerusalem, will be published later this year.

As an independently published author, I do not command huge marketing resources so, if you are so inclined, please do leave me a review or a rating.

Feel free to contact me with any feedback on any of my books. Email: robertohalloran18@yahoo.com and please feel free to have a look at my website: www.robertohalloran.co.uk

Part 1 of the Melisende Trilogy is called The Heir of Jerusalem

Part 2 of the Melisende Trilogy: The Lioness of Jerusalem

I am also the author of a series of children’s books with the main character being Floriana the Fly and I have had three books published and two of those have been translated into Spanish. 
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THE LAST QUEEN OF JERUSALM


CHAPTER I

JERUSALEM, THE KINGDOM OF JERUSALEM 1143
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"We should go to Acre," Melisende proposed one bright morning during breakfast, her voice cutting through the comfortable silence that had enveloped the solar. 

The solar itself was unusually inviting for this time of year, with sunlight streaming through the tall windows in golden shafts that illuminated the motes of dust dancing gracefully in the air. 

This enchanting play of light painted the room in warm hues of amber, casting a glow over the polished wood of the table and the shiny silver plates laid out for their breakfast. 

Even Fulk's greying hair seemed to shimmer in the soft radiance, adding to the serene atmosphere. 

Outside, the vibrant sounds of Jerusalem began to awaken, each sound weaving together to create a rich tapestry of life—the melodic call to prayer echoing from the minarets, the church bells chiming in a harmonious response, and the steady rumble of cartwheels clattering over cobblestones, mingling with merchants energetically advertising their wares in a cacophony of languages. 

The air was infused with the rich scent of autumn, a particular fragrance that marked the transition of the seasons, where the smell of dry grass mingled with the last wildflowers blooming defiantly before winter, and the earth subtly prepared itself for the impending rains.  

"Just for a few days, just us and the children" she continued, her gaze fixed intently on Fulk's face, searching for any flicker of agreement that might reveal his support for her idea. 

The prospect of a brief escape from the demands of the city was appealing, especially since both the boys and they themselves could benefit from such a trip. 

The hustle and bustle of urban life had a way of wearing on one's spirit, and Melisende believed that a change of scenery might rejuvenate them all. 

She could envision the boys enjoying the open spaces of Acre, free from the constraints of court life, breathing in the fresh coastal air. 

She hoped that the beauty of the landscape and the allure of the seaside might take their minds away from court life, if only for a short while. 

Fulk looked up from the report that had captured his attention—it was a detailed account concerning grain shipments from the southern estates, another piece of the endless administrative puzzle. 

As he glanced at Melisende, she noticed a pang of sorrow as she realized that his hair was now more grey than brown, a reminder of how quickly time passed. 

When had that transformation taken place? 

The years had not only altered his appearance but had also etched deeper lines around his eyes, revealing the burdens he had shouldered. These grooves beside his mouth told stories of worry and responsibility that had accumulated over the years. Fulk had begun to move more slowly now, as if his body were starting to betray him, 

His eyes sparkled with clarity that had been absent for what felt like an eternity. 

The Byzantine crisis, which had loomed like a dark cloud over their heads, was finally behind them. 

Emperor Komnenos had retreated, and the imminent threat that had once hung over them was averted, not through battle, but through the artful negotiations of diplomacy. 

The spies, once a source of anxiety, were now firmly under control, their deceptive information flowing into the hands of the Fatimids like poison hidden in a fine vintage. 

The alliance with Damascus, while still fragile, remained intact, functioning as was planned from the outset. 

Stone fortresses were steadily rising in the south, each block laid with care, reinforcing the security of the Kingdom's borders. Fulk, for the first time in what seemed like ages, appeared almost relaxed which was a rare and welcome sight. 

“Acre?” he asked, setting the parchment down with a deliberate and measured touch. 

A small smile began to emerge at the corner of his mouth as he thought of the possibility of a few days rest. 

“There are refreshing springs in the suburbs, beautiful spots that would be perfect for a cozy picnic,” she suggested. 

Reaching across the table, she gently placed her hand over his, feeling the familiar calluses from years of wielding a sword and the slight tremor that had recently developed in his grip. 

“We could hunt, unwind, and, for just a few days, allow ourselves to forget everything and just be a normal family for a change.” 

His smile widened, transforming his face and making him appear significantly younger and more carefree. 

“When did we last indulge in something like that?” he mused, a hint of nostalgia in his tone. 

Melisende paused, searching her memory, and finally admitted, “I cannot recall, which only means it has been far too long since we took a moment for ourselves.” 

Fulk squeezed her hand affectionately, a gesture filled with warmth. 

“Then we shall go. God knows we have earned ourselves a few days of peace and respite will do us good.” 

They departed from Jerusalem three days later, joined by a small entourage consisting of just a dozen Knights, a few loyal servants, and their two sons. 

The morning air was crisp and invigorating, a typical of a late autumn day that filled one's heart with a profound appreciation for life’s fleeting beauty. 

The air was rich with the scents of the changing season: dry grass mingled with the last blooms of wildflowers, while crushed herbs released their fragrances beneath the hoofbeats of their horses. 

This was further accentuated by the distinctive smell of the earth, revived and refreshed by the recent rains. 

As they began their journey, the melodic tolling of church bells echoed through the air, their deep, resonant tones rolling across the city and harmonizing beautifully with the sounds of the city. 

Together, these sounds formed the daily symphony of Jerusalem, a city where a multitude of faiths coexisted in a delicate, albeit uneasy, harmony.  

The massive gates of the city swung open with a loud groan, the ancient hinges protesting their movement as they rode out into the welcoming embrace of the morning. 

The familiar scents of the city—freshly baked bread wafting temptingly from numerous ovens, the sweet aroma of incense, and the earthy smell of stone dust mixed with the vibrant energy of its inhabitants—slowly transitioned into the fresher, more invigorating scents of the countryside. 

They breathed in the musky odour of horse sweat and leather, complimented by the fine dust that danced in the air from the horses' hooves hitting the ground. 

Surrounding them was the lush, green aroma of growing flora, a homage to the life that thrived beyond the city walls and into the expansive horizon.

The road stretched ahead before them, it was pale, dusty and worn by centuries of caravan’s armies marching and pilgrims arriving to the Holy city. 

Baldwin rode his own horse, he was thirteen years old now and he rode straight-backed with his hands steady on the reins, but his eyes were always watching, not with curiosity but as if he was assessing everything around him.

He studied the Knights around him, how they sat and how they moved, it was if he was measuring everything.

He rode a grey dappled young horse, it was spirited as it tossed its head and fought the bit but Baldwin controlled it easily as a skilled rider with no effort showing.

Melisende watched him wondering when had he changed? 

Or had he always been this way and had it been just hidden under childhood 

"Mother," Baldwin said, skilfully guiding his horse to ride alongside hers.

His voice had been deepening significantly over the past few weeks, shedding the remaining echoes of his youth. 

"How long will we be away from Jerusalem?" 

"Just a few days, my dear. Why do you ask?" she replied, trying to keep her tone light. 

"The council was scheduled to meet next week, and I think we should be there" he continued. "They were to discuss the grain taxes and important matters shouldn't be put off indefinitely."

"The council can afford to wait," Melisende said with authority. "Your father requires rest." Baldwin's eyes drifted toward Fulk, who was riding ahead alongside Balian. "Father is getting old," he remarked nonchalantly. 

"Someone will need to assume more responsibility soon, whether we like it or not." 

"Your father is still very much the King, Baldwin. And I am Queen. When the time comes—" she began, but her words trailed off. 

Baldwin, however, was not one to be easily deterred. "When the time comes, I'll be ready," he declared. 

His eyes bore into hers with a fierce intensity that caused her breath to catch in her throat. In them, she recognized not only ambition but also a chilling coldness—a certainty that held an almost frightening power. 

"I've been preparing my whole life for this," he added without blinking.    

Before she could fully gather her thoughts to respond to his bold comment Baldwin spurred his horse forward with an abrupt and decisive motion. 

The suddenness of his departure left her standing there, rooted in place, as she watched him ride away into the distance. 

The sight of him disappearing into the horizon struck her with a mixture of emotions—fear, pride, and an overwhelming sense of foreboding. 

Amidst all this, her youngest son Amalric, still only six years old and blissfully unaware of the politics of the Kingdom, rode joyfully in a wagon in front of one of the Knights. 

His innocent chatter filled the air like a bright melody, vibrant and full of untainted curiosity and innocence. 

"Why are those flowers purple? What kind of bird is that? Can we stop and look at the stream?" he asked, each question tumbling out with the exuberance characteristic of youth. The Knight accompanying him responded with patience and kindness, indulging the boy’s endless inquiries. 

Melisende could not help but smile at the sound of her son's excitement,

At least one of her sons still possessed the precious innocence of childhood and she hoped that it would last forever.

The road to Acre meandered through undulating hills, each one cloaked in a vibrant green hue, thanks to the recent autumn rains that had nourished the earth. 

Wildflowers adorned the expansive meadows, with late-blooming poppies appearing like droplets of blood against the lush backdrop of green grass. 

In contrast, wild irises displayed a breathtaking palette of purple and blue, while clusters of delicate white cyclamen swayed gently in the soft breeze, adding to the picturesque landscape. Birds serenaded the travellers from the olive groves that flanked their path and larks trilled sweet melodies, thrushes echoed their songs, and the occasional hawk soared overhead, a reminder of nature's untamed beauty. 

The rhythmic sound of their horses' hooves striking the firm earth provided a soothing backdrop, punctuated by the gentle jingle of bridles and the subtle creaking of leather saddles, creating a symphony of travel that was both calming and invigorating to them all. 

Melisende rode beside Fulk, her gaze wandering across the enchanting landscape that unfolded around them and in that moment, she felt a sense of peace. 

The intoxicating blend of horse and leather scents, combined with the crispness of the autumn air and the sweet fragrance of wildflowers, filled her lungs and invigorated her spirit, awakening a long-forgotten sense of freedom within her. 

This journey was a reminder of what life could truly be, she mused, life was more than just councils and wars. 

It was about these precious moments of peace, moments brimming with undeniable beauty, where one could simply exist.

"You are smiling," Fulk observed, his tone a delightful and genuine pleasure, as if he had unearthed a rare treasure. 

His comment brought a soft blush to Melisende's cheeks, and she found herself laughing lightly, a sound that felt foreign yet refreshing. 

"I had forgotten what it felt like," she confessed softly. 

"To just... be, just feel free." She added honestly.

Fulk reached over, his hand finding hers in a gesture that was just simple, their horses moving closely enough to make the connection effortless and natural. 

"We should do this more often," he suggested warmly. 

"We should," she agreed.

This trip was meant for peace and respite, a fleeting moment where the burdens of leadership could be set aside, if only for a little while. 

They paused for the midday meal in a serene olive grove, where ancient trees towered majestically above them, providing a much-needed shade from the relentless sun. 

As the day wore on, they finally reached Nablus in the late afternoon, the city's formidable walls glowing a warm golden hue in the slanting sunlight. 

Upon their arrival, they were warmly welcomed by the Castellan, who had thoughtfully prepared comfortable rooms in the citadel for their stay. 

However, the allure of the outside world called to them, and they had no intention of spending much time indoors. 

The very next morning they set out for nearby springs for a picnic. 

The location was nothing short of idyllic—a stunning clearing nestled beside a gently flowing stream, its waters bubbling up from deep underground. 

The clarity of the water was remarkable, allowing one to see every smooth pebble that adorned the bottom and observe the small fish darting playfully through the shallows. 

This serene setting was enhanced by the constant sound of the stream, which created a soothing background melody, harmonizing perfectly with the rustle of leaves dancing in the breeze and the melodic songs of birds hidden among the branches overhead. 

Towering trees surrounded the clearing, providing ample shade with their ancient, gnarled oaks and elegant willows, whose long, slender branches trailed delicately into the stream. Beneath their shade, the grass was soft and lush, still damp with the morning dew that soaked into their boots, leaving a refreshing coolness against their feet. 

Amidst this picturesque landscape, servants diligently spread colourful blankets across the grass and began unpacking an impressive array of baskets filled with an enticing selection of food. 

It was an array of food that included bread and cheese, aged to perfection, offering a sharpness that would tantalize the taste buds; olives brined in fragrant herbs added a savoury touch to the spread. 

The assortment continued with an impressive selection of dried fruits—plump figs, sweet dates, and tangy apricots—each promising a burst of flavour. 

Honey was presented in a clay pot, its golden, thick texture glistening invitingly in the sunlight.

The delightful aroma of the feast blended beautifully with the natural scents of grass, water, and flowers, creating an almost intoxicating atmosphere that served as an irresistible invitation to indulge. 

Baldwin, his youthful spirit brimming with excitement, felt an overwhelming urge to explore the enchanting surroundings. 

Recognizing the boy's enthusiasm, Fulk granted him permission to take one of the Knights along for his adventure, ensuring he had some protection during his exploration. 

The moment Baldwin heard his father’s give permission to explore his face lit up with a blend of sheer pleasure and the satisfaction that came from being treated with the respect typically reserved for adults. 

Without waiting for any further instructions, he dashed off before Melisende could offer a cautious reminder to be careful, his boots crushing the delicate wildflowers underfoot as he strode eagerly away. 

The Knight assigned to accompany him hurried to keep pace, ready to ensure the boy's safety while allowing him the freedom to satisfy his adventurous spirit. 

Amalric was completely absorbed in his play by the stream, where he joyfully constructed dams using stones, his laughter ringing out with an unrestrained joy whenever the water found ways to circumvent his creations. 

Each time his carefully built barriers, they collapsed and the water reclaimed its natural flow, and Amalric responded with delightful giggles. 

The sound of his laughter echoed through the clearing, filling the air with a sense of carefree innocence that filled Melisende with joy. 

It reminded Melisende of the times she spent as a child with her sisters, father and mother around Edessa.

Melisende reclined on a soft blanket, her gaze directed upward through the lush canopy of leaves above, which framed an expansive sky. 

Patches of brilliant blue peeked through the branches, the colour appearing impossibly vibrant against the rich greenery that surrounded them. 

The fragrance of the grass and moist earth enveloped her, creating a sensory harmony that was further enhanced by the delectable scents of the food and wine they had brought along for the outing. 

Nearby, the sweet and clear song of a bird—a nightingale, perhaps—drifted through the air, creating a serene backdrop to their peaceful afternoon. 

"We should do this more often," she mused softly, her voice almost a whisper. 

"We need to remember that we are a family, not just rulers." 

Fulk lay beside her, close enough that Melisende could feel the warmth radiating from him, she found it a comforting presence. 

She breathed in the familiar scent that was uniquely his, a blend of horse sweat and dust, which made her smile. 

"You are right," he replied after a thoughtful pause. 

The gentle murmur of the stream blended seamlessly with Amalric's distant laughter, creating a soothing soundtrack for their moment of tranquillity. 

"We must seize the peace when we can find it. God knows there's little enough of it in our lives." 

Later, they gathered around a rustic table, enjoying a meal that brought warmth to their hearts as well as their bellies. 

Laughter and stories flowed freely, creating a vibrant atmosphere filled with joy, while their sons played together in the lush grass, their carefree antics a reminder of the innocence of youth. 

The wine they savoured was cool and sweet, its rich flavour evoking memories of ripe grapes basking in the warm embrace of the sun. 

The soft afternoon sun filtered through the leaves overhead, casting a gentle glow on the scene, dappling the ground with patches of light and shadow, and painting everything around them in beautiful shades of gold and green, creating a picturesque moment. 

At that moment, Melisende reflected on how close to perfection life could feel.

For a few precious hours, she allowed herself to forget about the ever-watchful eyes of spies lurking in Jerusalem; they were always present, ready to pounce on any sign of weakness. 

Sir Godfrey, with his insincere loyalty, was a constant reminder of betrayal, while Maria the laundress seemed to have ears everywhere, always listening and reporting back to her masters. 

Brother Anselm, who meticulously copied every document that crossed his path, and Khalil the merchant, whose ties with the Fatimids made him a dangerous ally. 

In this idyllic moment, however, she was just simply a woman enjoying a picnic with her beloved family, savouring the warmth of the autumn afternoon, feeling the sun's rays gently caressing her face, and the soft grass beneath her feet, while the joyful sound of her youngest son's laughter filled the air and ignited her heart with pure happiness. 

One of the servants had been diligently gathering firewood at the edge of the clearing when, without warning, a hare burst forth from the underbrush. 

The creature raced through the greenery, its long ears pressed flat against its head as it sped along, propelled by its strong hind legs, which allowed it to cover large distances in powerful bounds. 

The sudden movement, accompanied by the sharp crack of breaking twigs, captured everyone's attention, drawing their gazes upward. 

The servants shouted in surprise—a wordless cry of alarm—and in an instant, several of the younger Knights leaped to their feet, their laughter echoing through the clearing as they called for their horses to join in the chase. 

"A hare!" one of them exclaimed, his voice ringing with excitement, a tone that conveyed the thrill of the hunt. 

"Come on, let’s catch it!" For these young men, it was merely a game, an impromptu chase typical of their exuberant youth, where the thrill of the chase became a delightful distraction from their daily lives. 

Yet, as Fulk observed them scrambling for their mounts, he felt something stir deeply within his chest—a longing that had been dormant for far too long. 

The infectious sound of their laughter, combined with the familiar scent of horse and leather wafting through the air as the animals were brought forward, awakened a primal joy within him. 

He reflected on how long it had been since he had engaged in a hunt purely for the sheer pleasure of it, a time when he rode hard and fast without a specific purpose, solely to experience the exhilarating thrill of the chase, pursuing a target that would feed no one, that mattered to no one, and was sought after simply for the joy of the pursuit itself. 

"I am going with them," Fulk declared, standing up and brushing bits of grass from his tunic. Fragments of green stubbornly clung to the fabric, and a noticeable grass stain marked his knee. 

He appeared younger to Melisende, lighter, as if the burdens of his years had momentarily slipped away from his face, revealing a glimmer of the man he once was—a man who revelled in life's simple pleasures, unencumbered by all of the responsibilities that had since defined him. 

Melisende sat upright, shielding her eyes from the glaring sunlight as she gazed at him. 

In her heart, she longed to express her disapproval, to firmly tell him that he had outgrown such childish pursuits, that a King—especially one of his stature—should refrain from chasing hares as if he were still a carefree youth. 

Yet she found it difficult to voice her concerns, for the look on his face was disarming; the lines etched around his eyes had softened momentarily, revealing the man she had married long ago. 

"Be careful," she finally said, a smile creeping onto her lips despite her reservations, her heart fluttering at the sight of his youthful exuberance. 

“It’s just a hare,” Fulk replied, his grin wide and infectious, radiating a sense of light-heartedness. “What could possibly go wrong in a simple chase like this?” 

His carefree attitude was both charming and contagious, inviting a sense of adventure that stirred within her as well. 

She knew he had taken part in many hunts before, yet there was something about this moment that felt different, as if he were reclaiming a piece of his lost youth. The thrill of the chase shimmered in the air, drawing him in with an irresistible allure that was hard to resist. 

Fulk's destrier was quickly brought forth, and he mounted the noble steed with the effortless grace that came from years of practice. 

The movement was fluid and elegant, a testament to his mastery of horsemanship, even as the years had added a few more lines to his face. 

The horse, sensing the excitement that crackled in the atmosphere, danced sideways restlessly, eager for the chase to begin. 

Its coat shone like polished jet under the bright sun, the powerful muscles rippling beneath the surface as it shifted, ready for action. 

As the hare darted into the scrubland beyond the clearing, the Knights, filled with enthusiasm, were already galloping after it, their shouts of joy and laughter ringing through the air with unbridled abandon. 

The sounds echoed across the rolling hills, a lively symphony of camaraderie and competition, embodying the essence of men at play. 

Fulk, driven by the thrill of the hunt, spurred his horse onward, feeling the wind rush against his face and the thunderous rhythm of hooves pounding beneath him. 

Each heartbeat was a thrilling reminder of the freedom he so cherished, a fleeting moment where the pressures of Kingship faded into the background, leaving only exhilaration and the chase. 

In that moment, he was not just a King; he was a man reclaiming the joy of life. 

Melisende watched him leave, her hand instinctively raised to shield her eyes from the relentless glare of the sun. 

She remained rooted in place, her gaze fixed on the horizon until he vanished beyond the rise, the sound of his horse's hooves fading into a distant echo that lingered in the air. Nearby, Amalric, having momentarily abandoned his dam-building project, was filled with uncontainable enthusiasm, leaping with excitement and shouting words of encouragement to the figures riding away. 

The servants gathered around them, their faces alight with smiles, sharing in the infectious energy that filled the moment. 

Only Baldwin, who had just returned from his solitary exploration of the surrounding area, stood apart from the joyful crowd. 

His face bore a mask of stoicism, revealing little emotion as he quietly observed his father ride away after the hare. 

When their eyes finally met, Melisende caught a glimpse of a fleeting smile on his lips; however, the expression did not reach his eyes, which remained clouded. 

For a few glorious moments, Fulk was free, he was not a King, not a warrior and just a man. 

Just a rider on a fast horse, chasing a hare through the autumn afternoon. 

The wind whipped his hair back from his face, cool and clean. 

The sun was warm on his shoulders and the horse moved beneath him like a living extension of his will, powerful and sure-footed. 

The terrain was rougher than it looked from the clearing. 

The grass hid rocks and holes, and the ground was uneven where autumn rains had carved gullies into the hillside. 

But Fulk's horse was sure-footed, and he trusted the animal's instincts. 

The sound of hooves on earth, of his own breathing, of the other riders shouting to each other—it filled his ears, his world narrowing to just this moment, this chase. 

The smell of crushed grass and wildflowers rose up from beneath the horses' hooves. 

A hawk cried overhead, its voice sharp and wild. 

The hare was fast, zigzagging through the scrubland, its white tail flashing as it dodged and turned. 

The Knights were spreading out, trying to cut off its escape routes, their laughter ringing across the hills. 

Fulk urged his horse faster, feeling the animal's powerful muscles bunch and release, bunch and release. 

His heart was pounding, his blood singing in his veins, this was life and this was joy. 

This was—

It happened so quickly that Fulk barely had time to register what was happening around him. 

The horse's front hoof came down hard on a loose stone—a rock roughly the size of a man's fist, cunningly hidden in the tall grass. 

The stone rolled with a grinding, ominous sound, and in an instant, the horse's leg buckled underneath it. 

Fulk felt the animal stumble beneath him, felt the sickening lurch as the horse desperately tried to regain its balance but ultimately failed. 

The world around him tilted dangerously. 

He felt himself leaving the saddle, felt that horrifying moment of weightlessness that seemed to stretch for an eternity. 

Time appeared to slow down to a crawl. 

He saw the ground rushing up to meet him at a terrifying speed and he saw the rocks scattered haphazardly through the grass, each one a potential threat. 

He saw the impossibly blue-sky wheeling overhead, almost mocking in its serenity and he tried to tuck his body, tried to roll in a desperate attempt to protect himself from the impending impact. 

But he was falling headfirst, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop it. 

His head struck the ground first with horrific force. 

There was a sound like a melon splitting open—a wet, terrible noise, a crack that seemed to resonate inside his skull and echo out across the hills. 

Pain exploded through his head, white and blinding, obliterating coherent thought, erasing everything he had known. 

He tried to draw in a breath but found he could not. 

He tried to move his limbs but felt as if they were frozen in place. 

The sky above him remained impossibly blue, and he could hear shouting that seemed to come from a great distance, muffled and distorted as if he were submerged underwater, struggling to rise to the surface. 

The smell of crushed grass and damp earth filled his nostrils, wrapping around him like a heavy shroud. 

He could taste blood in his mouth, a metallic mix of copper and salt, thick and choking, as if it were trying to drown him from the inside out. 

His vision was darkening at the edges, the bright blue sky slowly fading to a sombre grey, then sinking into an oppressive black. 

The last thing he saw was a figure standing over him, starkly silhouetted against the harsh glare of the sun. 

For a fleeting moment, he thought it was one of the Knights, come to offer him aid. 

But then he realized it was Baldwin, and there was something in his son's expression—something that might have been concern, or perhaps something darker and more complicated, a hint of fear or uncertainty that sent a chill through him. 

Then, as if a curtain had fallen, darkness took him, swallowing him whole.
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CHAPTER II
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The makeshift litter that bore Fulk back to the clearing was a crude thing—nothing more than cloaks stretched taut between lances, the fabric already darkening with blood that seeped through in spreading stains. 

Melisende knew, even before she reached his side, that something fundamental had broken. She had seen enough death in her years as Queen, from battlefields, in sickrooms, in the aftermath of sieges—to recognize its approach. There was a particular quality to the air around the dying, a heaviness that settled like fog, and she felt it now as she ran toward where the Knights had laid him down.

His face told her everything. Fulk’s skin had taken on that terrible grey pallor, the colour of old parchment left too long in the sun and the colour of ash and endings. 

His breathing came in shallow, laboured gasps, each one accompanied by a wet, rattling sound deep in his chest that made her stomach clench with fear. 

Blood matted his hair, turning the grey-brown strands dark and sticky, and more blood stained the blanket they had wrapped around him. The smell of it hung sharp and metallic in the autumn air, mingling incongruously with the sweet scent of crushed grass and wildflowers, a combination that would haunt her dreams for whatever years remained to her.

"Fulk," she breathed, falling to her knees beside the litter. Her hands hovered over him, trembling, afraid to touch, terrified that even the gentlest contact might cause him further harm. "Fulk, can you hear me? Please, if you can hear me, give me some sign."

There was no response. His eyes remained closed, his face slack in a way that erased all the familiar lines of character and will that had defined him. Blood trickled from his nose in a thin, dark stream, and she could see more of it seeping from his ears. He had lost control of his bladder when he fell, and the acrid smell mixed with everything else, it was the smell of a body failing, of a man dying.

"What happened?" she demanded, looking up at the Knights who stood in a semicircle around the litter. Their faces were uniformly pale, shocked. One of them, young Sir Gerard, barely twenty had tears streaming openly down his face.

"The horse stumbled, my lady," Gerard said, his voice shaking. "There was a loose stone and he didn't see it. The horse's hoof came down on it and the leg buckled. The King fell—" His voice broke. "God in heaven, my lady, he fell so hard. His head struck the ground and there was this sound, this terrible sound—" He could not continue.

Melisende felt her heart hammering against her ribs, felt the world narrowing to this single point of crisis. "Where is Baldwin?" she asked, and then, when no one immediately answered, her voice rose to a shout. "Someone go find Baldwin! Find my son, now!"

Before the Knights could move, a calm voice responded from the edge of the clearing. "I am right here, Mother."

Melisende turned sharply and saw Baldwin stepping into view from between two ancient oak trees. His face was pale, but there was something in his demeanour that struck her as profoundly wrong. There was no shock written on his features, no horror, none of the natural reactions one would expect from a thirteen-year-old boy who had just witnessed his father's potentially fatal accident. 

Instead, his expression was calm, almost eerily so, his eyes clear and focused. He looked like someone confronting a complex problem that required careful analysis. There was a calculating quality to his gaze as it moved from his father's broken form to the gathered Knights to his mother's face, as though he were already weighing options, anticipating consequences, planning several moves ahead.

"Your father—" Melisende began, but her voice caught in her throat.

"I saw," Baldwin interjected, his voice carrying that same unsettling calmness. "I was watching from the ridge when it happened. I saw the horse stumble, saw Father fall." He paused. "Is he going to die?"

The question struck her like a physical blow, not because of what it asked but because of how it was asked, it was blunt and direct, with no preamble of concern or expressions of hope. The utter lack of emotion behind those five words sent a chill down her spine.

"We do not know yet," she managed to say. "We need to get him to Nablus, to the physicians. They'll know what to do—"

But Baldwin was already moving past that. "If he dies," he said, and there was a tone to those three words that silenced everyone, "I am the heir. I will need to understand what arrangements have been made. Who will serve as regent until I come of age? What are the established protocols for the transition of power?"

Melisende stared at her son as Fulk was lying there dying, blood pooling beneath his head, and Baldwin was asking about protocols, about power and about succession.

"Get him to Nablus," she ordered, her voice cutting through the shocked silence like a whip crack. "Now. I want riders sent ahead immediately—I want every physician in the city waiting when we arrive. Christian, Jewish, Muslim, I do not care. Anyone with knowledge of healing. Move!"

The Knights scrambled to obey, lifting the litter carefully. Fulk's head lolled to the side, and more blood trickled from his nose. Behind her, she could hear Amalric crying, his sobs muffled against his nurse's shoulder. The servants were packing up the remains of their picnic with trembling hands. The perfect autumn afternoon had shattered like glass.

She looked at Baldwin, really looked at him, and he met her gaze steadily. In his eyes she saw something that terrified her more than Fulk's injuries—not grief, not fear, but something that looked disturbingly like anticipation.

"Come," she commanded. "We are going to Nablus. Now."

"Of course, Mother," Baldwin replied, and a small smile touched his lips—a smile that did not reach his eyes. "After all, someone has to be present when Father passes away. Someone must be there to ensure that the transition of power proceeds smoothly."

The words hung in the air between them. He had not said "if Father dies." He had said "when."

The ride back to Nablus was a nightmare that seemed to stretch on forever. Fulk remained unconscious throughout, his head lolling with each movement of the litter despite the Knights' best efforts. Each jolt sent fresh blood seeping through the bandages they had hastily wrapped around his skull. Melisende rode beside the litter, one hand gripping Fulk's, willing him to wake up, to open his eyes, to squeeze her fingers. But his hand remained limp in hers, cold despite the afternoon warmth, and with each passing mile she felt him slipping further away.

The smell of blood and sweat and fear filled the air. The horses could smell it too—they were nervous, dancing sideways, their ears flat against their heads. Behind her, Amalric continued to cry, his sobs gradually subsiding into exhausted hiccups. "Papa," he kept saying. "Papa, Papa, Papa."

Baldwin rode in tense silence, his face pale and set, a mask that revealed nothing. Melisende found herself watching him when she could tear her gaze away from Fulk, trying to understand what was happening in that calculating mind. She kept hearing his words echoing: If he dies, I am the heir. Not "if he recovers." Not "he will be all right." Just that cold, stark statement of succession.

As they approached Nablus, the sun was sinking low on the horizon, painting the city's white walls in shades of gold and red. The gates swung open before them—word had clearly preceded them. People lined the streets, their faces etched with shock and grief.

The Castellan was waiting in the citadel courtyard, the physicians were already gathered—she counted at least a dozen, their robes marking them as Christian, Jewish, and Muslim. They moved with practiced efficiency as the Knights carried Fulk inside, up the stairs to the best chamber the citadel could offer.

The room filled quickly with people and activity. The physicians swarmed around Fulk, their hands gentle but urgent as they examined him, as they conferred in low voices that mixed Latin and Arabic and Greek. The smell of herbs and medicines began to permeate the air—sharp, green scents that stung Melisende's eyes. Someone lit incense, thick clouds of it meant to ward off evil spirits. The particular scent of a sickroom began to settle over everything—blood and sweat and the underlying smell of death.

The physicians worked with quiet intensity, applying poultices, bleeding him to balance his humours, praying over him in multiple languages. But even as they worked, Melisende could see the truth written on their faces. They did not believe he would survive.

Over the next four days, Fulk drifted in and out of consciousness, caught in a twilight realm between life and death. Sometimes his eyes would flutter open and for a brief moment there would be recognition. He would try to speak, but only blood-flecked foam would bubble from his mouth. Other times he would thrash in fever dreams, calling out names from his past—men who had died at Montferrand, his first wife who had perished in childbirth, his father long dead.

The smell of sickness grew stronger with each passing day. Melisende remained by his side almost constantly, leaving only when absolutely necessary. She slept fitfully in a chair beside the bed, jerking awake at every change in his breathing. The room was kept dim, windows covered to keep out harsh sunlight. Candles burned constantly, their flickering light casting strange shadows. The sound of Fulk's laboured breathing filled the space, punctuated by soft prayers from priests who maintained their vigil.

Melisende stopped bathing, stopped changing her clothes, stopped caring about anything except being present. Her hair hung limp and greasy, her gown stained with blood and sweat, but none of it mattered. All that mattered was being here, holding Fulk's hand, willing him to fight.

On the second day, Baldwin appeared at the door and demanded entry. "I am the heir," he said, his voice clear and firm. "I have a right to see him."

Melisende opened the door. Baldwin stood in the corridor dressed in formal court attire, as though preparing for an official audience rather than visiting his dying father. Behind him stood several Nobles—men who had aligned themselves with Fulk's faction, men who had often been cool toward her own authority.

"You may see him," she said. "But only briefly. He needs rest."

Baldwin entered with the Nobles trailing behind, and they gathered around the bed, gazing at Fulk's pale face, the blood-soaked bandages, the shallow rise and fall of his chest.

"How long does he have?" Baldwin asked, his tone clinical and detached.

"We cannot say for certain," Melisende replied. "The physicians—"

"The physicians have already made it clear that he is dying," Baldwin interrupted. He turned to face her fully. "We need to discuss the succession. The transition of power cannot be delayed. Arrangements must be made."

"Your father is still alive," Melisende said, her voice steel.

"Barely," Baldwin replied. He turned to the gathered Nobles. "We should convene the High Court immediately. A regency council must be established—"

"Get out."

The words came from somewhere deep inside her, from a place of fury and grief and protective rage. They were not shouted—they did not need to be.

Baldwin's eyes widened slightly. "Mother—"

"Get out," she repeated, stepping toward him. Her fury seemed to press against him like a physical force. "Your father lies at the edge of death, and all you can see is the crown waiting to be lifted. You speak not of his suffering, not of the Kingdom he has built—only of how this moment might serve your ambition. Leave this room. Now."

For the briefest instant, the mask slipped. She saw naked rage flash in Baldwin's eyes, hot and unrestrained. It was gone almost at once, smothered beneath practiced calm, but she had seen it.

"As you wish, Mother," Baldwin replied softly, and the word "Mother" was delivered like a blade. "But this conversation cannot be avoided. When Father dies—and he will die—I will take the throne." He paused. "And you will become the Queen Mother. I suggest you remember your place when that day comes."

He turned sharply and left, his cloak snapping behind him, the Nobles following in his wake. Their footsteps echoed down the corridor until silence pressed down on Melisende like a physical weight.

She stood there with her hands clenched at her sides, trembling not with fear but with fury and grief and terrible clarity. This was what her son had become. Or perhaps this was what he had always been, and she had been too blind to see.

She returned to Fulk's bedside and took his hand. It was cold, the fingers limp, and she felt the smell of death growing stronger, creeping into the air. Beneath all the other scents—herbs, incense, medicines—there lingered something both sweet and sour at once, the unmistakable odour of a body beginning to fail.

"Don't leave me," she whispered. "Please. I am not ready to do this alone. I am not ready to face him alone."

On the third day, she allowed Amalric to visit. The boy appeared pale and red-eyed from endless weeping, his small hand clutching his nurse's. He approached the bed with hesitant steps, as though afraid of what he would find.

"Papa?" he whispered, his voice so small and broken it tore at Melisende's heart. "Papa, can you hear me? It's me, it's Amalric. Please wake up."

Fulk did not respond. His breathing had grown even shallower, the rattle in his chest more pronounced.

Amalric's sobs filled the room—deep, wrenching sounds that shook his small body. "Papa, please wake up. Please. I promise I'll be good. I'll do all my lessons and I will not complain, and I'll practice with my sword every day. Just please, please wake up. Please don't die. Please don't leave us."

The nurse tried gently to guide him away, but Amalric clung to the edge of the mattress, his tears falling onto Fulk's hand. "Papa, please. Please don't die. We need you. I need you. Who's going to teach me to be a Knight? Who's going to tell me stories?"

Melisende wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close as he trembled against her. Over her son's head, she met the nurse's eyes and saw her own grief reflected there.

"Take him," Melisende murmured. "This is no place for a child."

Once they had left, the room seemed even quieter. The sound of Fulk's laboured breathing filled the space, punctuated by whispered prayers and the soft crackle of candles burning low.

On the fourth day, late in the afternoon when the light had turned golden and soft, Fulk finally woke. Melisende had dozed off in her chair, and she was pulled from fitful dreams by the sound of her name—weak, barely more than a whisper, but unmistakably his voice.

"Melisende."

She was at his side in an instant, her hand gripping his. "I am here. I am right here, Fulk. Please, do not try to move."

His eyes found hers, and for a brief moment they were clear and lucid, truly present. But even as relief flooded through her, she was hit by another realization—the smell of death was stronger now, unmistakable on his breath, in the sweat that soaked his skin.

"How long?" he managed to ask.

"Four days," Melisende replied, her throat tight. "You fell from your horse. You hit your head. But you are going to be all right—"

He attempted to nod, but the movement made him wince. "Hurts," he whispered. "God, it hurts."

"I know. But you need to save your strength—"

"No time," Fulk interrupted, and his grip on her hand tightened with surprising strength. "Listen to me. About Baldwin. He is going to be dangerous to you. More dangerous than you realize."

"What about Baldwin?" she asked, though part of her already knew.

"He has been planning for this," Fulk said, each word clearly an effort. "In case anything happened to me. He has been talking to the Nobles, building alliances. The instant I am gone, he is going to move against you. He will call a council, demand full power, try to push you aside. He will argue that you are unfit to rule because you are a woman."

Melisende wanted desperately to deny it, but she could not forget Baldwin's words: You will be Queen Mother. Remember your place.

"He has been building alliances even at his young age," Fulk continued, his voice growing more urgent despite its weakness. "The moment I am gone, he will move. He will use every argument men have used since the beginning of time to justify taking power from women who have earned it."

"Fight him," Fulk urged, his eyes blazing with intensity. "Do not relinquish the crown. Do not allow him to push you aside. You must insist on co-rule, make him share power with you. It's the only way to protect the Kingdom, to ensure that his youth and ambition do not destroy everything we've built."

"He's our son," Melisende said, the words broken. "How can I—"

"He is ambitious," Fulk interjected. "Too ambitious. He sees only the crown, does not understand that it's not a prize but a burden. He craves power but does not grasp the weight of responsibility. He will make mistakes—terrible mistakes born of inexperience and overconfidence. What he needs is your strength to temper him, your experience to guide him. But he will not see you as a partner. He will see you only as an obstacle. He will resist you at every turn, fight you at every opportunity."

"Who will support me?" Melisende asked, hearing the uncertainty in her own voice. "If Baldwin has been building alliances, how can I hope to stand against that?"

Fulk's breathing grew more laboured, but he pushed through. "Balian. You must trust him completely. He is fiercely loyal to the Kingdom itself, not to any faction. He has always been your ally. He will stand with you, I promise."

"And who will rally behind Baldwin?"

"The Patriarch," Fulk replied, bitterness in his voice. "William has always believed women should not rule. He will align himself with Baldwin, offering him the Church's blessing. And some of the younger Nobles—Gerard of Sidon, Hugh of Ibelin—they view Baldwin as the future. They see in him the promise of glory and conquest. They'll whisper in his ear, encourage his worst impulses."

"What about the others?" Melisende asked, her mind racing, trying to calculate the balance of power.

"Eustace Garnier will stand by you," Fulk said with confidence. "He remembers your father, understands what you are capable of. Raymond of Tripoli—he owes you his life. He will not forget that debt. The Hospitallers—Raymond du Puy respects you. He will support you, though carefully. As for the Templars..." He paused. "The Templars will remain neutral. They have a strict policy against involving themselves in succession disputes."

"What about the alliance with Damascus?" Melisende asked, thinking of that delicate diplomatic achievement.

"Maintain it at all costs," Fulk urged, new urgency in his voice. "Baldwin will want to undermine it, will see it as weakness. But that alliance is the only barrier preventing Zengi from advancing upon us. Do not allow Baldwin to destroy it."

"I swear I will not," Melisende replied.

"The southern fortresses," Fulk continued, his voice growing weaker. "They must be completed. Kerak, Ibelin, Blanchegarde—they're essential. They're the key to containing Ascalon. Baldwin will want to launch a direct assault on the city. You must prevent that. The fortresses are the answer. Patience, not glory."

"I understand."

"And the spies," Fulk said, his eyes beginning to droop. "This is crucial."

"The spies?"

"Sir Godfrey, Maria, Brother Anselm, and Khalil," Fulk said. "Do not arrest them yet. Continue to feed them false information. But watch who they report to. Trace their network. There may be others we haven't uncovered."

"How do I do that?"

"Balian knows," Fulk stated. "He has been watching them, working with us. When the moment is right—when you are secure in your authority—then you strike. Arrest them all simultaneously. Do not let them warn each other."

"And then?"

"Turn one of them," Fulk instructed. "Offer immunity to whoever talks first. They will betray each other to save themselves. That's when you'll uncover the full network, discover who else has been plotting against us."

Melisende felt overwhelmed, tears streaming down her face. "I cannot do this alone. I cannot face Baldwin, the spies, everything—"

"You can," Fulk asserted, his grip fierce despite his trembling hand. "You are stronger than you realize. Stronger than me, stronger than Baldwin. You are your father's daughter. This role was always meant for you."

"I am scared," she confessed.

"Good," Fulk replied, meeting her gaze with intensity. "Fear keeps you sharp. Fear keeps you alive. But do not let it paralyze you. When Baldwin makes his move—and he will, the moment I am gone—you must be prepared. Gather your own council. Bring your supporters to your side. Do not let him dictate the narrative."

"What will he do?" she whispered.

"He will try to have you declared regent only," Fulk said firmly. "Temporary, until he reaches majority. He will argue that you are merely holding the throne for him. Do not accept that. Insist on full co-rule, joint sovereignty. Your name must appear on every charter, every decree. Make him share power with you, or he will take it all."

"He is going to hate me for it," Melisende said, the realization settling over her.

Fulk's expression shifted, revealing the sadness behind his words. "He already does. I've seen it in his eyes—he sees you as an obstacle between him and what he believes is rightfully his. I am sorry, Melisende. I regret not recognizing this sooner, not doing more to prepare you."

"You are doing it now," she insisted.

"Not enough," Fulk countered. "There's so much more I need to tell you. About dealing with the nobles, about the alliances, about the threats we haven't discussed. But there's no time. There's never enough time."

He coughed, and when it subsided, he continued, barely audible. "Promise me. Promise you will not let him destroy everything we built. Promise you'll fight for the Kingdom, even if it means going against our own son."

"I promise," Melisende replied, tears falling onto their joined hands. "I promise."

"Good," he murmured, his eyes beginning to close. "You are strong enough. You always were. Stronger than me. Stronger than Baldwin. You'll be... you are a great Queen. The greatest Jerusalem has ever known."

She could see death on his face now—the grey pallor, each breath more laboured. The smell of death was heavy and undeniable.

His eyes opened one last time, searching for her face, and for a fleeting moment they were vibrant and clear, filled with everything he hadn't had the chance to say. Then they softened, and she watched as recognition faded, replaced by a peaceful expression.

"Do you remember," he whispered, "the day we were married? You looked at me like I was the enemy." There was profound honesty in his admission. "And I suppose... I was, in a way. A stranger. An intruder. Taking what should have been yours alone."

"Fulk—" she began, but he gently interrupted.

"No, let me finish..." A harsh cough erupted. "Let me say it. I was so angry that day. Angry that I needed this marriage. Angry that you were so young and so certain of yourself. I thought you were arrogant. I believed I would have to break you, make you understand that I was King."

His hand tightened around hers. "I was such a fool, Melisende."

Melisende found herself at a loss for words. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks.

"When did it change?" Fulk asked, his eyes searching hers. "When did I stop seeing you as an obstacle and start seeing... you? Was it after Montferrand? When you saved me with that alliance? Or before? The Psalter... when I commissioned it, I think I already knew. I just could not admit it."

"It changed for me too," Melisende managed to say, her voice breaking. "In the beginning, I hated you. I loathed that my father gave away half my Kingdom to a stranger. But then... then I began to see how you tried. How you cared about the Kingdom. How you listened. How you evolved." She reached up and touched his face, feeling the rough stubble, the warmth already beginning to fade. "You taught me that strength isn't about being right. It's about admitting when you are wrong. It's about partnership."

"I wasted so much time," Fulk whispered. "Fighting you, trying to prove I was worthy. When all along..." He coughed, blood flecking his lips. "All along, you were the crown. You were always the true ruler. I was merely... fortunate to stand beside you."

"Don't," Melisende sobbed. "Please do not say that. We ruled together. We built this Kingdom together, and I cannot imagine doing it without you."

"Your hands," Fulk said abruptly, his gaze drawn to their entwined fingers. "I used to watch your hands during council meetings. The way you gestured while making a point. The way your fingers would drum on the table when you were thinking. Those hands are strong, capable of holding a Kingdom. They've crafted laws, raised our children, comforted the weary."

With great effort, he lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles with a tenderness that shattered her heart. "I'll miss your hands," he whispered.

"Fulk, please—" she began.

"Your voice," he continued, compelled to catalogue every detail before time ran out. "When you are angry it's like thunder, like God issuing judgment. But when you speak gently to the boys, it transforms into music, a prayer that brings peace." His breathing became increasingly laboured. "I'll miss your voice."

Melisende reached her breaking point. She kicked off her shoes and climbed onto the bed beside him, careful not to disturb him as she settled in. She wrapped her arms around him, gently cradling his head against her shoulder. His body gradually relaxed into hers.

"I love you," she whispered, letting her words seep into the air. "I love your stubbornness. I cherish that you never backed down. I love that you truly listened to me. The Psalter you gave me showed that you honour every part of me—Western and Eastern, warrior and scholar."

She pressed a soft kiss to his forehead. "I love that you are a good father, always finding time to play with Amalric even when exhausted. Your commitment to teaching Baldwin, even though..." Her voice faltered. "Even though he frightens me sometimes."

Fulk sighed. "He frightens me too," he responded, his voice faint. "But you will handle him. You always manage everything. You have the strength."

"I do not want to do this alone," Melisende exclaimed, her voice rising to a desperate wail. "I cannot bear it. The spies, the enemies, our son—it's too much. I need you. The boys need you. We were supposed to have more time—"

"I know," he replied, his hand trembling as it reached up to caress her face, brushing away her tears. "I know, my love."

The term of endearment—one he had never used before—shattered her defences completely. She buried her face in his shoulder, great sobs overtaking her.

After a moment, Fulk spoke, his voice now a mere whisper. "The fortresses. When they're completed... when Kerak stands and the ring around Ascalon is finished... will you go see them? Will you stand on the walls and know that we accomplished that together? That we made the Kingdom safer?"

"I will," Melisende promised. "I'll visit every one. I'll ensure they're well-cared for, that they stand strong. I'll fulfil the commitment we made together."

"Good," he murmured, his eyelids fluttering shut, each breath becoming shallower. "That's good."

"Fulk, please don't go," Melisende implored, wrapping her arms tighter around him. "Please. Stay with me. You are strong. You've endured so much. You can survive this too."

His body felt heavier in her embrace, his breaths more laboured. The rattling in his chest filled the room. "I loved you," he whispered, barely audible. "I didn't always show it as I should have. But I did love you. From the moment you stood up to me in that first council meeting. You were magnificent then, and you've always been magnificent."

"I love you," Melisende replied, tears soaking into his hair. "I love you, I love you, I love you."

His eyes opened one last time, searching for her face, and for a fleeting moment they were vibrant and clear, filled with everything unspoken. Then they softened, and she watched as recognition faded, replaced by peace.

"Beautiful," he murmured, but she sensed he was no longer seeing her. "So beautiful... the light..."

"I am here," Melisende said softly, holding him close. "I am right here. You are not alone. You'll never be alone."

His breathing grew increasingly shallow, each breath a struggle. She could feel the effort in him, the desperate attempt to hold on. But his body was failing, surrendering to darkness.

The sun was setting through the window, casting warm light that painted the room in gold and red and purple. The light danced across Fulk's face, making him appear younger, more serene, as if he were merely sleeping. The smell of death mingled with incense and the soft sound of prayers from the priests who had gathered.

Melisende held him tightly and watched as the light shifted, as shadows lengthened. She felt the precise moment when his breathing changed, when the struggle ended. Felt his body relax completely in her arms, as if all tension and pain left him in an instant, a final release into peace.

"No," she whispered. "No, no, no. Please. Please do not leave me."

But he was already slipping away. There was no dramatic final breath, no poignant last words. Only a gradual stillness, a final exhalation with no inhalation to follow. His hand turned limp in hers. The rattle in his chest ceased, leaving unbearable silence. The warmth began to drain from his body.

She clutched him tighter, as if her will and love could tether him to her. She pressed kisses against his forehead, his cheeks, his hands. She smoothed his hair back, whispering his name repeatedly. But his eyes remained closed, peaceful yet unresponsive, and the only sounds were her sobs and the quiet murmur of prayers from the priests.

It felt profoundly unfair. They had finally learned to work together, to be partners. The Kingdom had reached stability. They had found peace together, discovered happiness through their shared struggles. And now, in an instant, it was over. All the years ahead that they might have cherished—watching their sons grow, building fortresses, strengthening the Kingdom—were suddenly obliterated.

She had lost her partner, her confidant, the one who had stood beside her through every trial. Her sons had lost their father. The Kingdom had lost its King. And now she was left alone, adrift in a sea of grief, with nothing but memories to anchor her in this storm of sorrow.

But he was already gone, already slipping away like grains of sand through her fingers. There was no dramatic final breath to mark his departure, no poignant last words that could have offered her even a modicum of comfort or closure. Instead, there was only a gradual stillness, a final exhalation that lingered in the air for a moment before dissipating, devoid of any inhalation to follow.

His hand, once warm and strong within her grasp, turned limp and heavy. The reassuring rattle in his chest, which had maintained a steady if disturbing rhythm for days, ceased abruptly, leaving behind an unbearable silence that seemed to fill the entire room.

And now she was left alone, adrift in a turbulent sea of grief, with nothing but memories of him to anchor her in this storm of sorrow. Alone to face Baldwin and his ambitions, alone to navigate the treacherous waters of court politics, alone to complete the work they had started together, alone to rule a Kingdom that seemed suddenly too large and too complex for one person to manage.

She held his cooling body and wept, and the sound of her grief filled the chamber and spilled out into the corridors beyond, announcing to all who heard it that Fulk of Anjou, King of Jerusalem, was dead, and that a new and uncertain chapter in the kingdom's history had begun.
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CHAPTER III

[image: ]


In Jerusalem the church bells began almost immediately. Their deep sounds rolled across the city, announcing the death of a King. The tolling would continue through the night and into dawn.

Melisende sat with him for a long moment after, holding his cold hand. The crown was hers now—fully, irrevocably. She was Queen and the sole ruler of a Kingdom in mourning, and somewhere in the corridors of this citadel, her thirteen-year-old son was waiting to challenge her for it.

The funeral took place a few weeks later in Jerusalem.  It was a spectacle that would be remembered, reminiscent of the mourning that had followed Baldwin II's death. For two days before the ceremony, Fulk's body lay in state in the great hall, dressed in full regalia.

He wore the ceremonial crown of Jerusalem—not the simple circlet he had worn in life, but the heavy, ornate crown studded with gems that glittered in the candlelight. His hands were crossed over his chest, gripping the sword he had carried at Montferrand. The surcoat draped over him displayed the combined arms of Anjou and Jerusalem, quartered together and the silk and gold thread gleamed.

The smell of spices was overwhelming, there were layers of myrrh and aloes, frankincense and cinnamon had been packed around his body to preserve it and mask the smell of death. Yet if you stood close enough, beneath the perfume, there was still that faint, sweet-sour trace of decay that no amount of spice could hide.

In the shadows of the hall, in the corridors beyond, in the courtyards where Nobles gathered, the whispers never stopped. They rustled like silk, spreading through the palace like smoke.

The whispers started.

"What happens now?"

"The boy is of age, surely—"

"But the Queen has the hereditary claim—"

"A woman cannot rule alone. Not in these times."

"She has ruled well enough these past years."

"With Fulk beside her. That's different."

Melisende heard them all as she stood vigil beside the body for hours at a time, dressed in black silk that made her face look pale and drawn. She mourned her husband, yes—but also the partnership they had shared in ruling this difficult Kingdom. She didn't eat and barely slept. Instead, she remained upright, watching as Jerusalem came to mourn its King. She would let them see her grief—the widow, the bereaved wife who had lost not just a husband but a partner in rule.

But she also listened and she remembered every word, every hint of doubt, every suggestion that she was inadequate.

On the second day, as afternoon light slanted through the high windows, the Patriarch approached. 

William was getting old now, his face lined with age and the burden of his office. He moved slowly, his robes rustling. When he reached her side, he bowed.

"Your Majesty," he said quietly. "We must discuss the succession."

Melisende didn't look away from Fulk's face. In death, the lines of worry and strife were gone. He
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