

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	A FORBIDDEN RELATIONSHIP TURNS A YOUNG PLOUGHMAN INTO A WARRIOR ON AN ILL-FATED CRUSADE TO JERUSALEM.


	 


	A forbidden relationship with a Jew forces a young ploughman, Anseau, into the service of a bishop. The bishop trains Anseau and sends him on a crusade to Jerusalem as a chronicler. After distinguishing himself in battle, however, Anseau finds a new role that ensnares him into the politics and subterfuge of an ill-fated campaign. To survive and return to his love, Anseau must fight friend and foe, ally with the most unlikely of companions, and lead a resistance against the formidable Sultan of Rûm.


	 


	 “Archers to the front!” Godfrey ordered when he had returned from the short deliberation. 


	Over a thousand archers stepped through the ranks of cavalry and foot-soldiers to take their position within striking range of the town’s walls. Each man carried twenty arrows in hand and stuck them into the ground at their side. Boy runners were ready to retrieve more arrows from the arrow bags once the archers had spent their twenty.


	“What in God’s name is Peter doing?” Anseau asked Sir Reinold. 


	“It appears we are preparing for war. The Lord must favor you, young sir.” Sir Reinold winked and slapped Anseau on the back. 


	“But our quarrel is with Saracens, not Christians.”


	“Peter believes that we are God’s mighty hand of vengeance. We avenge what is unjust wherever we find it. The Hungarians’ disgrace cannot go unpunished.”


	“This pleases you?”


	“I would not have taken the cross if I did not think I was doing the will of God. I think the question is if it pleases you, young sir.”


	Anseau thought about the question as he witnessed the beginnings of his first siege. He would have to relate in his chronicles that Peter’s first battle was against Christians and not Saracens. To Anseau, that was a disgrace. There must be ulterior reasons Peter had for attacking. He took out the silver cross around his neck and kissed it, wondering how many times his father had done something similar. 


	 


	“1066 was a catalyst for Saxon and Norman alike: that fateful day in October upon that bloody battlefield affected the lives of many people in many ways, for many years.  The People’s Crusade accompanies a cast of richly-woven, believable characters as they confront the moral dilemmas of conquest, and the conflict of religious faith. A thoughtfully written, intriguing novel.”—Helen Hollick: author of Harold the King (UK) / I Am the Chosen King (US)


	“The People's Crusade is a fresh, interesting novel featuring a strong storyline and original characters that feel and act like real people.”—Publishers Weekly Booklife Prize


	“Plenty of books have been written about the Crusades era… Few succeed in capturing the atmosphere and purpose of the times like The People's Crusade.”—D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review
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	Prologue


	Senlac Hill — Sussex, England


	October 1066


	 


	The battle began around the third hour, while the sun was still young. Geoffroi stood behind nearly two thousand Norman archers, holding his breath as he watched the first volley of arrows cross the vast field of green and descend upon the Saxon army perched atop a hill. When the glorious moment of impact came, the arrows fell short and pinpricked the grass in front of the Saxons. 


	Undeterred, the archers aimed higher and loosed another volley. Once again, most of the arrows fell short and the ones that had the range implanted themselves in the Saxons’ shield wall. The undaunted Saxons responded with wails of laughter and burly men stepped forward carrying long-handled battle axes. They swirled huge arcs in the air with their axes while taunting their invaders to advance. 


	Norman priests stepped forward for the second time that morning and threw holy water on the archers.


	“If you survive this, remind me to beat the priests,” Renaut said to Geoffroi, laughing. 


	Geoffroi did not think it was funny but had known Renaut to exhibit a careless overconfidence since boyhood. Geoffroi knew most of the thirty French soldiers in his peloton, including their lieutenant, because they all hailed from County Valois in France. They were part of a larger contingent of French and Flemish soldiers that volunteered to fight for Duke William of Normandy in his campaign for England — hoping, like Geoffroi, to escape an unwanted life at home or return with generous spoils. 


	 After the third or fourth ineffective volley, Geoffroi stuck his sword in the ground and undid the leather strap to his crude helm. He tried to ease the tension in his neck by rolling his head in a circle, but Norman trumpets blared, and he stiffened again. His lieutenant yelled the order to advance, and Geoffroi took out the crucifix that hung around his neck. It was still a painful reminder of his father’s face when he passed him the heirloom just before he left for Duke William’s army. He was about to sell it two weeks ago, but a messenger came with news that his father had died, and he did not have the heart to part with it. He kissed it and tucked it away. 


	Geoffroi was three men deep in the ranks at the sound of the charge, but even then, as they all ran up the hill toward the Saxon’s shields, he took a fast-slung rock to the helmet, knocking him flat on his back. He lay there for a spell seeing nothing but white flashes until he regained his vision. Still delirious and dazed, he sat upright with his legs outstretched in front of him and looked at the raging affair all around. 


	Perhaps it was his delirium, but there was such a cacophony of sounds as men yelled, armor clashed, and swords rang, that it was like hearing everything and nothing at the same time. He looked at the wounded and dead on the ground and wondered what thoughts those men had before they died.


	Others around him screamed and writhed in agony as they clutched at a mangled limb or gaping wound. Geoffroi watched one man make no sound at all as a large Saxon wielding a battle axe cleaved off the man’s leg as easy as slicing through butter. The man stood on his one leg for a moment before collapsing. Then, right in front of him, he saw a man take a spear in the chest, knocking him flat on his back. A moment later, the man yanked the spear out, returned to his feet, ran five steps, then fell and did not get back up. 


	Geoffroi awed at every new sight like a child, forgetting that he was a target himself. As his head started to clear, and he became more aware of his precarious posture, a Saxon soldier in front of him that appeared dead returned to his feet and stared at him. As if possessed, the Saxon uttered a low hum that grew louder until he was screaming. Then, he charged. 


	Geoffroi scurried to his feet and met the Saxon’s scream with his own. That seemed to slow the Saxon’s advance. The sounds of battle faded as Geoffroi stared at the young Saxon grinning at him. Before Geoffroi could comprehend the situation, he noticed the young man's face tighten and eyes grow wide. The Saxon lurched forward, thrusting his sword. Geoffroi reacted instinctively and pivoted to his left as the sword brushed by his shield. He counter-attacked, turning his hips back in right and slashing his sword at the Saxon's chest. The Saxon tried to recover and raise his shield but could only deflect the blow which landed partially on his chest, slicing through his leather tunic and drawing blood.


	Both withdrew and settled back into their guard position, waiting to see who would make the next move. Geoffroi could see fear in the young man's eyes. The Saxon stood visibly shaken, unsure of what to do. There was no trace of the grin he once had. Geoffroi studied the young man and saw that he did not carry one of those finely adorned and decorated blades like the experienced Saxon warriors carried. The young man's sword was plain and crude, obviously a used one. He surmised that this must be the young Saxon's first major battle — just like his own. 


	Geoffroi sensed the Saxon’s fear and knew that he could kill his opponent. However, in knowing this, it made him hesitate. In some strange twist, he was not ready to take the young man's life. Instead, he felt pity for the boy who stood bleeding in front of him. He began to convince himself that they both could disengage without more bloodshed. Geoffroi did not realize it, but his sword and shield began to drop. 


	The Saxon, however, seeing his opportunity took advantage and threw his weight forward and smashed Geoffroi with his shield, knocking him back on his heels. He then swung his sword down at an angle, slicing through Geoffroi's leather and opening his right shoulder. The blood rushed forth. The pain surprised Geoffroi and made him cry out. He met the Saxon’s eyes which shone bright, like a boy hunter who just saw his first snare work. His silly grin returned, and Geoffroi's pity turned into a burning rage. Every muscle in his body tightened and something entered him like he had never felt — something dark and deadly. Before he gave in to his rage, he looked once more in the young man's eyes. They were wide and staring, as if asking for mercy. Geoffroi did not give him any — something else commanded him.


	Geoffroi never could recall what happened next. Only when he emerged from what seemed like a dizzying storm, did he notice the young Saxon’s body lying in front of him. Something knocked against his boot. A head. The mouth open, as if calling for help. The eyes frozen in a stare that haunted Geoffroi ever since … 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Part I


	Chapter 1


	Peter the Hermit — Valois, Kingdom of France 


	January 1096


	 


	The soiled cloth peeled away from puss and blood, revealing an infected gash on a swollen and mangled leg. Anseau threw the dirty rag in a bucket, winced from the distinctive smell of rotten flesh, and cursed himself for what he caused. 


	Before dressing the wound with a clean cloth, Anseau stuck his finger in a gooey substance that smelt of beeswax and peppermint and scooped out a glob. He smeared it all around the inflamed section of his father’s leg. His father, Geoffroi, struggled to sit up and open his sunken eyes. 


	“How does it look?” Geoffroi asked, pushing himself upright.


	“I think it is on the mend, papa,” Anseau said, raising the register of his voice to sound optimistic.


	 “You’re lying to me, boy. I can smell the rot.” Geoffroi grunted. “Pass me the ale.”


	Anseau took a bowl full and gave it to him.


	Geoffroi gulped it down and ordered Anseau to pour more. “Let’s finish our conversation from last night.” 


	“After you sleep more, papa.”


	“No, now.” Geoffroi took another swig of ale. “We were speaking about that Jewish girl.”


	“Please, papa, not now. You do not have the strength and —”


	Geoffroi squeezed his son’s hand until Anseau wrenched it free from the crushing pain.


	“Now, where did we leave off … I remember,” Geoffroi said, as Anseau massaged his throbbing hand. “When I was your age, I was just like you. Ambitious, adventurous, hopelessly defiant. My father wanted me for the clergy, so, I joined the royal army. One year later, I made a name for myself in the battle near Hastings. I was fierce, and I was appreciated.”


	Geoffroi paused and started coughing. He raised the wooden bowl to his lips and drank again. 


	Though spellbound by his father’s revelation, Anseau did not think he was like his father at all. His father was strong and unwavering, like a pillar or an ox. Anseau, who just witnessed his eighteenth Christmas, was nimble and often erratic, like a spooked deer.


	 “I hadn't killed a man before that battle,” his father said, his tone somber, “but that day … I don't remember their faces, except the first.” 


	He reached out his hand to touch Anseau’s face. 


	“It was that of a boy's not much older than I was then or you are now. But his eyes, there was an emptiness — as if all his light had faded. I have often wondered what he saw in mine.”


	Geoffroi closed his eyes, and Anseau watched as his father’s breathing became quick and shallow. Anseau leaned in as if sensing something was wrong, but Geoffroi opened his eyes and reached out for Anseau’s arm, gripping it tight. 


	“I was the last thing that boy saw. Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can see him. He’s still there — still alive — still staring at me. Thirty years, and he’s still staring.” He released his son’s arm and sunk back into the bed.


	Anseau noticed his father relaxing his breath which allowed him to calm his own. 


	“I did not speak of these things because they are too real, and I don’t want you to face them, but it is good that you know. When you have blood on your hands, son, God marks you. It is a curse.” Closing his eyes again and with a hoarse voice he continued: “Do not mistake me, there may be a need to take a man's life, but if you are the one to do it, your path is sealed. There are things you cannot reclaim. ‘Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God made he man.’ If you continue seeing that Jewish girl, God will mark you.” 


	After he said this, he was silent.


	Anseau continued to sit at his father’s side for some time, dampening his father’s forehead with a wet cloth. He knew his forbidden relationship with Channah was the reason why his father lay in bed this very moment, but he could not end it. He would not end it. 


	It had been two weeks since the accident, and Anseau knew that any more mishaps would ruin his family. He needed to get up and check the pen gate and livestock. His father’s cloak was far too big for him, but he wrapped himself in it anyway and stepped outside. The dim glow on the horizon reminded him of that fateful day, and it was an unfortunate sight to him now. He walked about ten paces from the house, but then halted. His gaze led him to the nearly dawn sky where he saw that the moon was abnormally large, but more than that, it was colored red. He froze in place, purposefully closing and opening his eyes to see if his mind was playing a trick. He ran back inside to wake his sister; he could not let her miss this. 


	He stirred her gently from sleep. “Emeline, wake up. Come, you have to see this.”


	She wearily opened her eyes, blinking continuously, trying to focus in the candle light of the room. “Anseau?” she asked.


	“Yes. Come, get up. Put this on.” He found her over-tunic with the rabbit’s fur he lined earlier that week and set it over her head. Once she was snug inside, he took her hand and led her out.


	They stepped into the cool brisk air and walked a few paces into the open. Anseau pointed up to the sky and said, “Look!”


	She gazed upward, gasped, and went to hold Anseau. After a long silence, she finally let go and said, “Is it going to stay like that?”


	Anseau looked down at his sister and laughed. “I don't know. Maybe? Do you think it’s a sign?” They both returned their gaze to the sky and stared in silence. 


	“Of what?”


	“I don't know. I thought maybe Christ was coming back, but there’s no thunder, no flying white horse.” He paused and thought more carefully. “Maybe it’s a sign of something bad?”


	“Like papa dying?” She took his hand again.


	“Oh, Emeline, papa will be better soon. The surgeon will come and make things better.”


	“Then will you leave?”


	Anseau looked to her surprised. “What? I’m not going anywhere.”


	She stared up at him, then nodded. “If you do, you’ll take me with you?”


	“Emeline, I’m not going anywhere. There’s nowhere for me to go. Now that papa will lose his leg, I’ll have to do most of the work around here.”


	She looked down at the ground. Anseau thought she was hiding something.


	“Are you well?”


	Emeline looked up, brushed her dark hair from her eyes, and smiled. “Yes. I just didn’t want you to leave.”


	He laughed and scooped her up, throwing her over his shoulder. “Let's go! Just you and me.”


	She started giggling as he spun her around in circles. Once he put her back down, it looked like an unseen force yanked her right arm forward. She stumbled a bit before falling to the ground. They both laughed, as Anseau joined her. They look to the sky, but the moon was barely visible, and its normal white illumination returned. 


	“See, everything will be just fine.”


	***


	The surgeon arrived later that day. It was a different man than the one who had been seeing Geoffroi. The new surgeon dressed in a monk’s habit, and Anseau assumed he was from the nearby monastery. He carried with him a large leather bag, which Anseau surmised was full of saws and other horrible cutting instruments. When he entered the house, he greeted them all and glanced for a long time at Anseau and then gave him a slight nod. Anseau stared back and took note of the man's appearance. He was older, but not fat or fragile like he recalled most other monks. He had a heavy frame. Anseau imagined he must have been very strong when he was younger. 


	The monk motioned for Marie, Anseau’s mother, to speak with him in private. They went to the far end of the house while Anseau and Emeline stood waiting at the foot of the bed. When they finished, Marie walked over to them, tears in her eyes, and placed her hands on each of them. “I think it would be good for both of you to spend the day out of the house. You two need to go to mass and pray for your father.” 


	“No, I want to stay with papa,” Emeline said, beginning to cry.


	Marie took her in her arms, holding her close and stroked her hair. 


	Anseau remembered that he needed to rendezvous with Yosef, his friend, at the abbey in Saint Denise. He reluctantly suggested to his mother that Emeline could accompany him, and she agreed. Saint Denise was a two-and-a-half-hour ride at a good pace, and he needed to be there by midday. He threw out any hope that he would get there on time.


	The monk walked over to Geoffroi with a long piece of yarn in his hand and took a measurement of the infected leg and then turned back to his leather bag, opened it and pulled out a bundle of candles wrapped in cloth. He made his way over to Emeline and knelt. Unfolding the cloth, he measured out some candles that equaled the length of Geoffroi's leg.


	“Little one, if you can take these to mass and light them and pray for your father, I think you can help him very much.” 


	Emeline hesitated at first, but then reached out and took the candles and held them close.


	“Spend a few moments with papa now,” Marie said as the monk led Anseau over to the far end of the house.


	“I know this is especially hard on you. Do you have any questions about what's going to happen?” the monk asked Anseau in a low whisper.


	Anseau was not quite sure what to make of the question and did not offer a reply. The two stood in awkward silence while they heard the weak voice of Geoffroi soothing his sobbing daughter. When the silence became too much for Anseau he replied: “Don’t let him die.”


	“I will do my best. You have my word. Your father is a good man. The best man I've known. I cannot think of a reason why God would not show your family favor by sparing his life.”


	Anseau chuckled. “Isn't that the truth? I can't either and yet God has turned against us. I pray, but God does not listen to me.”


	“God always listens, but many times his answers are not the ones we imagine. Do not let your current troubles ruin your faith. Stay humble and see your faith increase.”


	“How much more humility does God want? I have dishonored my family. My father is going to lose his leg, maybe his life, and it's because of me. He went out looking for me.” 


	Anseau tried to check the volume of his voice and in a softer tone he said, “Don’t speak of humility to me.”


	The monk took a long moment and closed his eyes. “I pray that God shows you what it means to be truly humble and maybe then you will come to understand it like your father once did.”


	“How do you know my father?” Anseau asked, but the monk ignored his question and went to Geoffroi’s bed.


	In a hushed whisper, he said to Geoffroi, “It is time.” 


	Geoffroi’s eyes first widened and then his face crinkled, trying to eye the monk whose cowl was partially hiding his face. “The Lord’s will,” Geoffroi said.


	Geoffroi called Anseau over to the bed. When Anseau came, he reached out his hand. Anseau took it with his own. “The first thing I want you to know is that I’m the one who fell off the horse. Don’t blame yourself for that. I only wish for you to understand the consequences of your actions. Not that I am to lose a leg, but that you could lose your life.”


	Anseau knew that his forbidden relationship caused this misery, but it was only because the way he went about it was foolish. He had already vowed to be more careful when he ventured out to see her again.


	“The second thing I want you to know is that your life has a calling, a special one, and you will know it soon. Now, take your sister and when you come back, things will be better. I love you, son.”


	“I love you too, papa,” Anseau said and kissed him on his forehead. The two embraced and then Anseau rose from the bed. He took Emeline’s hand, and headed toward the door. Before they left, they both turned around, Emeline crying, and glanced at their father one last time. 


	***


	The monk walked over to Geoffroi’s bed, lowered his hood and revealed who he was. “It’s been a long time, old friend,” he said as he reached out to embrace Geoffroi.


	“Lieutenant, I thought it was you,” Geoffroi exclaimed as the two embraced.


	“When I learned that you needed this operation, I did not trust anyone else to do it.”


	“I am pleased to see you.”


	“You saved my life once. I thought, perchance, I could return the favor.”


	“It’s been a few years.” 


	“I would have come to visit you more, but my duties have kept me busy. Your son was a lot smaller when I saw him last. He has grown to be very head-strong.”


	“He takes after his mother,” Geoffroi said, chuckling. He reached over to grab Marie’s hand, who was sitting on the other side of the bed. “Did you receive our message? We grow more worried about Anseau. He follows his heart and doesn’t listen to reason.” 


	Geoffroi paused as he watched the monk bring his leather bag over to the side of the bed and open it. The monk reached in and took out a vial full of purple liquid. 


	“Indeed,” the monk said. “I admit that at first I did not know how to respond to your message. I devoted a lot of time in prayer and meditation about it. I waited until God gave me a sign. It’s obvious that his relationship with that Jewish girl must end. I was hoping it would conclude with your insistence, but from your message it seems he is still determined to see her. Then, this morning when I was traveling the road here, God gave me a sign.”


	“What kind of sign?”


	“The blood moon.” 


	“The blood moon? I don’t understand.”


	“Indeed. I saw it this morning. I believe it is a sign of great and terrible times ahead. God can use men like Anseau who have passion, as long as we can align his convictions.” 


	“So, you will take him?”


	“The blood moon is both great and terrible. I think it is best if you take care of the issue here. If he comes with me, he will never become a monk. I do not see that in his calling. If he comes and passes our tests, I will want him as my fideles, my knight. Since he can already read and write, I may use him as a chronicler, should the king send an army to the Holy Land. He will live like a monk while he is with us and learn to serve God, but he will go to war.”


	“He is not ready to go to war. He does not have the proper training,” Geoffroi reached out to grip the monk’s arm.


	“That is why you should take care of the problem here. Yet, if he comes, I will prepare him.”


	 “And if he doesn’t pass your tests?”


	“Then, I can do nothing for him and God has spoken.”


	“I did not envision this for him,” Geoffroi said, resting his head in his hands.


	The monk cleared his throat. “We construct our own visions and convince ourselves that they are decrees; but, it is impossible to know what comes tomorrow. Your worry for his soul is warranted. Dissuade him from meeting with that Jew and if he does not listen, send for me.”


	“Please, do not tell him of my part in this.” Geoffroi said, averting his eyes from the monk’s.


	“Dissuade him and there will be no need.”


	Geoffroi nodded. “I understand.”


	The monk held up the vial with the purple liquid so that Geoffroi could see it. “This is called dwale. It will put you to sleep so that the pain is bearable. I have mixed it myself so that it is neither too strong nor too weak … to the best of my knowledge. I will not force you to take it, but I strongly suggest you do.” He offered the potion to Geoffroi.


	Geoffroi looked to Marie for her approval. She nodded to him, and he reached for the vial. He popped out the cork and sniffed the contents. His head swung back, retreating from the rank smell. Pinching his nostrils together, he decided to drink the liquid as quick as he could. It was extremely bitter and made him gag as it passed through his mouth and down his throat. Marie offered him a bottle of wine. He took it, washing away the taste of bile. 


	“It will be a few minutes before the effect takes place,” the monk said sitting on a chair by the side of the bed. 


	“Then, may I inquire about something?” Geoffroi asked. 


	“Of course, what is it?”


	“I’ve wondered this for a long time. It has not made any sense to me.”


	The monk motioned for him to continue.


	“You never said anything, but I figured you were a monk prior to Senlac Hill. Were you?”


	The monk broke his gaze with Geoffroi and sighed to himself. “I was.”


	“How is that possible? Did you break your vows? I took no vows before Senlac Hill, but I did have faith, and it causes me great distress that I have killed men. How do you live with it?”


	“Every day I ask forgiveness.”


	Geoffroi looked at him almost pitifully. “I couldn’t stop the visions. That’s why I wanted out after the campaign. I was too good at killing and that frightened me. I couldn’t live that way anymore.”


	The monk put his hand on the top of Geoffroi’s head and smiled at him. “My beloved friend, I should have told you this long ago. It is right for me to confess it now. I broke my vow of obedience and turned from the monastery to selfish pursuits. I had influence with influential people. These people promised me a generous amount of land and a title in exchange for leading and fighting for Duke William. See, my father was the Bishop of Senlis, and they used me to extort funding from him.”


	Geoffroi laid there too stunned to respond as he started to feel the effects of the dwale stirring his thoughts around. 


	The monk spoke further. “When I was fighting, I was fighting for me. But, I’ll tell you something … God reveals himself in the most unfathomable ways. I knew I was dead when I fell to the ground that day. I knew I deserved it, too. But to my bewilderment, like an angel from heaven, you carried me back to our lines. I turned on God, but he did not turn on me and that made me realize where I truly belonged. After the battle, I saw a chance to reward someone who truly deserved it. I convinced Lord Renaut’s father to give you the land and title that was promised to me for your bravery.”


	The monk untied the rope which held fast his long cowl and lifted it over his head. He then raised his woolen tunic to bare his scarred back. “After our campaign, I begged to return to the monastery. I have more scars from the flogging than I do the war, but the church pardoned me with the help of my father. I was his Prodigal Son.” 


	The monk dabbed at his watery eyes. “Since then, I have worked double to regain my influence within the monastery and surprisingly, God has greatly blessed me.”


	Geoffroi cleared his eyes to stay awake and opened his mouth to say something, but it looked like the effect of the dwale was affecting him as he reached out for something only he could see and smiled.


	“I found a curious thing then,” the monk said, lowering Geoffroi’s outstretched arm and guiding Geoffroi’s head back to the bed. “I found that even through selfishness, God works his will. Even when wrong, you can do something right. Perhaps, I will leave you this to dream on. Good night, Geoffroi.”


	***


	It took Anseau and Emeline over three hours to get to the abbey in Saint Denise — far longer than he planned. When they arrived, it was already past midday. The whole town looked huddled in the courtyard in front of the abbey church. Anseau noticed that the crowd stood transfixed, listening intently to a man standing on top of the steps leading to the entrance of the abbey. Anseau secured the mare and searched the crowd for Yosef and eventually spotted him near the front. He took Emeline by the hand and weaved their way through the mass of people until they reached him.


	When Yosef noticed them, he clapped Anseau on the back. “You’re late. You’re lucky he was too.” He motioned to the front of the church. “They call him Peter the Hermit.”


	Anseau turned his attention to the top of the steps and thought the man he saw there could collapse at any moment. Peter was barefoot and wore an uncomfortable looking coarse robe tied at the waist. He looked sickly thin and beyond dirty. There was also an ass that stood next to him and carried his bags, and Anseau thought that the resemblance between the two was uncanny.


	“This is who you brought me to see?


	Before Yosef could respond, Peter opened his mouth and continued his speech. His bellowing voice sent shivers down Anseau’s spine. The little man’s weak frame and unkempt appearance betrayed his immense sound and commanding energy. Indeed, his aura and energy made it seem as if the king himself was addressing his army before battle. 


	“Imagine Jerusalem,” Peter said with his arms outstretched, his eyes searching beyond the crowd as if the holy city lay magnificently behind them. “Imagine its magnificent gates, its towering stone walls, its winding streets, the same streets which have borne the feet of our Lord. Can you envision the Holy Mount where Herod’s Temple once stood? How about the Sepulchre Church that sits atop the stony hill where our Lord was crucified and buried? Can you see the rocks where the cross stood and where the Lord’s blood drained down into the earth? Put your feet at the base of that hill, at the very stone where his lifeless body laid. See him there, wrapped in the shawl?”


	The crowd around Anseau closed their eyes, intent on picturing all that Peter said. Anseau kept his eyes open. 


	“This is the very place where Saint Helena journeyed and found the relics of the true cross. The same cross which our Lord was nailed upon. Can you imagine this?”


	Peter paused and then changed his tone, becoming more serious and intent. “These are our holy places. They are sacred to the smallest stone, for they give us hope. For centuries, we have paid homage to them as pilgrims.” He then shouted: “But I say to you we can no more!” 


	Peter's almost violent yell snapped the crowd out of their trance and startled many with a gasp.


	“Murder! Torture! Rape! Slavery! This is what awaits pilgrims traveling to the Holy Land. I know this because I was captured and tortured on pilgrimage. My friends, I speak the truth. You must imagine the Holy Sepulchre desecrated; our churches used as stables! Shall I speak of the conditions of our holy brethren in the Orient? I have talked with them. I have seen their misery! The infidels levy such excessive taxes upon them so that their very lives are ransomed. If they are unable to pay, they beat them and steal their property. Nay! Their very lives are stolen!” 


	The crowd broke into angry shouts as Peter continued, his voice eventually taking over and quieting them down. “‘O God, the heathens are come into thy inheritance,’ How true are the Psalmists’ words! Infidels have burned down our holy sites; they have imprisoned our brothers and sisters. They are sold as slaves, forced to convert to the teachings of their false prophet! They even threaten the very heart of Christianity in Constantinople. They will not stop until they conquer us too.”  


	The crowd erupted further into angry shouts as their sound carried over Peter's voice, and he paused to allow the fervor to subside. After a few moments the crowed lulled, and Peter continued, softening his tone. 


	“My beloved brethren, is it not every devoted Christian's duty to reclaim these places in the name of the one true God? Rich, poor, male, female, peasant, noble, it matters not! Let God's will be not limited to soldiers and their lords!”


	The crowd roared in enthusiastic applause, as Anseau looked confusingly to Yosef who responded with a big smile.


	Anseau turned back to listen and felt the crowd's contagious excitement. It started in his gut — an almost unsettling feeling like right before one vomits. How could he stay silent and still with the hundreds of voices shouting and bodies moving? Anseau restrained himself, however, trying to fully understand what was happening. 


	Once the crowd softened, Peter continued. “There is nothing more holy than the lowly and humbled burdening themselves with the cross and marching under the banner of Christ. You can be sure that there will be an army of seasoned warriors heading east to aid our brethren. They, too, will march to Jerusalem but why should such a cause of Christ be limited only to them? Should not Christ honor the lowly and humbled even more in such a worthy endeavor? Do not the poor have a role in bringing about God's work? And what could be more important work than aiding our brethren and seeing the holy places restored?” 


	Someone in the crowd yelled: “God loves the poor! God wills it!”


	“He does!” Peter replied. “And dare I say that the Lord will honor the poor and humbled who accomplish his will even more than an army full of the haughty and mighty?”


	Someone else in the crowd yelled, “God wills it! Lead us! Lead us to Jerusalem!” 


	The crowd began to chant in unison, “Lead us! Lead us!”  The intensity grew, and Peter allowed it to build to a point where it felt as if it would bring down the very stones of the abbey behind him. When the chanting grew to its climax Peter yelled: “I will! I will lead you! And we will be an army of the people!” He threw his fist into the air and the crowd erupted into enormous applause.


	For a moment, everyone’s clapping seemed to grow into one steady beat, and the air itself pulsed with rhythm. Anseau wanted to join in the jubilee and chant “God wills it,” but he looked to Emeline, who stood silent and still, clutching the candles the monk gave her. 


	Peter held his hands up for silence and then reached into a bag saddled to his donkey. He pulled out a piece of parchment that he thrust high into the air. The crowd became transfixed once again, and Anseau could not hear even a whisper.


	“What I hold in my hand is a commission from God given to me by the Patriarch of Jerusalem in order that I may lead an army against those who desecrate the holy places and pervert his name. This letter from God is my confirmation and proof that I am called to lead an army of Christ into his land. Through this army, Christ will show his magnificence and glory!” 


	Peter tucked the letter into his sleeve, and Anseau smiled to himself.


	“Do you believe him?” Yosef asked Anseau.


	“I don’t know. Does it matter? Look how many people do. Is this a different army than the one Count Hugh will lead?”


	“I believe so,” Yosef said. “You heard it yourself, this army is open to anyone.”
“I think it’s crazy. These people aren’t soldiers.”


	Yosef shrugged and laughed.  


	Then Anseau remembered the blood moon and without thinking, he yelled out: “What about the blood moon last night? Surely, this is a bad sign?”


	Peter looked directly at Anseau then closed his eyes and began muttering to himself.


	It froze Anseau. Was he calling a curse down on him? 


	After a moment of tension where the crowd wondered aloud if Anseau was right, Peter answered: “Hear me! This is a sign, but it is far from bad! It is a sign of the blood that Christ shed for our sins. It is a sign of the indulgence that those who journey on this pilgrimage will receive from our pope. Your sins will be forgiven.”


	Anseau scoffed at the response. He was sure it meant something bad, but Peter was convincing, and the crowd cheered wildly at his response. He looked back to Emeline who still stood silent clutching the bundle of candles. As Peter began to walk down the steps to greet his new followers and offer blessings, Anseau took Emeline by the hand and led her toward Peter.


	“If this is truly a man of God, then ask him to pray for papa and when we get home we will see if he gets better.”


	Emeline boldly approached Peter and began tugging on his robe.


	Peter looked down and gave a big smile. “Bonjour petite fille. Are you joining our army as well, little one? The Lord can use even you.”


	With resolve, Emeline shook her head. “No, but my brother said if God likes you, then you will pray for papa and when we get home he'll be better.”


	Peter looked to Anseau as if peering into his soul. “Do you believe in the power of prayer?”


	Choking a little, Anseau stared back at the monk, feigning courage. “I do.” 


	Bending down so that his face was level with Emeline’s, Peter smiled. “Are those candles for him?”


	Emeline nodded.


	“Then follow me into the abbey. We will light them together and pray.”


	***


	Anseau and Emeline rode their father’s mare through the shadows of trees as dark descended upon the forest just south of their village. Emeline, who sat in front of Anseau, nodded off some time ago which left Anseau trying to cradle her head with his arm and alone with his thoughts. The soothing sound of crickets chorused the night, and he knew the calm he now felt might soon shatter. 


	There was a spirit of change swirling about with the breeze. Peter the Hermit was building a pilgrim army to retake the Holy Land; his father battled for his life; and, his relationship with Channah was taking an ill turn. Maybe it was from witnessing the blood moon, but Anseau’s mind kept imagining some kind of impending doom.


	Emerging from the tree line, Anseau notice the familiar landscape of his small village. Approaching from the southern road, he could see the stone parish church dominating the view. Directly behind the church and up on a little hill was the Lord of the Manor, Renaut’s, manor house. In his immediate view was the village commons where the village’s livestock grazed freely. Richard the Blacksmith’s shop was just at the north of the commons where Smith street intersected with Common Street. Anseau turned left onto Smith Street where halfway down, his father’s field and house were. As they neared it, Anseau could see that the surgeon’s horse still grazed in their pen. 


	A paralysis fell upon him as he rode up to the pen gate. Emeline had woken and slid off the horse, running with all her might to the front door. Anseau sat on his father’s mare, waiting to see what happened when someone opened it. 


	Light from inside the house grew as the door opened. His mother, Marie, entered his view. She welcomed Emeline back with a wide smile and giant hug.


	Emeline dashed out of view, and Anseau heard her cry out: “Papa!” 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	The Ancient Stone Wall — Valois, Kingdom of France  


	January 1096 


	 


	Anseau stared at his father lying in bed. By God, he thought, maybe that filthy hermit is a saint. A bandage covered a stump where his father’s leg had once been, but he looked well. Before the surgeon left, he gave Anseau a peg with some straps attached and instructed him on how to fasten it. “This will be your father’s new leg,” the surgeon told him. He also said that he should be proud to have a strong father and that the operation had gone well. In a couple weeks, he would return to check on Geoffroi. 


	In the week that followed, it did not take Geoffroi long to adjust to the new device. A sense of normalcy returned to their household, and everyone was happy to have their father’s warm and secure spirit return to their household. The accident was distant in Anseau’s thoughts, and he desperately wanted to see Channah. He resolved to check their secret spot around midday. If he found her token, he would place his own, and hopefully they would meet after midnight bells. 


	Anseau worked the field for the whole morning until the church bells sounded for Sext, or midday prayer. He told his father that he was going to the church to pray, and he did, for a moment, but left early in the direction of the ancient stone wall. When he got there, his stomach knotted, and his hands started shaking. It had been about two weeks since he last saw her. They had gone longer without seeing each other, but each time made him worry a little more that she would give up and find someone new — someone easier. As he reached for the loose stone in the wall, he had an eerie feeling that he was not alone. Perhaps it was Channah coming to check herself, but when he looked around, he found no one. 


	Despite his uneasiness, Anseau’s excitement got the better of him, and he reached for the stone and pulled it out. He stifled a shout as he saw the menorah embroidered handkerchief. After placing his own token, a pair of bone dice, he replaced the stone and returned to his work in the field. 


	Plough work went quickly with the thought of meeting Channah later that night. Anseau kept his mind busy with fantasies of marrying her. He figured she could get baptized, then they would leave the confines of the village and move to a city where they were completely unknown. Maybe he could find an apprenticeship, or perhaps an oriental merchant would be willing to take them to distant lands where he heard knights rode elephants into battle. If one could prove his worth, the city was a gateway to the rest of the world. He vowed that as soon as his family was out of debt, he would talk to Channah more about the idea of converting.


	When his work finished, and evening came, it felt like a thousand days until the midnight bells. When they finally rang, Anseau left his house, prayed at the church, then left to meet his love. It was a moonless night, but Anseau knew the path well. His excitement, however, made him less surreptitious, and too many times he exposed himself in the open. 


	When he came in sight of the wall, he could already make out a figure waiting there. It was too dark to determine if it was Channah, so he crept a little closer. Remembering his uneasy feeling hours before, he halted and observed the figure waiting there. Their arrangement was to wait behind the wall, but this figure stood out in the open. There was no telling if it was Channah unless he got closer or tried to call out to her. He decided to call out.
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