
Charlemagne

God's Blade

Gospel Road

Copyright © Gospel Road

All rights reserved.

This is a work of historical fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Part Two

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Part Three

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Part Four

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The Stars Remember

Aachen. January, 814.

Snow was falling.

The Emperor knew. He would cease before this snow ceased. His body had known long before his soul admitted it. Something inside his lungs was slowly hardening. Each breath made a sound like crumpling wet parchment.

He looked toward the window.

Aachen's sky was the color of lead. Yet even beneath that leaden sky, one star was visible. The star that holds on longest, just before dawn breaks. Karl watched it for a long time. In seventy-two years of living, he had seen countless stars. From tent openings on battlefields, from the ridgelines of the Alps, from the streets of Rome, and now from this bed.

The stars had not changed.

What had changed were the eyes that watched them.

What have I done.

It was an old question. In his youth he had pushed it aside with action. He made war, built kingdoms, erected churches, founded schools. While there was always something to do, the question could not draw near.

But now he could do nothing.

And so the question had finally come to sit at his bedside. As though it had been waiting a long time. Quietly. Stubbornly.

Was I God's blade.

Or was I my own blade, wielded in God's name.

And are those two things truly different.

The chamberlain Einhard entered the room. He was a small, quiet man. The Emperor had kept him close precisely for that quietness. The court held too many sounds — the sound of flattery, the sound of ambition, the sound of fear. Einhard brought silence. And in silence, the Emperor could sometimes hear the voice of God.

"My lord, have you been unable to sleep?"

The Emperor turned his head. On Einhard's face was a worry worn long. The Emperor saw it and smiled faintly.

"Sleep will come soon enough. A long sleep."

Einhard said nothing. The Emperor liked that. Words of comfort veil the truth. He wanted truth. At least at the end.

"Einhard."

"Yes, my lord."

"You said you would record my life."

"I have already begun, my lord."

The Emperor closed his eyes. From beyond the window came the sound of falling snow. No — there is no sound to falling snow. It was his own breathing.

"Write it well. But do not make me a hero. I was no hero. I was only a man. Afraid, sometimes cruel, a man who never properly learned how to love."

"My lord..."

"I am making a reckoning now. Walking my own life once more before the end — perhaps this is the last gift God gives to man."

The Emperor opened his eyes again. The star beyond the window was still there.

The stars remember.

They were there the night I was born. When my mother held me and wept. Over the Pyrenean gorge where Roland died. In the room where Hildegard breathed her last. The night Alcuin took my hand and departed for the other world.

The stars remember. What men have forgotten.

Into that memory, the Emperor slowly descended.

To the very beginning. The very first.
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The Seed (742–768)
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The Morning of a Bastard

There is no choosing how you come into the world.

That was the first truth Karl would later come to understand. He was born on the second day of April, 742, somewhere in the Frankish kingdom. The precise location was unclear. He entered the world as an ambiguous being — son of a king, yet not yet a king's son. His father Pippin and his mother Bertrada were not yet a church-blessed couple at the time. From the moment Karl came into existence, he stood upon a boundary.

A boundary.

That word would be the word running through his entire life. But he did not know it yet. He simply cried. As every life coming into the world does.

The midwife Hildegard took the child and washed him in water. She had done this work for decades. She had delivered children of royalty and of peasants, children of the condemned. Hundreds of children had passed through her hands and into the world. Some had become lords, some priests, some had been executed as rebels.

Long ago she had formed the habit of looking into a child's eyes.

It was there. What kind of life the child would live. Not everything was in the eyes. But something always was. The kind of flame. Some children had a quiet flame in their eyes. It burned inward. Such children became scholars or priests. Some children had a hot flame in their eyes. It burned outward. Such children became warriors or kings.

But this child's eyes held both flames at once.

Hildegard studied the child for a long time. The child studied her. That a newborn could already look at a person was impossible. Yet those eyes were unmistakably directed at her.

This child's eyes hold two flames.

The old woman murmured.

One points toward God, and one points toward the earth.

And she handed the child to his mother. Bertrada took him in her arms and wept. Not only from the pain of labor. She knew. What burden she was sending into the world alongside this child. A king's son. Yet born of an union not yet fully consecrated. The world would remember that. The world always remembered.

"Karl."

She spoke the child's name.

It meant the strong one, the free one. In Frankish, Karl meant a man of strength, a man of freedom. She had woven a prayer into the name. Since the world will try to make this child weak, at least let his name be strong.

Karl stopped crying and fell asleep in his mother's arms.

* * *
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When the child began learning words, the first word he mastered was "why."

Bertrada told this later with a laugh. "You learned 'why' before you learned to walk." Other children said "mother" or "father" first. Karl said "why" first.

Why is the sky that color. Why does the river flow that way. Why do soldiers walk like that. Why do people die.

The last question came after he witnessed death for the first time, when he was five. The old groom in the palace courtyard collapsed one morning. People gathered, a priest came, the sound of prayer rose. And the old man moved no more.

Karl watched the scene holding his mother's hand.

"Mother, why does that man not rise?"

"He has died."

"What does dying mean?"

Bertrada bent her knees to meet her child's gaze. She felt the temptation to comfort him with untruth — that he had gone to the heavenly kingdom, that he was only sleeping. But she did not. She knew this child needed truth.

"It means departing."

"Where to?"

"To a place we cannot know."

Karl thought for a moment.

"Then will Mother depart too? And Father? And I?"

"Yes."

A silence.

"Then what must we do before that?"

Bertrada looked at the child. She could not believe a five-year-old had asked this. She answered slowly.

"Before that, you must know why you came. And you must live according to that reason."

"How will I know why I came?"

"You will know as you live. But there is a condition."

"What condition?"

"You must keep your eyes open. With your eyes closed, you can never see."

Karl nodded. Then he looked back toward the dead man.

"Did that man keep his eyes open?"

His mother did not answer. That silence remained in Karl's heart for a long time. He began to understand then, in a vague way, that not answering was itself an answer.

* * *
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The court was



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A e\l ’)o ‘\ | \
o TR 128 0 N N[N





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





