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Their soldiers stood aghast


For we descended on the foes


Like thunder, and great dust arose.


They suffered a most fearsome rout


So that for two leagues all about


Fugitives filled the countryside


Who once were boastful in their pride


From L’Estoire de la Guerre Sainte by Ambroise of Normandy,


twelfth-century eyewitness chronicle of the Third Crusade.











Chapter 1


The Holy Land


The summer of 1191 had been long and wearisome. Now as the month of September drew to a close, the scorching heat showed no sign of abating and the landscape thirsted desperately for the first rains of autumn. 


Little stirred in this parched and dusty valley some miles inland to the east of the coastal city and port of Jaffa, and the cypress and olive trees sparsely dotted here and there about the landscape offered scant shade under the vast great dome of perfectly unbroken sky in which the sun’s flaming orb was just reaching its zenith. A sharp-eyed watcher scanning the terrain might have spotted a lone quail that was scratching among the yellowed grass, foraging for beetles or crickets. Now and then the quail would pause to dart its beady gaze left and right, then detecting no threat it would resume its assiduous search for insects. But while it might have prided itself on being a keen observer of approaching predators, being largely a terrestrial creature with little interest in flight, it seemed foolishly ignorant of the mortal danger that was about to strike from directly overhead.


Quick as an arrow and with absolute efficiency of purpose, the peregrine falcon came plunging down out of the sky, its talons spread wide. The poor defenceless quail never stood a chance against this fearsome hunter: in a matter of moments it was hanging limp and lifeless from its killer’s hooked beak. The falcon barely touched the ground before it took flight again. In just three beats of its broad wings it was soaring high, carrying its prey up and up into the blue where it circled around in a graceful arc far and wide across the sky before flapping down to land upon the outstretched arm of its owner. 


He was an unusually tall and powerfully built man seated astride a dun warhorse and clad in a snowy-white surcoat bearing the crimson cross of a holy warrior over his hauberk of wedge-riveted chainmail. He had removed his helmet in the heat of the sun, welcoming the slight breeze that ruffled his long reddish-gold hair and cooled the sweat on his brow. A handsome man: very much in the prime of his life, with keen blue eyes that gleamed with intelligence and, though at other times he could look very forbidding indeed, a broad white smile on his face as he admired the falcon perched with wings outspread on his arm. 


The horseman was not alone, having ridden out that morning from the city of Jaffa accompanied by a dozen of his fellows and a variety of squires and assistants. The twelve were warrior knights similarly clad and mounted, whose sworn duty it was to protect his life with their own. For the handsome man on the dun horse was none other than Richard, King of England, Duke of Normandy, Gascony and Aquitaine, and Count of Anjou, Poitiers, Maine and Nantes. This being the Holy Land rather than the green pleasant fields of his own immense kingdom, they were dressed for war, and on this day of September twenty-ninth their small band had ventured from the comparative safety of the city into the dangerous enemy territory inland – much to the consternation of the king’s personal advisors who did all they could to dissuade their monarch from taking part in such risky outings. But Richard was Richard, and if there was a risk to be taken or a fight to be had, iron fetters could not stop him from rushing into it as a newly wedded man to his marriage bed.


‘Ha ha, my beloved Holdfaste,’ the king chuckled to his prized bird. ‘Once again you show us that no creature in God’s domain is quick enough to escape your clutches.’ The falcon folded its wings and made no objection as the king plucked the dead quail from its beak and tossed it to one of his other men, who stuffed it in the bag containing the rest of the day’s quarry. Smiling, the king affectionately stroked the falcon’s tawny plumage. ‘In that respect, my noble friend,’ he told it, ‘you remind us of ourselves.’


‘Not even the noblest of falcons could match thy prowess, Sire,’ the knight mounted to his right said with an obsequious smile. He was a minor Norman lord by the name of Renier de Marun who had recently been placed in command of the royal men-at-arms, and was somewhat given to currying the royal favour.


‘Hmm,’ said the king, who valued Renier for his military skills but disliked the man’s toadying ways. Quickly losing interest in his bird he passed it to a handler who slipped a hood over its head, attached its leash to a portable perch and took it away. ‘Bowman!’ the king called out in a strong voice designed to reach from one end of a crowded battlefield to another. ‘What see you?’


Richard’s hail was directed to a solitary rider on the brow of a shaley rise some distance away, seated astride a large, strong white warhorse. He was another member of the king’s personal knightly retinue, who had been posted up to the higher ground to act as a lookout. This was by virtue of his superb eyesight, which indeed did not fall far short of a falcon’s. Like his king, the rider had removed his iron helm as well as the bulky padded coif beneath it, and the headpiece of his chain-mail hauberk hung down the back of his neck like a hood. He preferred to go bare-headed when he could, the helmet being heavy and stifling and tending to impair his peripheral vision. His long dark hair was loosely tied back, wisps of it breaking free and blowing in the soft wind.


His name was William Bowman – nowadays more properly Sir William, though he much preferred to go by the simple name of Will, by which he had always been known. ‘Will the bowman’ was what folks had called him when he was just a plain and ordinary freeman of the parish of Foxwood back home in England, plying his skill at hunting in the forest, tending to his smallholding and caring for his beloved young wife Beatrice, the miller’s daughter. So much had changed about his life since then, but in his heart he remained Will, and would do so until his death.


Another aspect of Will Bowman’s character was that, quite unlike his higher-ranking fellow knight Renier de Marun (and more than a few others he could mention) he was not at all inclined to sycophancy. On the contrary, despite being the youngest and most junior of the royal retinue, Will was quite capable of speaking very directly to a superior, even to the king himself, and had done so on at least one notable occasion. Relations between the English monarch and his newest man-at-arms had not always been comfortable.


‘I see nothing,’ Will called back down the rise. Then, remembering himself, as an afterthought he added, ‘Sire.’


‘Pity,’ replied Richard, partly to himself. ‘We had so hoped we might catch a Saracen or two while we were here, so that we could squeeze them for information about enemy movements. How we long to know what fresh capers that cunning dog Saladin has got up his sleeve. Come on down, Bowman,’ he called more loudly. And to Renier de Marun at his side, ‘Is our tent ready yet?’


‘I believe they are setting it up at this very moment, Sire.’


‘Make it quick, de Marun. In this wearisome heat we wish to take some refreshment and rest a while.’


‘At once, Sire.’


While the king was being ushered inside the cool shade of his tent, up on the rise Will made a last scan of the empty landscape. Still seeing nothing, he reined his horse around to rejoin the others. ‘Easy, Grisel,’ he said, leaning back in the saddle and keeping the lightest touch on the reins as the big white destrier made his sure-footed way down the loose, shaley slope. Before being promoted to knightly status Will could never have dreamed of owning such a fine, prohibitively expensive mount. Grisel had been a gift from the king, in one of the latter’s more generous moments, and he was one of Will’s most trusted companions in the world. 


Will’s closest friend of all, however, was the slightly older fair-haired man who stood waiting for him at the foot of the slope. Gabriel O’Carolan had been his shipmate on the long, dangerous voyage from England the previous year. Along with their circle of comrades they had travelled together first to Sicily, then Cyprus, then finally to Outremer where their firm friendship had been cemented more strongly still by the fortunes of war. Gabriel now held the position of squire to ‘Sir William’, though not in a thousand years could Will have regarded his friend, confidant and brother-in-arms as a subordinate. 


‘Nothing?’ Gabriel asked as Will reached level ground. 


‘Nothing,’ Will replied. ‘But I don’t like it.’ He swung himself down from the saddle and handed the reins to Gabriel to hold the horse steady as he strode, spurs jangling, across the parched ground to where Renier de Marun was standing talking to a group of three other men-at-arms. One was Renier’s nephew, Walter, along with the brothers Alan and Luke de l’Estable. In the background more tents were being erected, following the king’s example. Some of the other men-at-arms were seizing the opportunity to remove their helmets, rack their weapons and take their ease, as though this were just another camp being set at the end of a day’s march in neutral territory.


‘What does the king think he is doing?’ Will asked, interrupting their conversation. He wasn’t smiling.


‘Taking his rest,’ replied Renier. ‘Sir William,’ he added in a particular tone, raising an eyebrow. In fact Renier de Marun had been one of those of the royal retinue who had never quite accepted the presence of a mere commoner in their midst, despite the fact that Will had once saved several of them from being blinded, castrated and beheaded by the Saracen emir Shīrkūh Ibn al-Shawar. Will’s only real ally and mentor among the king’s knights had been a Cornishman called Robert Leighton. But he had been killed at the battle of Arsuf, just three weeks earlier. His painful loss had left Will feeling isolated among his peers. 


‘It’s taking a foolish risk to linger any longer than necessary in this place,’ Will said to Renier. ‘Aside from anything else, it is too exposed a location to set up camp. You need to go and tell him we should move on as soon as possible. Better still, we should return to Jaffa. This little falconing expedition has gone on long enough.’


Renier stared at Will for a moment, then shook his head with a cold smile. ‘Is that so? Then perhaps it would be better that you inform his majesty yourself of your decision, now that a lowly so-called knight, little better than a peasant, has taken it upon himself to dictate commands to his lord. I would love to see his reaction.’ Indeed, the last time Will had openly contradicted the king in such a blunt manner he had landed up in prison for it, under sentence of death.


‘Then I shall do just that,’ Will replied. He was turning to head for the king’s tent when Renier, who in fact was quite terrified of how this might rebound on him, blocked his way. ‘So tell me, Bowman, why do you believe we are not safe here? Did you not yourself report only moments ago that there is no enemy presence in this vicinity?’


‘I said only that I could not see them,’ Will replied. ‘Only a fool would depend on an observation from such a poor vantage point as that rise.’


‘You call the king a fool now, do you?’


‘Hell’s teeth, the man knows no bounds,’ said Walter de Marun.


‘You see that taller hill over there, to the east?’ Will pointed. ‘Any Saracen patrol who had got wind of our movements’ – and the Lord knew they had done precious little to prevent them being detected from a mile away – ‘could easily be gathering their forces to the far side of it, waiting for the moment to attack. I ask permission to lead a scouting party over there to carry out a reconnaissance.’


‘I see. And on what grounds do you suppose that Saracens may be hiding behind that hill?’ asked Renier suspiciously. 


‘Grisel is acting nervous,’ Will replied. ‘It is as though he could sense something, and I have learned not to ignore his wisdom.’


‘You ask us to act on the say-so of a dumb beast?’ laughed Luke de l’Estable. ‘And make ourselves appear ridiculous in the king’s eyes?’





‘Grisel’s wits are sharper than those of many a man I have known,’ Will replied, looking hard at them. ‘If he tells me there is danger nearby, then I must believe there is danger. His instincts have proved true before now.’


‘Absolutely out of the question,’ snapped Renier. ‘Permission denied. And if you dare to take but a single step in the direction of his majesty’s tent, Bowman, I shall have you clapped in irons myself. Do you hear me? The king is not to be disturbed on any account. Horse, my arse. Even if the animal was once the king’s own mount. God alone knows how he came to his present master,’ he added, unable to resist the temptation to add some more vitriol to his words.


‘Very well,’ Will replied. ‘Let it be on your heads, if you are mistaken.’


He left the four knights standing there scowling at him, and walked back to rejoin Gabriel and Grisel. 


‘That seemed to go well, brother,’ Gabriel said. ‘What now?’


Will grabbed the unstrung yew longbow stave from the back of his saddle pack, bent it against the ground and hooked the loop end of the string around its top horn, then slung the weapon around his head and shoulder. His quiver was bristling with a full sheaf of arrows, each fitted with a needle-pointed, fire-tempered iron bodkin head capable of penetrating chain mail and thick leather armour from a long distance. Taking the horse’s reins back from his friend, he thrust his foot in the stirrup and swung himself back into the saddle. ‘I tell you what now,’ he replied. ‘If my brave fellow knights cannot ride out to reconnoitre our position, then that duty must fall upon the rest of us more equal to the task.’


‘I am coming with you.’ Gabriel stuck his fingers in the corners of his mouth and blasted out a piercing whistle. A tall black horse that had been grazing on what little parched greenstuff was to be found nearby instantly wheeled around at his master’s call and came cantering over. This was Brân, whom Gabriel had named after a raven in his native Irish tongue. He jumped nimbly into the saddle, from whose pommel hung his bladed weapon of choice, a long curved scimitar that had been a captured trophy from a dead Saracen but closely resembled the falchion sword he had carried with him through Ireland, Wales and England. Gabriel’s expertise with a sword was far beyond Will’s, though by his own admission he was a lamentably poor shot with a bow. 


‘Let’s go,’ Will said, wheeling Grisel around. By taking matters into his own hands like this he risked incurring the king’s wrath yet again. At this moment he was happy to run that risk, there being too much to lose if his and Grisel’s instincts happened to be right.


But then Will saw the hesitant look that had suddenly come over his friend’s face, as though he had had second thoughts. This was most unlike Gabriel O’Carolan, who in Will’s experience had never been known to shrink for a moment from even the most extreme danger. Was he concerned about the reaction of the king if Will were to disobey a direct order from his superior? Had Will at last overstepped the line between daring and lunacy?


‘On reflection, brother,’ Gabriel said, ‘I do not think it necessary for us to ride out in pursuit of a hypothetical enemy.’


Will looked at him. ‘Why not?’


Gabriel pointed toward the east. ‘Because they are already riding out to meet us.’












Chapter 2


Will jerked his head around to look to the east. From behind the very same sparsely wooded rise he had been about to ride over to reconnoitre, were streaming a large body of fast-moving light cavalry. How many exactly was hard to say at this distance, but it was clear that they greatly outnumbered the party of pilgrim knights now setting up camp in blissful ignorance of this imminent attack. Perhaps by as many as eight or even ten to one: a ratio rapidly growing more disadvantageous with every passing moment that he went on watching the long line of riders emerging into the open, riding hard and sending up a dust cloud that rose like smoke and then was whipped away by the breeze. Curving around due west. Heading straight towards them. At their head fluttered the black and white Mussulman banner of holy war. Already Will could hear carried on the wind their blood-curdling cries of ‘Allahu Akbar!’ Ours is the greater god. We will destroy you in the name of Allah.


Grisel was prancing and tossing his head nervously, snorting and rolling his eyes with his ears laid flat back. Will could feel the latent power of the stallion fighting to break free. ‘Steady, steady, boy,’ he murmured reassuringly, patting the horse’s thick neck. ‘You were right. Renier may wish he had taken heed of our warning.’





‘I would say that somebody should perhaps go and wake up King Richard,’ Gabriel said dryly. ‘He is about to get an unpleasant surprise, else.’


But there was no need, as the alarm was already being raised across the camp with urgent cries of ‘Attack!’ and ‘They are coming!’ Those knights who had relieved themselves of their bothersome helmets, shields and weapons now hurriedly prepared for the imminent assault. Horses whinnied and reared up; one got loose of its handlers and galloped off in a panic. Men ran here and there, squires racing to get agitated animals under control; knights grabbing lances and spears from the rack, pulling on armour, helms, shoes; scurrying back from the privacy of the rocks where they had been urinating; yelling or receiving orders. 


Amid this scene of woeful confusion King Richard burst out from his tent with his drawn sword in his hand, glanced about him and quickly grasped the situation. Thankfully for him, he had had the foresight not to remove his hauberk, belts or boots in order to rest. Pulling the coif over his head and strapping on his helmet he leaped astride his tall dun warhorse, Fauvel, and began marshalling the men to repel the attackers. Meanwhile the charging Saracen cavalry column was fast closing in, and Will’s fear was confirmed that this had been an ill-chosen spot to make camp. The valley was far too open, with no natural cover, permitting the enemy enough space to surround them and close in for the kill. They must be stopped before that could be allowed to happen. 


Will’s powerful bow was the best longer-range weapon the king’s men possessed, markedly superior in both reach and accuracy to the handful of crossbows some of the squires and one or two of the knights had brought along. But unlike the handy little bows that the Saracen riders favoured, it did present the serious disadvantage of being virtually unusable from the back of a horse, on account of its unwieldy length. Will had faced an enemy cavalry charge on foot before now, and he was loath to repeat that experience, given the choice: so, reluctantly abandoning the use of the bow for now, he hurried Grisel over to where a couple of lances remained among the rack of weaponry.


Will was as yet no great expert in the use of the lance, but under the tutelage of his mentor Robert Leighton he had come to appreciate its great effectiveness to the mounted warrior. Grabbing up one of them by its long, slim oak shaft he reined Grisel back around to face the incoming Saracens. 


They had now almost reached the camp. The pounding of hooves shook the ground and their terrifying war cries filled the air along with the dust of their charge. So close now that Will could clearly make out the faces of the leading riders. Three, four, five of his fellow knights had gathered to his left and right, among them the l’Estable brothers and Walter de Marun, lances at the ready or swords drawn, spurring their mounts into the counter-attack. Will’s heart was thumping hard under his hauberk. Every shred of his being jangled with the strange thrill of battle that seemed to magnify the senses and turn a man’s blood to wine. At such moments, when life hung so precariously in the balance and might be snatched away from one instant to the next, it was more intensely, palpably experienced than at any other. 


‘Deus vult!’ cried Walter de Marun. And then they were off, galloping with all speed directly towards the approaching enemy. Will could feel the pounding, surging power of Grisel under him, moving so fast that he might almost take off and fly. He gripped the shaft of the lance hard and couched it under his right arm, close to his body, in anticipation of the jarring impact. Closer. Closer. Dust thick in the air. Vision blurred by speed, the wind in his face and the movement of the horse. The formation of knights spread out to meet the attack; and the Saracens did the same, each man marking his target. Two of them now came straight at Will; he steered Grisel straight between them and aimed the point of his lance at the one on the right. 


No expert, perhaps – but all those arduous training sessions with Robert Leighton had not been without effect. Will’s aim was true and as the opposing sides closed with one another his lance point smashed into the rider on the right, the shaft shattering on impact but delivering enough force to propel him violently backwards out of the saddle while his light, fast Arabian pony charged on riderless. The horseman to Will’s left flashed by at full gallop, close enough for their knees to brush; the Saracen’s whirling scimitar slashed at Will’s chest, gashing the white cloth of his surcoat but unable to hurt the iron ring mesh of his hauberk beneath it. 


Not slowing for an instant Will threw away the shattered lance, reached across his body to grip the hilt of his sword at his left hip, and wrenched the blade from its scabbard as Grisel cut a path through the screeching Saracens to both sides of them. Another scimitar came slicing towards him, the blade glittering in the sun, but before its stroke could fall Will had struck out with his own, a downward diagonal chopping blow of such power and momentum that it clove the scimitar in half. The edge of his blade caught the Saracen where he was most vulnerable, in the unprotected gap between the leather plates of his shoulder armour and the base of his helmet. From the corner of his eye as they raced past one another, Will saw the man’s head spinning away from his shoulders. For what distance a headless rider could remain in the saddle, he would never know, because now he was deep in the midst of the enemy horde, surrounded on all sides and cutting and hacking left and right with all the speed and energy he could muster. 


The fighting was intense, close-packed, violent and bloody. Some distance away through the chaotic, heaving morass of men and horses he could see the l’Estable brothers, Luke stabbing and thrusting for all was worth with a lance, Alan swinging a war axe. There too was Walter de Marun, heavily beset but valiantly beating back all comers. And Gabriel, blood on his scimitar, Brân wheeling this way and that, rearing up and lashing at the enemy with his flailing front hooves. The noise and confusion were absolute, so much dust rising from the ground that at moments it was like being enveloped in thick fog and barely able to see past the horse’s head. Will heard a bubbling scream and snatched a glance away to his right to see Alan de l’Estable pierced through by a Saracen spear and tumbling from his horse. His brother fought on, but then Will could no longer see him. From another direction a familiar roaring voice reached his ears: King Richard had ploughed headlong into the closest-packed crowd of the enemy, along with Renier de Marun and another Norman knight by the name of Guillaume des Préaux, and were furiously cutting them down left and right. 


Then suddenly, unexpectedly, the Saracens were falling back; circling away at a gallop, regrouping, racing off in a long line as fast as their ponies would carry them. ‘They retreat!’ Renier de Marun shouted in triumph. But Will suspected otherwise, for he had seen it happen before. ‘This is one of their favourite tricks,’ Robert Leighton had taught him. ‘To instigate the fight, goad us to anger and then run off as though they were retreating in disarray, in the hope that we give chase so that they may lead us into an ambush. Many a foolish knight, too used to our Western ways, has fallen for their deceptions and been cut to pieces.’


King Richard surely also had enough experience of this style of warfare to know his enemy well enough. But at this moment, perhaps carried away in the heat of battle or so incensed at having been caught unawares by the surprise attack, with sword raised high and a bellowing shout he turned Fauvel around and went charging off after the retreating Saracens. Renier de Marun and Guillaume des Préaux unhesitatingly followed their king’s lead and raced off at Fauvel’s heels. 


‘God’s bones,’ Will said to himself as he watched them gallop away after Richard. ‘What can he be thinking?’ There was little time to take stock of the carnage around him, the bodies of both of the l’Estable brothers now lying lifeless in the blood and the dust, surrounded by any number of slain enemies and many mortally wounded or dead horses. Will knew he must go after the king, for he feared the worst. ‘Run, Grisel!’ he shouted, spurring him into action. Behind him, Gabriel thankfully still astride Brân and apparently uninjured, gave chase as well.


Fauvel was a swift runner, and so were the warhorses of Renier de Marun and Guillaume des Préaux – but Grisel, with a chest like the vault of a church and a heart of oak, had the edge over all of them. Within moments Will was beginning to catch up. The Saracens had retreated right away from the camp, heading at speed further along the valley where higher ground to both sides rose steeply up to form something like a gorge, a narrowing funnel from which, once entered, there was no escape to either left or right. The king and his two men-at-arms were in close pursuit. Will realised to his dismay that his suspicion had been correct once again: the retreat was only feigned, a deliberate strategy on the part of the Saracens to lead them into what might very well turn out to be the perfect ambush. 


Sure enough, moments later the trap was sprung. The gorge had narrowed to a high-walled canyon hardly wide enough for three horses abreast; then it suddenly opened out again with rocky outcrops to each side. At almost the same instant that Richard and his two knights reached that point of no return, from behind the rocks came a sudden flood of Saracen foot soldiers who had crouched hidden in wait for their golden opportunity. Scores of them. And now the king was in serious trouble, as the mounted Saracens reined their horses to a standstill and blocked off the end of the canyon while those on foot swarmed by the dozen into the narrow passage. Some carried bows, but not an arrow was shot. There could be no doubt as to their intention. Those wily Saracens knew the ways of their Christian enemy all too well, and those of their leader even better. Having succeeded in luring the reckless, impetuous King Richard away from the rest of his men they meant to unhorse and take him captive. And what a trophy to deliver alive, bound and humbled, at the feet of the great sultan.


In that chilling moment Will realised what should have been obvious all along: that this entire attack had been purposely directed at the king himself. Saladin must have gained some manner of inside knowledge of Richard’s combined falconing and reconnaissance mission. The sophistication of the sultan’s well-developed spy network was no secret – but even so it was shocking to think his agents could have penetrated so deep into the king’s inner circles.


Little time for contemplation, however. Will glanced behind him: Gabriel on Brân was a good way back and would take a few moments to catch up. Those few precious moments would be critical. Already the Saracen foot soldiers were swarming all around the three riders, closing off their escape to the rear. Dozens of hands were reaching up to grab the knights by the legs and ankles and haul them down from the saddle. Richard, Renier and Guillaume were all determinedly swinging down at the assailants with their swords, but there were too many to drive back all at once, and they were afraid of hurting their own horses. 


In the next moment a spear thrust caught Guillaume in the side and took him down out of the saddle. Instantly he was being grappled with and scimitars and daggers descending on him, some glancing off his mail and others slashing at his exposed face and limbs. Then Guillaume des Préaux did something that took Will completely by surprise and would remain with him for a long time afterwards. In a hoarse, strident cry he began shouting out in the Saracen tongue, of which the only word Will could understand was ‘melech’, their language for ‘king’. Suddenly, as one, the Saracens drew back their weapons and ceased trying to kill him. 


It took only a brief instant for Will to realise that Guillaume was trying to convince them that he, not Richard, was the king. The man would voluntarily sacrifice himself to save – or at least to try to buy some time for – his lord and master. Will was stunned by the selfless courage of his ploy and the depth of his loyalty. But could the Saracens possibly be taken in by the deception?


It seemed that they could. As poor Guillaume des Préaux was being dragged off, battered and jostled, Richard and Renier de Marun saw their opportunity to extricate themselves from the fray, wheeling their horses back around in the direction they had come through the narrow canyon. But the Saracens had no intention of letting them go so easily – and now that they believed they had secured their ultimate prize, they would show no mercy to those remaining. Dozens of them came charging after Richard and Renier de Marun, twanging flights of arrows from their short, light bows and flinging spears and lances, one of which struck Renier deep in the middle of his back. He arched backwards in the saddle with a cry, tumbling to the ground with the spear shaft sticking out of him, and was instantly overwhelmed by the horde. Blades rose and fell and blood flew in the air as Renier was mercilessly hacked to pieces. The same fate would soon await Richard, unless he could find some way to escape their clutches. 


But Richard was not yet completely at their mercy. Will leaped down from Grisel, unslung his bow and plucked an arrow from his quiver. Without needing to take aim he loosed the hissing shaft into the mass of men pursuing the king. The bodkin head went thumping home and the man who had received it deep in his heart collapsed on his face without a sound. Then another arrow; and another, as fast as Will could fit each one to his bowstring, draw and loose. None failed to find its mark, and their victims were trampled over by their comrades coming up behind. His deadly flurry of shots had the effect of driving away most of the attackers crowding around the king, who now had a real chance to escape and eagerly seized it.


In so coming to Richard’s rescue, though, Will had singled himself out as a target. A pair of riders broke through the ranks of foot soldiers and came straight at him, swords drawn. Will stood his ground, nocked another arrow – one of his few remaining – and was about to let it loose when one of the horsemen unexpectedly veered away to go galloping after Richard on Fauvel. Without thinking twice Will swivelled his bow around, loosed the arrow, and its needle point punched through the rider’s light mail into his heart. He managed to stay in the saddle for another three strides before he tumbled away to the side and was lost in the horse’s dusty wake. 


Still the roaring foot soldiers came rushing onwards. By this time Richard had seen Will, recognition flashing over his face. An arrow flew and stuck in Richard’s back, but it was merely lodged in his mail and he barely noticed it. His sword was landing with lethal strokes wherever it hit. Then a lucky strike from a Saracen club knocked the sword from the king’s hand – and defenceless now, for an instant it seemed as though he must be engulfed by the horde. Will’s heart turned cold with certainty that the king was doomed.


Reaching for what he thought was his last arrow, he realised with a shock that he had miscounted and the quiver was already empty. He looped the bow around him, then leaped back onto Grisel and spurred the destrier into the fight, trampling down three men and mowing down two more with his sword as they tried to block his path. He shouted, ‘Sire! To me!’ Now a spear point came thrusting up from below, and pain jolted through his side. Grisel reared up on his hinds and dashed down the Saracen clutching the polearm, splintering its shaft into three pieces and crushing the man’s skull flat with one blow of his hoof. Will ignored the searing pain in his side – the blow from the spearhead could not have pierced his mail but might have cracked a rib – and surged on towards the king. One of the enemy had a hold of Fauvel’s bridle, and was about to stab at the horse’s neck with a long, wickedly curved dagger before a great sweep of Will’s sword took his arm off at the elbow and the severed forelimb flopped to the ground, fingers still clutching the dagger hilt. 


Suddenly, Gabriel came thundering in on Brân to lend his assistance, followed by two more knights with levelled lances. The Saracens momentarily faltered in the face of the fiercely renewed counter-attack. ‘Come on!’ Will shouted. Beating down one last enemy, he wheeled Grisel around and the five of them rode hard back through the gorge. The Saracens gave chase, but their momentum was spent and they were soon outrun.


The five of them didn’t slacken their pace until they had reached the camp – or what was left of it. They were greeted there by the dismal sight of all the bodies strewn about the ground. Walter de Marun lay twisted and bloodied in the spot where Will had seen him fall; only a few paces away were the brothers, Alan and Luke de l’Estable, pierced through and through by many wounds. And more, and more again. The ground around them was stained dark with blood. Already the dead were attracting the attentions of the vultures that circled overhead and came flapping noisily down to investigate the fresh carrion, strutting about and pecking at the corpses with their hooked beaks. Each time one of the rapacious birds was shooed away, another would take its place.


Only half of the contingent that had set out from Jaffa that morning would be returning there. The king’s little expedition had come to such a disastrous end that even he was ashen-faced and lost for words. Nearby were the trampled remains of his royal tent. Whatever valuables it contained would have to be abandoned, since the Saracens could reappear at any moment. Richard didn’t even glance at it. Wearily, he dismounted his horse and stood staring in silence at the bloody ground, his shoulders drooped and his chin on his chest.


It was strangely discomfiting to see so strong and commanding a man as Richard brought so low. ‘Coeur de Lion’ was what many of his loyal vassals from Aquitaine and Anjou called him. Yet in this moment he seemed to have none of the bearing of a king at all, let alone the power and majesty of that splendid leonine creature whose rampant image adorned his royal crest, and which Will had personally encountered in the forests of Outremer. He looked so utterly forlorn and lost, in fact, that Will’s own heart went out to the man. As none of the other surviving knights seemed to know what to do, he gently took the king by the arm to lead him away from the scene of death and destruction. 


‘Come, Sire. We must go now.’












Chapter 3


30th September


It was not of yesterday’s incident that the talk around Jaffa’s campfires was filled that night, but of the great battle that had taken place only three weeks earlier at Arsuf, when eight thousand or more Saracen cavalrymen had launched themselves at King Richard’s army of less than half that number – and paid the heaviest price for it. It was a victory that, for the moment at least, had tilted the balance of war strongly in their favour and boded most promisingly for the conquest of Jerusalem that was to come.


Near the foot of one of the looming towers that lined the city defences a little fat priest, greasy from too much roasted meat and a little unsteady after all the wine he had drunk, had gathered a crowd around him to hear the epic tale one more time. ‘I saw with my own eyes as our dearly beloved, lion-hearted King Richard pursued the Saracens with singular ferocity . . .’ he jabbered excitedly, though everyone present knew he had not, in fact, personally witnessed anything of the battle at all, as he had been hiding as far away as possible from the action throughout. 


Nonetheless he went on recounting the story to his hushed, attentive audience, their wide-open eyes gleaming in the light of the campfires and torches around the walls. ‘Our liege fell upon them and scattered them across the ground. No one escaped when his sword made contact with them! Wherever he went his brandished blade cleared a wide path on all sides. Continuing his advance with untiring sword strokes, the king cut down that unspeakable race as if he were reaping the harvest with a sickle, so that the corpses of those he had killed covered the ground everywhere for the space of half a mile! The rest panicked at the sight of the dying, but we did not relent, oh no. Constantly slaying and hammering away with our swords we wore down the terrified Saracen, though for a long time the battle was in the balance. Each struck the other, each struggled to overcome; one drew back stained with blood, the other fell slain. How many of their accursed banners and flags, pennons and innumerable standards were trampled to the ground!’


On and on the fat little priest went in his unstoppable enthusiasm, and despite the fact that all listeners to his account had already heard the same story, or variously embellished versions of it, over and over again since that glorious, bloody day of September seventh, they hung with rapt attention to his every word. Many of the men listening had fought in the battle. Some still bore the bloodied bandages of their slow-healing wounds. And many more again lay suffering or dying in the hospital, anxiously watched by the carers who had already seen such numbers of them carried away to their graves – not to mention the many hundreds who had perished on the day itself.


Those who had lived to hear the tale knew they had made history; that the songs and poems of their resounding triumph would echo through the ages long after they were gone. Little could they have dreamed, when they had sworn their oath of pilgrimage and left their homelands to embark on this vastly daunting, at times seemingly hopeless quest, that they would be sitting here now basking in the aftermath of such a victory. Some puffed out their chests and glowed with pride; others were simply, quietly grateful to have survived the ordeal and wished never to have to endure another like it.


But not everyone in the pilgrim garrison was interested in hearing the same stories retold over and over. High above the glimmer of the campfires, Will and Gabriel were standing on the top of the newly rebuilt, re-fortified battlement gazing eastwards across the nightscape of rolling hills and the more distant mountains whose peaks were clearly silhouetted against the starlit sky. It was a scene that invited a still, contemplative frame of mind in which a man could remind himself that this place, this Holy Land, really was God’s own country.


Will, though, had other things on his mind this night, and even though he was not characteristically given to idle chatter he was too preoccupied with his own thoughts to have spoken more than a few words in the last hour, or to pay any heed to the sounds of merriment and festivity echoing up from the camp below. 


‘To listen to their celebrations,’ Gabriel mused, ‘one could be forgiven for thinking we had already retaken not only Jerusalem but the entirety of Outremer from the hands of our enemies. They make it sound like a glorious event, to be sure. I wonder how many tales will be told, or songs sung, about the great battle of Arsuf that relate the shameful plunder of the dead that took place afterwards, and of all those noble warriors calling themselves Christians who even deserted their ranks to go back and strip the fallen, friend and foe alike, of whatever valuables could be torn from their persons?’ 


Will made no reply, not that Gabriel had particularly expected one. ‘War is a bitter thing indeed,’ he went on, shaking his head sadly. ‘I ask myself day and night what our true purpose is for being here. Shall we ever return home, do you think?’ Then as Will still said nothing, Gabriel looked at him with a kindly smile. ‘I find you in a reflective mood tonight, brother.’


‘I beg pardon for being such a dull companion,’ Will replied apologetically. ‘I was thinking just now about Guillaume des Préaux. The way he sacrificed his own life like that to save the king. He must have known that the moment they discovered he had tricked them, they would slaughter him without mercy. But he went and did it anyway. I cannot get it out of my head.’


‘It was a noble act, no doubt, and he is to be honoured for it, may the Lord bless him and keep him. But he was not alone in his courage. You took no less of a risk in going after our liege, and Richard owes as much to you, if not indeed even more, for his having escaped capture. For our king to be taken prisoner, forced to kneel before Saladin bound in chains and made to suffer Heaven knows what kind of fate, would have been a calamity I dread even to contemplate.’ 


After a pause, in which he was watching his friend’s face very closely, Gabriel added, ‘However I sense the fatal heroism of your fellow knight is not the only burden on your mind at this moment. You are thinking about her?’


A cold blade went through Will’s heart and his throat tightened. He slowly nodded. ‘Of Beatrice, yes. Of course. Not a day, barely even an hour, goes by without I treasure her dear memory. I still miss her so much.’


‘Forgive me. I thought perhaps that—’


‘That what?’ Will asked, a little sharply, instantly regretting his tone.


‘I mean to say, that there is another besides your beloved wife, God rest her soul, who also has occasion to distract your thoughts. I have heard you murmur her name in your sleep, more than once.’


‘Sophia?’ Will heaved a sigh at the much more recent and deeply painful memory of a departing ship sailing away across the sea; and standing on it, waving farewell and adieu forever, the tiny, shrinking figure of someone with whom he might have found lasting happiness, had fate and circumstances not stood in the way. ‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘I think of her too. Sometimes I think of her a lot, even though I know I shouldn’t, that it is wrong and sinful of me to let those notions into my head. They confuse me sometimes, the conflicts in my heart.’


Gabriel gave a rueful laugh. ‘As to that, William, if it is wise advice on conflicts between the head and the heart that you seek, you have come to the wrong shop.’ 


There Gabriel was being quite truthful. He had a convoluted and unhappy history of extremely poor decisions and doomed love matches with all the wrong kinds of women, to whom he seemed as involuntarily drawn as a moth to a candle. The last had happened during their stay at Acre, where Gabriel had become involved in a quarrel over a beautiful (and apparently irresistible) local girl named Mariam, who had turned out to be not only a prostitute but also the object of the violent passions of a tough Pisan soldier called Fulcone. The resulting duel – swords drawn and blood spilled in the public square in front of a whole crowd of onlookers – could easily have ended badly for Gabriel. And Will feared that one day, his friend’s ill-advised choices would be the death of him. 


‘This life we live,’ Will reflected, speaking out loud the sentiments that often gnawed at him internally. ‘It’s so hard to know what is right. All I ever wanted was to live out my time in quietness and peace. But all there ever seems to be is conflict.’ Pausing, he added, ‘What you said before, about our ever returning home? I wonder the same thing, but sometimes I can’t help but think that the likes of you and I are destined to only ever find that happiness in our dreams.’


‘I suppose we must resign such considerations into God’s hands,’ Gabriel said wryly. ‘Or those of the king, who for our purposes stands next in line only to the Almighty Himself.’


Will looked at him. ‘Why, do you suppose he would ever release us from his service? Let us go home again?’


Gabriel shrugged. ‘Who knows? Few have gained his liking and trust as you have. You are fortunate in that regard. I do not believe there is another man alive who could have the temerity to walk up to him and take him by the arm, physically touching the royal person. You perhaps did not notice the looks on the faces of the other knights when you did so. Yet the king not only allowed you to get away with it, but accepted your help.’


‘And the others will resent me all the more. Why? What have I done that makes me so special in the king’s eyes? After I stole his horse and deserted my post, then openly defied him at Tel al-Ayyadiyya and told him what I thought of him butchering those defenceless prisoners? Yet he goes on showing me favour after favour. I never asked for any of it.’


‘Perhaps that is the point,’ Gabriel replied. ‘In his heart, our king secretly admires a man who can stand up to him. And you cannot truthfully deny, brother, that being in his favour is preferable to being thrown into a dank, rat-infested dungeon and facing the likelihood of being flayed alive or burnt at the stake.’


Will grunted. ‘No, I can’t. But it’s also the reason why, far from ever releasing me, he would keep me bound to his side. I am in too deep to get out again.’





As it turned out, Will’s words were strangely prophetic, as the following morning he was to discover that he was in deeper still. 


*


On a hill overlooking the Port of Jaffa stood the site of the fortified citadel that was being constructed for the king’s headquarters and residence, a scene of furious activity and intensive labour from dawn to dusk. Trains of mules delivering materials, great ox-drawn wagons creaking under the weight of stone blocks and massive timbers; a thousand saws and mallets constantly rasping and banging, men running hither and thither, a mingled clamour of shouted commands, tall wooden construction towers and hoists erected all along the length of the rising walls. In olden times a church had occupied this spot, now largely in ruin with only a few sections intact – and it was in a long, low-vaulted chamber adjoining the sacristy that the king’s men-at-arms were being temporarily housed until the citadel was finished.


Will had risen with the others before dawn. After washing in a bowl of cold water, shaving himself with an obsidian razor honed sharper than the keenest steel (an inheritance from Robert Leighton) and wolfing down a hot dish of frumenty made with goat’s milk, he was preparing to join his fellows for morning prayers when a servant of the king came looking for him. ‘Sir William, I am instructed to bring you to his majesty’s chambers.’


‘Now?’


‘Indeed, sir. At once, if you please.’


And so, soon afterwards Will found himself being led inside the king’s own temporary quarters. Richard lived alone here in relative simplicity, needing none of the comforts provided for his young bride Berengaria whom he had left at Acre. 


‘Bowman, I am happy to see you. For Heaven’s sake do not kneel, man; I will not allow the man who saved my life to grovel before me. Up, up!’


Richard was a large man, over six feet tall, and the two of them were about matched in height, though Will was somewhat broader across the shoulders. This was their first meeting in private since Will’s reinstatement to his service. His dismissal that August had been the result of his now-infamous refusal to participate in the mass execution of nearly three thousand Mussulman prisoners whom Richard had marched out from Acre to have executed en masse as an act of reprisal against Saladin, right before the eyes of the Saracen army. But rather than have him put to death for his gross insubordination, the king had instead sent him and his companions on a dangerous mission deep into enemy territory, from which they were unlikely to return. Its purpose was the recovery of an ancient treasure said to be hidden in the caves of Beit Guvrin-Maresha, thirty miles from Jerusalem. This Will had achieved, though the success of the quest had cost the lives of several good men; while the fabled treasure itself had turned out to be not a fabulous hoard of gold and jewels but a collection of preserved scrolls dating back to the time of David and Solomon. 


On bringing these back to Jaffa, Will had half expected Richard to throw him back in prison awaiting execution. Somewhat to his relief, soon after his return he had instead been summarily notified of his reinstatement, along with the return of his knightly rank and title. There had been no word from the king himself.


Now that they were meeting once again in person, Will found himself alone not with the sometimes harshly temperamental, perhaps even at times verging on tyrannical, almighty being who struck fear into the hearts of those who crossed him; rather, the Richard in front of him at this moment was the same cheery, convivial fellow fighting man who had summoned Will to the cabin of his warship that June and given him his promotion to knighthood, along with the gift of Grisel and a very fine sword that had served Will admirably. On that strange and surreal occasion aboard ship, Will’s impression had been that the king was somewhat in his cups. This time around it was perhaps too early in the morning for Richard to have been indulging in his favourite Grolleau or Cabernet Franc, but his mood was nonetheless elevated for his cheeks were rosy and his blue eyes twinkling. If the incident of two days earlier had made any impression on him at all, he showed no hint of it now. He appeared to have recovered completely from his low spirits. 


‘Well, my boy, those filthy heathens gave us a run for our money, did they not?’


‘They did, Sire. And while I rejoice in your safe return, my heart is heavy for Guillaume des Préaux who offered up his life in exchange, and those other of my comrades we left behind.’


The king’s smile fell for a moment. ‘I grieve for that valorous man particularly,’ he said. ‘In his place, would I have had the courage to do the same thing? I really cannot say.’


Not for the first time, Will was struck by the king’s extraordinary candour, which could be expressed at rare and random moments and in stark contrast to his usual demeanour. Richard looked solemn for a few moments longer, then the smile crept back to his lips. ‘Though it was not Guillaume des Préaux, nor yet Renier de Marun, who plucked his king from the hands of those murdering Saracen beasts and brought him to safety, now was it?’


‘I did what I am sworn to do, Sire. To protect you even at the cost of my own life, if necessary.’


‘And for my part, I never fail to reward such loyalty in my knights,’ said the king. ‘Such as the worthy Mercadier, who entered my service in the year ’eighty-eight, has fought many battles at my side and now manages seventeen castles captured from the Count of Toulouse. I have entrusted him with the safekeeping of my Angevin lands back home, lest that knavish French fart King Philip or, worse still, the bat-fowling clot pole I have the misfortune to call my younger brother John, get up to the sort of thieving skulduggery I know perfectly well they are hatching behind my back. Upon my return, once this campaign is done, I mean to award Mercadier the former estate of Ademar de Bainac in Limousin, in recognition for all he has done for me. The question is, what prize can I offer to the brave Sir William Bowman who rushes in, arrows flying and sword whirling aloft, to protect his king? Eh? Tell me that.’


‘I ask for no reward, Sire.’


‘And I would have expected no less from you, Bowman. But as it happens I did not summon you here to talk about the events of two days ago. In fact I no longer want to hear them mentioned at all. You would scarcely credit the reprimands I have been made to suffer for having ridden out as we did, even from that scolding scrub Beauchamp who gives himself leave to speak to me as though he were my equal. No. It is your excursion to Beit Guvrin-Maresha that has been on my mind.’


Will had known that episode would have to come up sooner or later. ‘I am sorry if the treasure disappointed you.’


‘Treasure? Oh, you mean those parchments you brought back. They are being sent to London, where a group of our most learned scholars will no doubt be anxious to examine them. But I am not the least bit interested in some old bits of paper, however valuable. Nor in any quantity of gold and jewels, I might add. Material wealth means nothing to me.’


Yet it was the unbridled lust for gold and jewels that had prompted Richard to order them to risk their necks in the first place. Will momentarily felt his temper flare, but remained silent.


‘No, no,’ the king said. ‘That is not what pleases me so very much about the outcome of your mission. It is the news I received of your encounter with the perfidious Zayn al-Hakkārī ibn Nūr al-Dīn, the nephew of Saladin. I had it from the Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller, who in turn heard the story from that worthy fellow Percival of Dudley, of the Order of St Lazarus. Why, why did you not bring me this information yourself?’


‘I never thought to mention it, Sire.’


Richard sighed. ‘Well, I suppose that such modesty befits a man, however misplaced. Tell me about it now, for Heaven’s sake.’


‘There is little to tell. Al-Hakkārī and his band of mounted warriors, thirty or forty strong, dogged our steps for much of the journey. I had thought to have shaken them off our tail, but they caught up with us again at Beit Guvrin-Maresha and we had no alternative but to close in battle with them. Another of our number, Hulno of Beverley, was killed during the action.’


‘As was Zayn al-Hakkārī himself,’ Richard said, beaming. ‘Laid low, as I understand it, by your own hand. With this very same sword that I gave you.’ He peered inquisitively down at the weapon that was hanging in its scabbard from Will’s belt. ‘But where is it?’





‘Sire, I am sorry to say that I lost it in the fight.’ In actual fact Will had traded the expensive weapon in return for a sea passage for one to Constantinople. The sword he had been carrying since, he had bought for a few silver pennies from a fellow knight called Osbert of London who had needed the money to pay off gambling debts. 


‘Lost it? Oh, never mind. We shall soon find you a new one, and better. But ha ha, what a stroke that was, to have whittled down the infamous al-Hakkārī!’


Will was unable to find much satisfaction or joy in the thought of having killed another human being. He said, ‘If not for the intervention of Sir Percival and his men, I doubt any of us would have survived the day.’ The Knights of St Lazarus were otherwise known as the leper knights, a military-religious order whose members all bore the incurable affliction, and concealed its disfiguring ravages under hooded cloaks. Their insignia was that of the green cross, the very sight of which was enough to drive away the Saracens out of terror of catching the disease.


‘Well, however it happened,’ the king said airily, ‘you have done us a tremendous service, my boy, for that insidious fellow could have caused us a very great deal of trouble. And for that reason, even though you would not accept a reward for having saved your king’s life, you shall accept one for having helped to weaken our enemy and thereby strengthen our position here in Outremer. Were you noble-born and not a commoner by blood, I should find you a nice little estate somewhere in England and make you its earl, or perhaps grant you the hand of some wealthy heiress, to make your fortune and bear you a son or two. Alas, neither of those things is strictly in my power to do, for rules must be obeyed, even by a king. And so what I intend is to promote you to the position of captain of my men-at-arms, with immediate effect. You will take command of the household guard, act as my right-hand man in this campaign and from now on answer only to me personally. Is that understood?’


‘But, Sire—’ Will began to protest.


The king’s expression instantly altered, his face flushed dark and his eyes bulged. ‘But? But? God’s holy teeth, what is this, yet more defiance of my royal authority? I have given you a direct order, and one you should be grateful to receive. I need useful men in positions of command – Leighton was a useful man, as was his predecessor Gilbert de Grandeville – and now they are both dead I am bestowing upon you the honour and the privilege of serving me as they did, even though you are the lowest-born man-at-arms I have ever taken into my retinue. How many sons of a common sheriff’s man, little above a bailiff’s enforcer, do you suppose are offered such generous opportunities to rise up so far above their natural station? And you dare to presume against my generosity with your “But, but, but”?’ 


The king shook his head, staring heavily at Will, his cheeks still bright crimson with anger. ‘No, no, no, Sir William Bowman, that will not do. You are to accept this promotion here and now, or refuse it at your peril. Which is it to be?’




OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
NO.1 SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER

=
)

'Gritty, pacy historical fictio' SIMON SCARROW 4





