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“God does not care. That is what life means, and


that’s what death is. Death is something that just


happens. I shall LIVE! I shall live every day, all my life, and if it is short, then . . .


I shall have BEEN here!”

 –Guy Kingsaver of Messaria,


The Crusader



 




 


Chapter One – The Night Watcher


 

 The moon hung round and white as a buxom maiden’s breast over Palestine. Its silvery rays picked out the thick, high walls of the port of Acre, and the tumbled stones of what had been its impregnable fortification, the Accursed Tower. A gentle breeze off the Mediterranean rustled through gnarly, twisted olive trees standing near the sleeping city like dark, gnomelike sentinels. 
 That same brilliant moon picked out the olive grove less than a mile from the city. The trees themselves shadowed and concealed the two forms there: a man and a maid, come here separately to be together, to play the ancient game of love. 
 He was tall, rising five feet and nine, a beardless, unmustached man whose skin was not nearly so dark as hers, despite the ever-angry sun of this inhospitable land. She was barely five feet in height, a well fleshed girl. Her great mass of flowing hair was the color of the substance called kohl she used to darken the lids of her eyes, thus making them appear larger and more lustrous. 
 His name was James, the English form of Jacques, for he was of England, the domain of Acre’s conqueror. And she was Fareshah, a daughter of Islam, a daughter of this land her people the Turks called Falastin. 
 The people of James and Fareshah were enemies, to a great extent because they called their god by different names. But James and Fareshah were not enemies. 
 Neither of them had any business so far from his city or her people’s camp. But now four weeks had passed since his people had taken this important seacoast city, and love and lust have ever persuaded people to take risks—and soldiers have ever found it easy to bed the women of the vanquished. 
 This was the fifth such meeting of James of Lincolnshire and Fareshah, daughter of Ferhat ibn Ghalib, and perhaps love was creeping into their sexual relationship. Each of them even understood a little of the other’s language, now. 
 The light sea breeze rustled the gnarly trees about and above them, but he did not notice. His ears were not functioning as he concentrated on the visual. He watched in excited fascination as she drew off her clothing. Her eyes were on him as she proudly, teasingly unveiled and displayed her vibrant young body for him. 
 Without thinking about it, he too began undressing. He unbuckled his broad sword belt and dropped it with a creak of leather and a clinking clatter. All his attention was focused on her, on the shimmering ebony hair that cascaded over her soft shoulders like dark waters rushing down mountain slopes. The slopes were there, too, magnificent dusky melons that thrust boldly forth as if beseeching him to touch and fondle them. They quivered with her movements, their out-yearning shapes casting deep shadows over the rounded dome of her belly, between the plump curves of her hips. It was deeply, darkly cratered by her navel. 
 And then there was the lush fur of her sable-pelted venus mound, and he had, without being aware of it, stripped off his leggings and underpants. He had worn neither coat nor leggings of mail this night, and his quilted hauberk lay beside his swordbelt. Erupting from a forest of light brown hair, his thick and shining lance of maleness saluted her. It stood almost straight out before him in semi-erection. 
 Their eyes drank in the sight of each other’s nakedness. Then their teeth flashed in smiles, and they came together beneath the olive trees. 
 His mouth found hers, opened around it, sought to devour its sweetness. Her large shapely breasts crammed against his chest, losing very little of their swollen firmness. She moved her shoulders deliberately as they embraced, tracing out caressing designs on his chest with stiff brown nipples. 
 In moments they were stretched on the grassy, loamy ground. Her anxious hand was encircling his staff, pink and ripe and long and thick. She tugged it forward, to ensheath his fleshy knight’s lance within herself. 
 Her throat sent forth a long sighing moan as he slipped into her. The glowing, throbbing crown parted the curly little beard at the base of her belly and slipped between the dainty folds wreathing her sexual cavern. With a swift jerk of his hips, he thrust into her and planted it all the way. 
 Their bodies began to move together, united inwardly and outwardly. 
 Neither of them, as they began that ancient horizontal dance of lust, was aware of the presence of a third person, the watcher. 
 In blackest shadows he sat astride his wiry Arabian horse, a slender but muscular man whose silky black beard was arranged in twin points. And he watched. His veined, dark hand lay on the pommel of his sickle-curved sword, but casually. A very small smile pulled at his thin lips as he watched the pale Frankish arse rise and fall between the dusky thighs of the errant daughter of Allah. 
 The brilliant Levantine moon did not flash off his pointed helmet; it was veiled in black, the same cloth that fell down his neck in back and was drawn around and clasped under his chin. Black, too, was his scale-link armor. So were his hands, for he wore gloves of lovingly worked, silky-thin black leather. His horse, too, was black. And his shield. And his iron-tipped lance. And his eyes, which were flat and expressionless, betrayed no sign of arousal at the scene of concupiscence he witnessed. Those slittered eyes showed absolutely nothing as he sat his horse, motionless and invisible, and watched the lovers. 
 Well trained, his horse stood like a basalt statue. Not even its long tail twitched. 
 The foreigner was tupping her in a growing delirium, stirring up her lovenest until it was all juicy and trickly. Continually, she moaned out delighted, gurgling sounds as he probed the hot and humid interior of her body. Her pelvis writhed as a swift tide of passion rose in her. He slid over her quaking form, riding the firm thrusting bulge of her pubic mound and piercing it deep. 
 She met his every stroke with madly churning pelvis, jerking in a convulsive white heat of need as he drove so deeply into her lush loveliness. 
 The night watcher could hear their grunting and panting, hear the scrabbling shift of their bodies, see their straining as the naked man grasped her until she grimaced and rooted fiercely into her. With each jerk of his thighs and clamping buttocks he drove his swollen organ far into her liquid vitals. Her face a contorted mask of carnal desire, she humped back to gain more of that filling, beloved cock inside her. 
 Then he was groaning, stiffening, grasping her almost brutally, starting to pump his hot juices into her ever-receptive body and its sucking well . . . 
 . . . and the night watcher twitched his heel and paced his horse from among the shadowing trees, and he laughed. It was a sound neither of pleasure nor of mirth. 
 Four eyes flashed, wide and fearful as they sought out the source of the rasping sound; two mouths tightened in instant apprehension. Still spurting liquid seed, the lover rolled swiftly off his dark-skinned inamorata. His eyes whipped over the night watcher—and saw that he was dark of visage under a helm rising to a pointed peak. 
 Splashing and darkening the loamy soil with his jetting semen, James of Lincolnshire pounced nakedly for his discarded belt and scabbard. 
 Instantly the newcomer moved his heels. His perfectly trained Arabian horse lunged forward, a beautiful beast darker than the moonlit night. Unshod hooves dug in as the animal launched himself from absolute motionlessness into a warhorse gallop. He hurtled forward as if bow-shot, his dark-clad rider’s lance couched, dipping, extending out past the rolling muscles of the animal’s right shoulder. The lance was whipped by a suddenly streaming black mane. 
 The naked girl did not scream but stared with enormously wide eyes and gaping mouth. 
 An instant after her lover’s long English sword scraped from its sheath and he turned, naked, to meet the charge, the broad iron head of a Turkish lance smashed his chest and drove through him with the tremendous impact of a charging horse and a powerful and experienced arm. James’s feet left the ground and he was carried backward. Flesh sundered and spurted its red fluid; bones shattered and tore into internal organs. Blood burst forth from his wide-writhing mouth. 
 The sword flew from nerveless fingers as the lance tore through the naked man’s very pale body and hurled him several feet backward. The horseman was already reining in, but his spear was nevertheless torn from his grip. It stood quivering above the fallen man like a slender tombstone. The scarlet juice of life bubbled up around it to spread like a dark shadow over his chest and belly. 
 The night watcher, mere watcher no longer but prime actor now, swung his mount. His curved sword rasped out as he spurred after the girl. She was up and, despite her breast-swinging nakedness, was starting to flee. 
 “STOP!” he commanded, in Turkish, and she did. 
 She stood, still but trembling, watching his approach with eyes dilated in horror and fear. Her fleshy thighs were pressed together; her small hands pressed into her cheeks. 
 “Who—” she began. Her voice quavered. 
 His wiry black horse loomed over her; his eyes seemed to slash like knives as they stared down at her. “Yarok ibn Ammar,” he told her in his throaty, almost toneless voice. 
 She gasped. “Al-Jazzar!” 
 He chuckled, but his eyes neither laughed nor smiled. “Aye, girl, so they call me. ‘The Butcher.’ ” 
 And he swung lithely down from his horse. On foot and with his curved sword naked in his hand, he strode to her. The teeth of his smiling face flashed in the moonlight, for he cared no longer about being unseen. 
 The girl dropped to her knees with a great jounce and jiggle of her bare, large breasts. “O, my lord . . . please,” she begged in a tiny, plaintive voice. “I am of your people; we share God and Sultan.” 
 “Aye,” he said gutturally, “Allah and Salah ad-Din whom the unbelievers call Saladin. But we share no love for the accursed Frankish knights who come to spoil our lands and wallow with our women—whores like yourself, girl!” 
 Her voice rose. “In the name of Allah the merciful—” 
 “Aye,” he rasped, and echoed her: “Bismillaher, and his holy prophet, and for his honor and that of our people!” And he moved, swiftly and expertly. 
 His sword swept up, flashed like sudden lightning-fire in the moonglow. It rushed down, and not even her mass of long black hair turned the moon-curved blade of the scymitar. 
 The head of her who had been called Fareshah, butterfly, leapt from her body and struck the ground with a falling melon sound. It rolled, staring eyes seeing nothing. Her blood-spurting trunk jerked and twitched, weirdly remaining in the kneeling position several seconds before it lurched forward and stretched full length. The grass darkened still more as her severed neck pumped scarlet. 
 “Not an unseemly trade,” the man muttered in his throat, carefully wiping his sword in the lush hair of the severed head. “One worthless slut, for a Frankish knight and a horse!” 
 First making sure the blade was perfectly clean and shiny again, he put it up in its sheath, without glancing down; it was an action he had performed countless times. Then he turned to his horse. Fetching a curved Turkish bow and single arrow from his saddle, he paced slowly to the body of his first victim. 
 Standing over the naked dead man, Yarok ibn Ammar bent his bow, sighted down the shaft only an instant, and drove the shaft down through one open, staring, blue eye. Then he tore his lance from the stiffening corpse, remounted, and reined his horse about to ride away to the camp of his lord, Saladin. He led the Englander’s horse. 
 Behind him lay two dead bodies, one without a head, and one whose head was impaled by an arrow with two red bands circling its shaft near the nock end. 


 




 


Chapter Two – The Willing Slave


 

 The signally tall man with the red-orange hair and beard turned the slender wooden shaft over in his hand. The head had been snapped off, obviously within the victim. The arrow was blood-splashed. But the two red stripes were not blood. 
 “Al-Jazzar!” he snarled, and slapped the shaft against his thick leg. “DAMN him! He’s stolen ANOTHER good knight from me!” With another curse, he hurled the red-banded arrow from him. “Send me Guy Kingsaver!” 
 “Aye, lord king,” the chief squire said, and hurried from the room on high, silent shoes of crimson felt, the same color as his tunic. 
 The king paced, muttering. At first he had been stunned by the beauty of the palace of Acre, with its ornately woven carpets and wall hangings, its filigreed arches and table bases, its cool white hallways and well-planted courtyards in which crystal fountains fed the greenery. Now, pacing the finest room in the sprawling structure, he accepted it without thinking. He was perhaps more at home in the saddle than any man in the world. 
 “Four weeks since we took this accursed city,” he snarled, “and still Saladin and his army sit out there, less than two miles off, watching us like vultures, whilst this damned whoreson butcher of his murders our knights one at a time—and three days ago, by God’s balls, two at once! And what do WE do,” he growled, reaching a tapestried wall and wheeling to pace back, “we, the noble liberators of the Holy Land, the finest collection of knights in the world? We wait for the ransom . . . and we WRANGLE! France’s pissant king is angry because I took the palace. Austria’s arrogant archduke is angry because I had his pennons taken down from the walls MY men took! I took Acre, I took this palace—it is MINE! God’s balls, King Philip and Archduke Leopold and the others couldn’t get within bow-shot of this city’s WALLS until I came and took it FOR them!” 
 The equally red-tressed woman seated nearby set aside her embroidery and turned her blue eyes on her brother. “Richard, Richard, calm yourself! When you are standing inside conquered Jerusalem, my lord brother, all these troubles will seem as nothing! Once again there will be but one name on the lips of all in Christendom: yours, lord brother: King Richard the Lion-heart.” 
 King Richard wheeled on his sister, and his eyes still flashed like those of a swift-descending hawk. “Conquer Jerusalem? God save us, Joanna, there may be no one LEFT to lead against the Holy City! That pissant king of France is LEAVING, Jo, claiming he fears death of the Syrian fever. Ill luck for us it hasn’t carried him off already, as it has killed thousands of BETTER men! He insists that Conrad of Montferrat must be made king here, now we’ve taken Acre and its Accursed Tower at last—” 
 “Conrad be a better man than poor Guy of Lusignan, my dear,” Joanna interrupted after a sigh. “Lusignan is rising five and sixty, and it was he, after all, who lost Jerusalem to Saladin in the first place.” 
 Richard the king kicked at a silk-covered Turkish ottoman. “But he has claim to the throne, while Conrad has none! Marquis Conrad was forced out of Constantinople a year ago, managed to sail down the coast in time to take over Tyre’s defense and save the city, and ‘assumed’ it. Where be his claim to TYRE, much less to the Kingdom of Jerusalem?” He kicked the ottoman again, watching it roll about the blue and green carpet. “Besides, Conrad is Philip’s kinsman!” 
 Joanna smiled indulgently. How her brother the Lion-heart and King Philip of the French hated each other! “The lion and the lamb,” some smilingly called them—but when had lamb ever given such anguish to lion? No; ugly little Philip merely wore the mantle of a lamb; he was a fox. Though King of the English, Richard held his favorite lands of Normandy, Aquitaine, and Poitou on the European main-land, bordering France, and Philip wanted those lands to be a part of his kingly domain. Too, there was their old quarrel about Richard’s refusal to marry Philip’s sister, despite their long betrothal. 
 But after all, Joanna thought, she had borne a child to Richard’s now dead father! 
 Again she sighed, watching her brother’s lionish anger. She heard the ottoman’s covering tear as he gave it another vicious boot. This third great Crusade to regain Jerusalem and the Holy Sepulchre was marked and marred by the hostility and constant plotting and quarreling of its jealous leaders. And . . . despite his love of battle, Richard was certainly also adept at plotting and swordless in-fighting! 
 “While King Guy,” Joanna said, “is from your own lands . . .” 
 Richard gave her a dark look, but failed otherwise to respond. “And then there is Leopold,” he said, twisting his lips around the name. “Archduke of Austria, indeed! Arch-ass of Arrogancia, morelike!” 
 This time Joanna held her silence. She knew her brother was called arrogant nearly as often as valiant and brilliant. The big, athletic near-giant with the red-orange hair was all three. Richard the Lion-heart, King of the English and Duke of Normandy, Poitou, and Aquitaine, across the Channel, was without doubt the finest knight in the world. Too, he was a brilliant and indefatigable general. Unfortunately, he knew all that; he’d bested seasoned knights while still in his early teens, and had challenged even his own father. 

Thou, my handsome brother, the former queen of Cyprus thought, gazing at him with more than fondness from beneath pale lashes, are just as arrogant as Leopold of the archduchy of Austria! The only difference, perhaps, is that thou hast more cause to be overweening proud! But unfortunately . . . less patience. 
 “He has been here forever, Jo,” the king ranted on, pacing. “We durst not think of marching on Jerusalem to take it away from the Saracen until we had Acre, the most important port of this accursed land. They laid siege to it two years ago, lady sister! And one month, but one month after I arrived, it FELL! Because of MY planning, MY men, my guidance and siegework . . . and the fact that when the Syrian fever struck me, I refused to take meekly and weakly to my bed, like milord King Philip the Lamb-heart!” 
 Joanna suppressed a smile. He looked wonderful in that snowy tunic, she thought, and scarlet leggings that hugged his skin like a sword’s tailored sheath. 
 The red-bearded king paced, kicking the arrow with its two red bands. “And Acre FELL, and here we are in its palace.” He swept a long-reaching arm in a gesture that took in all the building. “But what did I find after I spent that first long day in constant chatter with the Saracen, who bargain like fishmongers? I emerged from working out the surrender terms to find fluttering above MY city Leopold’s twice-damned banner!” 
 Joanna flowed to her feet, a tallish, slender, freckled woman of six-and-twenty years, widowed these few months and come here from Cyprus with her brother—who had worn no kingly crown when last she saw him, but arrived bearing news of the death of their father Henry of England. 
 “I can understand your anger that day, my lord,” she said softly. “But . . . after all, Leopold’s anger is surely somewhat . . . justified. You sent your men to pull down his banner, yes. But . . . to hurl it into that noisome ditch outside the walls, piled high with the corpses of both horses and men, alive with flies and maggots . . . that, lord brother, was going a bit far!” 
 He halted to fix her with his hawkish gaze. “No one on God’s earth talks to me as you do, my sister. But I tell ye in all frankness and honesty, Joanna, and as Our Lord is my witness: that was not my command. The men I sent were overzealous. Holy Mother protect the leader of a people from overzealous underlings who seek to serve him by doing whatever they’ve a mind to do! But . . . think you I’d have handed those men over to Leopold as he demanded, or even apologize to that arrogant Teuton? NO! I am who I am!” 

You certainly are, lord brother, Joanna mused, sighing as she gazed at the burly, almost giant of a man in bright red leggings under white silken tunic, red felt shoes—and the simple gold chaplet he wore atop his carroty hair, made unruly from years of sweating within a chainmailed skull-cap. 

You are who you are, Richard my dear, and what you are, and that is a good part of the problem! But . . . would that my poor dead kingly husband William had been such a man!

 “As for that thrice-damned Duke of Burgundy,” Richard raged on, “he be no more than a lackey of Philip’s! They speak as with one mouth.” He was pacing again, switching his leg with the Saracen arrow he had retrieved from the carpet, the unmistakable signature of The Butcher: al-Jazzar. 
 “King Philip, after all, is his liege-lord,” Joanna reminded. 
 Again the king rounded on her. “Now by God’s holy balls, Joanna, you go on and on—whose side be ye on, anyhow?” 
 She met his gaze a moment, blue eyes staring into blue, then looked across the house-sized room at the wall. There, over the Turkish tapestries of cedar green and cobalt blue and buttercup yellow and wine red and the brown of walnut, hung two banners, side by side. On the left was the scarlet pennon of Anjou, Richard’s pennon with its three golden leopards crouching one above the other, turned broadside to the viewer but snarling at him. Already those leopards were being called lions, for they represented the Lion-heart, and thus England. The flag beside it was of plain white, divided into four equal quarters by a thick red cross. The Crusader’s Cross, borne and worn by those who did travel here to do their duty by God and Church. 
 “I be on the side of those banners,” she answered quietly, nodding at them. “One because it belongs to the first knight in Christendom, my brother. The other because it represents Christendom, and is supposed to unify us all. You, and Philip King of France, and Hugh Duke of Burgundy, and Leopold Archduke of Austria, and Henry Count of Champagne . . . and all the thousands of men who have been here and those who will follow” 
 For a time he was silent, struck by her words, staring at the brave pennons. Then, “Unified!” the king snorted. “Well, Joanna my lady sister, I am willing! But the others . . .” He swung about suddenly to stare at the oddly shaped door. “Body of Christ, what takes Guy of Messaria so long to get here?” 
 Joanna smiled. “Leila,” she said. 
 * 
 Queen Joanna was right. Guy Kingsaver of Messaria, called the Human Crossbow, and The Crusader, was gazing down at the top of Leila’s glossy black head as she bent over his groin. She was sucking his cock like a hungry calf at the teat. 
 Warming floods of sensation surged through his bollocks and he shivered, gazing down at her sweet face while she glided her full purple-red lips back and forth on the length of swollen maleness stuffing her head. How she loved it! Both of them knew that. It was as if she were feeding on his meat, her moist lips encircling the massive, reddened rod like a tourniquet and her tongue laying and teasing it constantly, lovingly. 
 She was a small dark young woman, hardly more than a girl, and lovely. Her heart-shaped face was beautifully framed by the gleaming mass of her hair, which was blue-black and wavy. The purple-red was no more the color of her lips than the heavy black around her eyes, but Guy, The Crusader, knew now that these Saracen women, these daughters of Allah, used this substance and that to enhance their coloring and the size and shape of their eyes. Despite what the prelates said, Guy liked it. The king’s sister Joanna, he thought, would be well-advised to apply a bit of this Arab kohl to her pale lashes! 
 The hot slippery sheath of her torrid mouth sucked sweetly away at the big cocky prong that poled into her strained face as if she had been training for this moment and this activity all her life. In a way, she had; the daughters of Islam were trained to please men. Guy felt her tongue flicking sexily over his staff, listening to her sucking and gasping and swallowing, and his brain staggered in lust. 
 Their meeting had hardly been auspicious. He had been a part of the contingent sent here to secure the palace the day of Acre’s surrender. And she . . . she had been one of four Saracen who attacked him and two companions here, in this very room! 
 Never having fought a woman, Guy had flung her aside, twice, each time smiting her backside with his overlong, wire-wrapped bow. And thwocked her with it still a third time, across the stomach through her clothes, keeping her out of the fight whilst he defended himself and bested her companions. He had left her here, bound and gagged, while he reported to Richard his king, and Richard had understood and bade him return to this “secret” room of the palace, and so had it begun, Leila of Syria and Guy of Cyprus. 
 That was a month ago, and he remembered her soft gaze, and her words: “If you take me to your king,” she had said, “perhaps I’ll be sold. I had rather be slave to him who conquered me. But you do not understand Muslim women, who are taught from infancy to exist only for men. How may I show you that I am conquered, and your woman, and not a threat to you?” 
 He had mentioned weapons; she had stripped on the instant, called him her lord, and said, “You have conquered me. I have felt your bow on my bottom, and it made me desire you. Saw you not the stripe it left? I can feel it; I bear your mark as a brand! You are my lord.” 
 Strangling, staring at her magnificently sensuous nakedness, he had said, “Then we will eat later.” 
 Leila smiled. “My lord does find me attractive?” 
 “Yes!” he assured her in a hoarse voice thick with lust. 
 “My lord . . . wants me?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Then,” she had said with a small shrug of one shoulder that hardly moved her high-set, tightly conical breast, “my lord is over clothed!” 
 Thus it had begun, and a short time later he had heard her words, like bolts of lightning through his brain and down into his genitals: “Ah . . . ah! Oh . . . oh, fuck me, my lord, my master!” 
 And several panting minutes later, with his semen sloshing inside her raven-haired slit, she had told him again that she was his, and asked if he would not sell her or take her to the “terrible Lion-heart.” 
 “I would fight him for you,” The Crusader had told her. 
 “Umm, my lord! And you will beat me?” 
 Trembling, Guy said, “Only when you need it.” 
 Those deep brown eyes met his in an arch look. “I shall be certain to need it then, my darling lord!” 
 And a while later, as he was again sliding his swollen prick down her vaginal throat, they had heard the shouts from the banquet below, the banquet Guy was missing: “Acre is conquered! Long live Richard of the lion’s heart!” And a smiling, hip-grinding woman had whispered in Guy’s ear, “Leila is conquered. Long live Guy of the lion’s organ!” 
 And she had been his, ever since. 
 She was his, but she treated his cock as hers. She loved to hold it firmly in the passionate embrace of her mouth, as she was doing now, and coat it with warm saliva, as she was doing now. The feel of her tongue and warm oral juices running over the turgid head of his prick made him groan aloud. He surged forward, reached for her head to twine his fingers in the black waves of her hair while he fucked her face—and he froze. 
 “Guy!” It was the voice of the king’s page, Yves of Anjou—as often called Yves Know-naught. “Guy Kingsaver! GUY—the king calls for you!” 
 Making a little sobbing sound, Leila grasped Guy’s buttocks in her hands and tried to stuff her throat with his cock. She sucked furiously, clinging tenaciously with mouth and hands in an effort to hold him there. 
 But he knew he could not stay, that he must hurry when the king called, and sadly he pushed at her head with one hand. Trying to back away, he used his other big hand to pluck her small one from his backside. 
 She looked desolately up at him. His eyes were just as sad, but he smiled. “Later, my love,” he told her, and struggled into his leggings. 
 Moments later he was hurrying down the strange, private little stairwell and rushing to the palace’s largest room. The king’s squire of the body, Reynald de Poitou, was outside the door, talking with the troubadour Blondel. He motioned Guy inside, though Guy could hear the king’s voice raised in anger. He wondered: am I interrupting another of his quarrels with the Navarrese wife he does not love and who cannot abide his soldier’s ways?

 But no the woman with the king was his sister Joanna, and both of them ceased talking to turn as Guy entered the room. 
 “My lord king, my lady,” he began, but Richard was already holding out the object in his hand, a headless arrow. Guy looked at it, blinking. Richard twitched his hand, offering, and Guy hurried forward to take the arrow from his chosen liege-lord. 
 “Return this,” the king of the English said. 
 Guy turned the shaft over in his hand, staring grimly down at it. “Him again! Yarok al-Jazzar!” 


 




 


Chapter Three – The Crusader


 

 For eighty-eight years, since the time of the First Crusade, the holy city of Jerusalem and the walled seaport bastion of Acre were Christian communities. Then from Egypt came the Turkish sultan who had unified his people and proven a mighty conqueror, and in 1187 Saladin’s Turkish armies took the coastal cities and towns of Jaffa, Haifa, Sidon, Caesarea, Ascalon, Toron, and Acre . . . and then Jerusalem itself, high in the mountains of Judea. 
 It was Guy of Lusignan, King of Jerusalem because of his marriage with the former king’s daughter Sibylla, who besieged Acre and its seemingly impregnable walls, dominated by the Tower called Accursed. Having successfully defended beautiful old Tyre against the conquering Turkish horde, Conrad of Monferrat assumed its command as protector. It was Conrad who spread the alarm through Europe, and soon King Guy was joined before Acre by thousands of the others the Turks called Franks, mounted fortresses impossible to meet in pitched combat. 
 In May of 1191, King Philip of France arrived to join the siege. A month later came Richard of England and Normandy. And now it was August in the Christian year 1191, and Acre was once again in Christian hands. In the searing morning sun that shimmered on the land and created the mystic illusions the Turks called the mirage, the great gates of Acre creaked open, and five mounted men rode forth. 
 Two were knights, mailed and helmeted in head-swallowing iron pots that made them recognizable only by the devices blazoned on their shields and fluttering from their long, thick lances. A squire rode with each man, armed and armored as well, and prepared to give his lord another lance—or even his own mount, should the golden-spurred one be unhorsed. 
 But this morning all four were riding, unaccustomedly, as escort for the young but tall and muscular archer riding in their midst. He carried a bow remarkable for its length, the extraordinary power of its spring, and thus the distance of its shots. Though he also wore a sword, he was lightly armored and carried neither lance nor mace nor ax. 
 He was the king’s friend and sometime fucking companion, and this clear morning he was on a mission for the king. 
 He was Guy, son of a peasant named Peter, from Messaria, on the island of Cyprus. 
 He it was who, as a stable boy on Cyprus, had saved the life of the Lion-heart from a night-stalking assassin, thus earning himself the surname Kingsaver—and a place as one of Richard’s squires. 
 He it was who had outshot the best of the English longbowmen, an archer who had been unable to bend the Cypriot’s ridiculously long, wire-wrapped bow enough to string it. Then he had proven that he could drive an arrow as far and with as much accuracy as a powerful crossbow, an unequaled feat. Thus he had earned another sobriquet, used only partially in jest: the Human Crossbow. 
 He it was who, wearing heavy armor and carrying lance for the first time in his life, and the king’s armor and lance at that, and mounted on the king’s own horse Fauvel, had turned the charge of a sallying force that would certainly have resulted in the loss of many Christian lives. No other had been mounted that morning, save only a landless young Austrian, Sir Geldemar the Bastard. The two of them had routed the Turkish charge, and had been richly and personally rewarded by their liege-lords. 
 He it was, too, who discovered the spy in the Crusader camp, the spy whose activities had cost so many lives of her fellow Franks: the sex-hungry young widow Luisa of Vermandois. It was he, along with his king, who stuffed up her normal slit and violently buggered her—after which a long line of men-at-arms had thrust their own erections into that same torn-open anus. He it was who had slain her Turkish contact and lover. 
 And he it was, too, who had slain, in close combat, no less than six of the defenders of Acre’s palace—and at the same time won for his own one of them, a notably unwar-like young woman named Leila. 
 He was Guy Kingsaver of Messaria, the Human Crossbow and The Crusader, and now he was on yet another errand for the king he had made his king. On a swift horse and accompanied by two knights and their squires, all accustomed to yeomen escort but hardly to riding as escort for a yeoman, he held back his swift Arabian mount. Closer and closer they paced to the sprawling encampment of Saladin’s mighty army, still less than two miles from Acre and watching, ever watching. 
 The Saracen archers watched now, following the approach of the five horsemen and wondering. But they held their arrows. If the Franks dared draw close enough, then they would be met with a singing swarm of deadly shafts and, with the blessing of Allah, they would feel their adder sting. 
 But the Frankish quintet reined in before they were within bowshot. The watching Saracen yeomen sneered. Waving their bows and shaking their fists, they cried out their jeers and challenges—while behind them a fork-bearded emir prepared to mount a small charging force. Then one of the archers sprang up upon his army’s rampart to scream his invective at the five enemies of Allah and dare them to move their cowardly carcasses just a bit closer . . . 
 He and his fellows laughed as they saw the unhelmeted and lanceless Frank nock arrow to bow and draw string. The Saracen warrior on the rampart laughed and danced, holding wide his arms, bow in one hand and arrow in the other. 
 Then The Crusader drew string, sighted, and, all in the same second, let fly the shaft, newly equipped with a wired-on head. 
 Silence closed about the jeering Saracens as the impossible bow-shot drove the arrow half through the body of him who danced on the rampart. Indeed, he was hurled backward by the impact, to land with a squishy thump and rattle in their midst. Only for seconds did they stare down at him, then they nocked shafts to bows and let fly, again and again. 
 The five crusaders sat their mounts in seeming unconcern as the bee-swarm of Turkish arrows keened toward them. But concern was not necessary; they had not misgauged. They were out of bow-shot. The arrows fell to earth well short of them. 
 Then Guy of Messaria and the four-man escort wheeled their mounts and cantered back across the plain to the city. 
 Behind them, a slit-eyed man in black armor held the arrow in his black-gloved hand. From it still dripped the blood of his countryman. But he recognized it. The shaft was banded by two red stripes. 
 “Only one man among those accursed unbelievers could have driven an arrow so far,” Yarok al-Jazzar muttered, staring down at his red-banded arrow and knowing full well what this meant, its being returned. “Someday,” he muttered, raising his expressionless face and narrow-eyed gaze to the five horsemen cantering toward the distant walled city, “someday we will meet,” the man called The Butcher said, “and his brief legend will be at an end!” 
 * 
 The arrow, The Crusader advised his king, had been returned. And two knights and their squires loudly and smilingly assured the Lion-heart that this was indeed the case, and that the Kingsaver from Cyprus had made another of his impossible shots. 
 Richard nodded, and smiled at Guy. That was enough. Guy bowed briefly, and withdrew, He returned to the room he now shared with Leila, in the palace itself. 

“Allah yhennik!” he said, raising a hand in greeting as he came upon the girl who called him master—and “my love.” 
 She looked up with a bright smile. “Oh, that was very good, my lord! That time I heard no accent at all, and . . .” She giggled. 
 Guy grinned. They shared French and could thus converse, but he was learning her language. There had been little enough to do this past month while they waited about for Saladin to meet the ransom terms he had agreed to, for the release of the former defenders of Acre. There were difficulties, and the first several times Guy had assayed to say Allah yhennik, “May God keep you,” he had pronounced the all-too-similar phrase, Allah yenik. That, Leila had advised, meant something far different: “May Allah befuck you!” 
 “Perhaps you’d best forget the phrase,” she had advised. “Say it to a man and lose your head, because to a male it means may Allah fuck you—well, you know where. A man has but one available place to accommodate a driving penis!” 
 Now, when he had pronounced it properly, she smilingly added, “But mayhap you’d best forget it anyhow—one of your Christian priests would have you drawn and quartered for pronouncing a blessing in the name of our god!” 
 Guy shrugged, tossing off his hauberk of leather and thick-quilted cloth. “A priest would not know its meaning,” he said. “Besides, to a priest I might well pronounce it the other way—I mean say the other.” 
 She chuckled. Then, “Look what I was able to cadge for you, my brave knight!” She held up an orange, flashed her white teeth at him in a brilliant smile, and tossed him the fruit. Guy sat down to share it with her. She assured him she’d had one for herself, already, and he was sure she was lying. But was a man to argue with one who loved him so much? 
 “Now,” he said, “as I recall we were occupied when the king called for my talents, and I think it’s time we finished that matter.” 
 She chuckled, nodded, and began dragging at his leggings. Within her light shirt, her tight, conical breasts shimmied and nudged the fabric with their already rising nipples; they were too taut and muscular to shake and swing like most women’s. He cupped and palmed them, thumbed their nipples as she got him out of his leggings, then drew down his underdrawers, not bothering to detach the tapes that held up his stockings. 
 “Ahhh,” she breathed, staring like a serpent-fascinated bird at the snake she had uncovered, still limber and sinuous-looking, emerging lazily from the bushy shelter of his loins. “Oh, how I love him, my al aouar!” 
 He smiled; she always called his cock that; her “one-eyed one.” 
 “My woman is overclothed,” he said. That, a repetition of her words to him that first night, was a tradition with them, the sort of thing that lovers share and always greet with smiles the reason for which only they know. 
 She smiled, caressed his prick once, gave it a squeeze, and straightened. She never took her eyes from his as she stripped off her clothing. Her hips were womanly wide, her belly small and gently, sweetly rounded, and her waist tiny. She shaved her mound, so that it was child naked but far from childish, infinitely erotic and beckoning, a healthy bulge bisected by its dark slit, the lips closed but ever ready to open for The Crusader. His eyes rose to her breasts, bold and high and nearly hard, set well apart and thrusting out from her body almost on the horizontal. 
 With a smile, she turned, bent a little over, and swung her hips. Guy’s throat tightened up. He felt his cock’s head moving rapidly along his thigh, climbing into a rocky erection. Just below the mass of her blue-black hair that reached to their dimples, her buttocks jutted. The taut round bowls had seemingly been applied at the last moment before her birth to the shiningly tight skin of her thighs. 
 There were two dark places, shrinking now, purplish, on her hindcheeks; Leila did like to be beaten! But he had no wish to beat her now, or even to play at spanking her. He wanted her mouth back on his sexual flesh, back where it had been when the king had interrupted him. Before he had ridden out and killed a man. 
 He bent forward to swat her on one handsomely rounded and very tight-skinned buttock. She made a tiny “eep” noise, and wagged her tail the more, seeking further such caresses. Laughing, he shot out both hands to grasp her and drag her swiftly back against him. She turned her head as her butts plumped onto his thighs and his hands rose to her hard breast-cones. He treated them as she wanted them treated: roughly. 
 He pressed those hard thrusting breasts as though determined to crush the youthful firmness and muscularity of them. Deep in her throat, soft moans erupted as he began tweaking and pinching the dark-budded tips. She bit her lip . . . but arched her back to thrust out both naked tit-swells in aroused, pleased offertory to his hands. The nipples became hard crests of blood-engorged sensuousness, seeming to glow like beacons. He pinched them until she dropped her hand swiftly to the furry patch between her naked thighs, moved it swiftly—and suddenly squealed in trembling climax. 
 Then he tugged her forward, his hands still on her breasts, and her hair trickled over his thighs as she lowered her face to his groin. 
 Her little pink tongue appeared, shiny with moisture, and began crawling seductively over the big pink knob that tipped his cock. He shuddered. A warm glow spread through his balls as she licked and licked. He felt his blood pounding away in his loins. His penis grew more livid with each pulse beat, rising, rearing up higher and higher and looking meaner and meaner. To him. To her, both of them knew, it was beautiful, that big heaving shaft of deep pink. 
 Then the kneeling woman opened her mouth wide and eased the swollen sex pole into her face. The sensation was intensely exciting, and again he trembled. 
 She paused, pulling back her head to let his cock pop out, then licked it with a deliberately titillating air of debauchery. Her tongue slid all around the helmetlike head before she again mouthed it and renewed her vigorous sucking. She began pumping her dilated lips up and down his straining, throbbing tool. 
 Thrill after thrill surged through his heated loins as he felt the suction. Mother of God, the mind-staggering sensation of it—her brilliant cock-loving mouth contracting around his meaty shaft, clasping it in a slow, rhythmic motion! 
 His cock throbbed with urgency and desire as she slid her velvety lips along its turgid stem. He was moving his hips forward and back without even knowing it, pushing into the torrid grip of her cock-swollen face. 
 Her attentions were totally focused on his pleasure, on his arousal. 
 She shook the pole of flesh with her hand to make it slap about between her lips while he gloatingly watched. His panting increased and he groaned loudly. His face became lust-contorted, twisting and screwing up in his rising need. 
 It was so good, so fantastically good, his flesh-sword so deeply housed in the damp depths of her mouth! 
 Her cheeks were hollowing, her fluid tongue squirming over him, her mouth distending as she sucked hard and fast, working hard over the length of male meat stuffing her head. His hips continued surging back and forth, gliding his prick in and out of her loving mouth. It grew more and more swollen, more and more needful. 
 Then he was shuddering and groaning as he jerked and pumped warm stickiness in long bursts into her marvelous mouth, drowning her tonsils in a sea of semen. 
 When it was over and he was sagging weakly, she allowed his limpened organ to sag from her mouth and creep down to nestle against his emptied bollocks. 
 “Ummmm,” Leila sighed, nestling against his bare legs, “that was delicious, my darling!” And she clung to him as though he had presented her with a precious gift, allowing her to nurse at his hot fat erection until it deigned to empty itself into the wet warmth of her gaping mouth. 
 He drew her up beside him on the low Syrian divan and pressed his lips to hers, reminding her again that he was not the sort of man who thought there was anything demeaning in kissing the lips that sucked his semen and still tasted faintly of his sexual flesh. 


 




 


Chapter Four – The King


 

 In the palace of Acre, the lion met with the lamb. 
 “The sickness wastes me,” the ugly little king of France said, “and it has decimated our men. You conquered it, my lord, but I have not, and you and I can not work together. I sail for France within the week.” 
 The King of the English pointed a thick finger at his fellow monarch, his blue eyes like steel dipped in ice. “You take all your men, my lord Philip, and I shall send a complaint to the Pope faster than a priest can say Matins! I will tell the Holy Father that the Crusade is endangered by your withdrawing all your knights and men-at-arms!” 
 Narrow-eyed, the King of the French replied, “But you are here, Lion-heart . . . surely that be enough!” 
 They glared at each other in silence, the small dark-haired man and the near-giant with orange hair and beard. One of them wanted his trusted warriors with him when he returned to his own country and turned his eyes toward the long disputed vexin, the borderland area between Philip’s royal domain and Richard’s mainland duchy of Normandy. And the other wanted to make certain those men were not there, at his borders, whilst he remained here in the Holy Land on God’s business! 
 “We need men, Philip,” Richard said at last, for these two had been friends long before they were enemies, and had called each other by their given names even before they bore titles. 
 At last Philip nodded. “I shall leave Burgundy, then, and five thousand men . . . the moment you agree that Conrad of Monferrat, Protector of Tyre, will be crowned King of Jerusalem.” 
 The Lion-heart slapped his big blue-sheathed thigh angrily. “Without TEN thousand men,” Richard growled lionishly, “there will be no Jerusalem to be king OF!” 
 The argument ran on for another hour. Richard was at last forced to agree to Philip’s terms, to gain his men. King Philip would leave Hugh, Duke of Burgundy, and ten thousand fighting men. Any city that fell to a force in which the French fought was to be Hugh of Burgundy’s. Richard reluctantly agreed, too, that Conrad would receive the crown of the Kingdom of Jerusalem—whether the city fell or not. 
 Philip, on the other hand, vowed to leave alone Richard’s lands on the European mainland, to the northwest of Philip’s France. 
 It was mutual blackmail, with bad faith on both sides. But of such is the kingdom of God, and such is the way of kings and other national leaders. Form, at least, had been served. An agreement was drawn up and signed, and witnessed by the Bishop of Beauvais and Richard’s adviser and friend, Hubert Walter, Bishop of Salisbury. 
 The moment Philip Augustus and the others had departed, Richard called for his page, ordered mulled wine delivered to his room, and went up, through the long, cool corridors of the Saracen palace to the room he had taken for his own—complete with low, cushioned divans, ornately woven rugs and wall hangings, and elegantly carved tables. 
 The mulled wine was brought, and Richard sat sipping, one leg outstretched, staring at the odd, keyhole-shaped window across the room. Thinking. The King of the English was not known for his patience, and Acre had fallen nearly a month ago, on July twelfth. Of the original garrison of thirty thousand, but three thousand remained to surrender. They had been cheered by their conquerors for their valor and tenacity. 

And now, Richard thought grimly, his knuckles white as they tightly gripped his goblet, they are the greatest drain on my finances and supplies. For who wants, in God’s name, to feed three thousand of Allah’s damned children daily!

 Saladin had accepted the terms of ransom by which the prisoners would be released. Payment was to be made in three installments. The first was due on the eleventh, and was to consist of the return of the True Cross, six hundred Christian prisoners, and two hundred thousand dinars. Now Richard had word that some of the men he had specifically named to be among the six hundred were dead in Saladin’s prisons, as were some of the more sorely wounded of Acre’s former defenders. 

Meanwhile, he thought angrily, staring down into the wine, we sit here doing absolutely nothing! We came here to fight, to free God’s Holy City and the Sepulchre in which His Son lay for so short a time before he rose. And what do we do? We fight, oh, aye—among ourselves! And every instant I am away from my own domains gives the French and my little brother John more time to plot against me and my will.


Well, at least I shall be rid of Philip, and be fully in command here—and with his troops . . . IF Burgundy and I can somehow get along. But—what of Philip, back home, turning his scraggly head and beady eyes on my lands that he covets so strongly?


God’s balls—I might well be better off were he to stay—and DIE of the accursed Syrian fever that attacked us both!

 The men disported themselves with local female talent and with the so-called “dancing girls” off the old ships anchored out in the harbor. Even the lowliest sergeant is better off than his king, Richard thought miserably. And I a bridegroom only two months ago!

 Truly the lion-hearted king had chosen poorly in the matter of a wife. After waiting until this, his thirty-fourth year to marry, he had refused to marry Philip’s whorish sister—with her revolting habits of constantly picking her teeth, nose, and ears—and had wed instead the sister of another good friend. She was Berengaria of Navarre, and she was beautiful and tiny and soft and thoroughly female . . . but their wedding night had been a disaster. 
 She was too soft and quiet and gentle and delicate, and he too much the opposite on every count. His mother, Elinor of Aquitaine, was one of the strongest willed women in the world—Queen, she called herself, by the Wrath of God—and how her son wished that he could meet a woman like her! Or that Joanna, who so resembled her and who so understood him, was not his sister! 
 Berengaria had made it very clear, he thought morosely as he ordered and poured more wine. She had no care how many others he bedded, so long as he kept his rough hands off her delicate body and his big hurting cock out of her dainty slit, only twice entered, incredibly enough, in her over twenty years. 
 But tonight the king was sour, and he determined to exercise his right as her lord and husband, and the small dark beauty of Navarre cringed and sank her teeth in her pretty lower lip as he entered her chamber through the door connecting it with his. Soon she was sobbing and shuddering as, in his sans-foreplay manner, he shoved up inside her and commenced pounding it in as if determined to nail her to the low Turkish bed with the mighty spike of his cock. 
 She could only lie there naked, a helpless and tortured captive, a thing, an object, while he slammed his meat to her. 
 The Spanish beauty screamed as he made a lunge that buried him deep up inside her twitching belly. Agonized jolts of strain stabbed through her tortured loins and ravaged cunt. She had preserved its sanctity all her life for . . . this? This grunting, huffing, lunging beast of a man, and his great hot lance ramming about inside her body? She moaned and jerked her head back and forth, lashing the bed with her tangled black hair. 
 It had not occurred to him to be the lover with her, to attempt to breach her mental defenses and show her how sexuality could be enjoyed by both participants. Nor did it occur to her to try. 
 The hotly bloated loinsword encompassed within the soft open body of the thrashing girl kept banging its big head into the neck of her uterus as if he were trying to jam his cock up her womb and her womb up her belly. 
 Despite her unwillingness and the soft drone of her praying voice, the feel of the firmly clutching cunt lips that closed around his hot hard prick made him gasp in mounting passion. He was breathing hard and hoarsely, in all-encompassing lust. Wedged fully between her thighs, deep in that tight succulent slot, he gave it to her with vigor and sensual joy . . . neither of which she appreciated or returned, in smallest measure. 
 He groaned aloud as he felt it jerking out of him, and after a time he returned to his own bed, leaving her lying there with her reddened slash dribbling his semen, her eyes dribbling tears. He had got his pleasure, and she had not—but there was a bitter taste in the mouth of the King of the English as he set himself to sleep. 
 Not so his squire, best archer, and savior of his life. The scene in the bedchamber of Leila and Guy of Messaria was far different. 
 Guy lay on his back, smiling, a muscular man who looked as good naked as he did in his clothing—as did the young woman who crouched over his loins. Her feet were planted on either side of him, and there was a look of concentration on her dark, pretty face as the Guy-loving, sex-loving Leila prepared to immolate herself on the great standing pole of his sex. 
 She moved downward slowly, taking that big hard tool up her open slit a little at a time, deliberately teasing her inner membranes and her own erotic fires—and his. Her eyes widened as she felt herself stretching around standing, steel-hard cock. 
 “Uh . . . ummm . . . you . . . you are a . . . belly full!” she gasped out, in her own language, and he smiled. After several weeks of her informal lessons, Guy understood a good half of what she said to him in Arabic—and nearly all of it was bed-talk. 
 Grinning, he reached up to catch her thrusting cherry-dark nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. He rolled them, and she sighed, and her bare buttocks came down, and she sat on him with a belly full of cock. 
 She began to move. She pumped her lithe body, sliding up and down, her legs flexing again and again as she squatted on her haunches to milk him with the moist mouth of her femininity. Her naked tits swung and bobbled sexily, wildly. She sighed and groaned, throwing back her black-crowned head, when his fingers pinched the juicily erect crowns of her breasts. Her body jacknifed, whipping up and down to fuck him wildly on her clutching, boiling cunt. 
 Her lips parted and her eyelids drooped as she hunched her shoulders and glowed in the grip of lust. She tightened and relaxed the cheeks of her naked arse, moving her soft, dark-pink cleft about on his crotch pole. Her gasping and her joyous groans filled the air, ululating out above the sound of their sucking-slapping groins. She jerked and writhed her luscious young body, clutching his wrists with both hands and trying to screw the firm buds of her nipples through his thumbs. 
 She could feel his big, strong, meaty prong, so strangely and beautifully pink, unlike the men of her people, twisting and tunneling its way up through her delicate inner pussy wrinkles. 
 She wanted it to go on forever. 
 Possessed utterly by her burning need, she writhed and thrashed and whipped herself up and down in a fever of radiating arousal. It was like a tempest of sheer lust inside her, a raging racing sand-devil that sent delicious shivers through her quaking nudity. 
 “I love you, love you, love you!” she groaned, pounding. 
 Those words fired him. His hands dropped from her mauled breasts to her hips. A tiny squealing cry tore from her lips as he forced her over. She toppled sidewise, but he rolled swiftly, keeping himself inside her even as she dropped to the divan. For a moment he lay on his side, facing her with his cock encompassed in her, smiling at her wide eyes. Her mouth curved into a smile, too. 
 “Crush me!” 
 Irresistible invitation! He swung over her, onto her, and began to plunge and ram in the way she loved. 
 “Th-this was supposed—to—to be the night you—you rested,” she gasped, as he pounded her with a virile voluptuousness that touched off hot liquid in the soft inner tissues of her pussy and made her half unable to breathe, much less speak. 
 “I—am not—a . . . passive—MAN!” he told her unnecessarily, grinning, lunging, riding. 
 His tight, muscled butt pounded up and down, stirring her keuss with his zubb. Again and again her squirming body swallowed the length and breadth of his cock, longing to swallow up its juices. He went burrowing deep up her belly, plowing carnally between her widespread legs as he screwed himself forcefully down onto her. 
 Beneath him, the impassioned girl was jerking and flailing about, screwing her hungry, deep channel up along his swollen organ. 
 Her vagina swallowed his seed, and they slipped into sleep happily, in each other’s arms, as the moon rose high above Acre and bathed its white buildings in an unearthly light. That light twinkled briefly on the speeding metal head of a round wooden shaft, and then the arrow had buried itself in the throat of the young Frenchman so foolish as to ascend to the city’s wall and breathe in the cool Mediterranean air. He fell without a cry, and the red-banded shaft snapped off beneath his body. A horse galloped away from the city, back to the Turkish encampment. 
 Palestine slept. 


 




 


Chapter Five – The General


 

 The King of the French had returned to his own lands, leaving behind, as promised, ten thousand men under the Duke of Burgundy and the fighting Bishop of Beauvais. 
 The eleventh of August had come and gone. Saladin had duly paid over to Richard’s representatives four hundred Christian prisoners, and a hundred thousand dinars. But the True Cross, that wooden gibbet on which Jesus had supposedly been executed by the Roman authorities, was not forthcoming, nor were the other two hundred prisoners. Furthermore, none of the one hundred men Richard had specified by name was among the released prisoners. 
 “Saladin,” Richard said angrily, “is hedging!” 
 Anselm Mesnil, his Templar adviser, nodded. “It is the way of his people.” 
 “Well, it be not the way of MINE!” the king snapped, and he set negotiations under way at once. Humfrey of Toron was his usual interpreter. Humfrey had been married to Isabella, heiress to Jerusalem’s crown, until recently. Although he was foppish and sickeningly mannerly and nigh mincing of walk and speech, she loved him. Only the persuasion of her strong-willed mother had at last got her to agree to the divorce, on trumped-up reasons the prelates were happy to agree to; the Laws of the Church were bendable when there was power and money involved. Thus, in what was obviously Philip’s plan, Isabella was not the wife of Conrad of Montferrat, up in Tyre. Humfrey—“Poor Humf”—remained with the Crusaders, and it was he who bore Richard’s message to Saladin, and the Sultan’s message back to the king. 
 Saladin asked for a parley on the sixteenth, and when that day dawned, Richard was ready and waiting. He waited in vain. Saladin did not appear. Eventually his message reached the infuriated king: “I came not, because I was unable to fulfill the agreement that my people had made with his,” Saladin said, and that was all. 
 “Meaning,” Richard snarled with a ferocious sweep of his arm at empty air, “that they have DIED in his foul imprisonment!” 
 That same day the King of the English led his troops from Acre to camp outside the city, and himself led a galloping charge against the Turkish contingent that appeared to observe the activity. 
 More blistering August days passed, and armor and sword pommels burned flesh, and there were more skirmishes between the followers of Jesus and of Mohammed. On the twentieth, Saladin promised, the terms of the ransom would be met. 
 On that sunny day the King of the English rode out onto the plain before Acre. With him in a blaze of color were his knights and squires and bright, fluttering standards. They waited. Sweat rolled as temperature and tempers rose. There was no sign of the Turkish sultan, nor even of an emissary from him. At noon the Duke of Burgundy rode out from the city with a ten-knight escort, and he and Richard went into the Lion-heart’s scarlet tent. They remained inside for over an hour before Burgundy emerged and rode back to the city. 
 “Milord of Burgundy looks happy,” Reynald de Poitou said to Guy of Messaria. “Now THAT is unusual, after a meeting with the Lion-heart.” 
 Guy nodded but said nothing, wondering. Hugh of Burgundy and Richard, it had been said, got on with each other like brothers—and it was well known how Richard and his brothers and father had warred on each other! What had they discussed? What agreement had they reached that had caused the French duke to return to Acre looking so pleased? 
 At about four in the afternoon, all learned. The Turks had once again acted in bad faith. It was then that King Richard had a trumpet blown. Men looked at each other, and round about. They did not know the signal. Saladin was nowhere in sight. What now? 
 Then, from Acre came many marching men. Among them, laden with chains, came the twenty-five hundred remaining members of the former garrison of the retaken city. Clinking, stumbling, blinking, bareheaded beneath the burning sun, the Turks moved out onto the plain. On either side of them marched men-at-arms, their swords naked in their hands. And behind the long procession, containing women and some children as well as men, rode a mass of mixed French and Austrian knights, all armed and armored and helmeted. 
 Atop a long slanting hill over a mile away, where they had remained motionless for hours, watching, Turks in pointed helmets gazed at the parade. Doubtless they observed it with as much wonderment as the soldiers of their enemy. 
 They all learned, soon enough. 
 Some said later that it was because Richard had been enraged by the departure of King Philip. 
 Some said later that King Richard had decided he must show Saladin that the leader of the Frankish host could not be trifled with, and would not forever await the payment of the ransom, or Saladin’s appearance. 
 Some insisted that the king himself had said that they were an army, that they were here on God’s business, that they had to be on their way, that Acre was infested with stench and disease and the men were falling happily into idle ways, that the prisoners not only ate far too much but obviously could not be left behind in such numbers—nor could they be transported along with an army on the march. 
 Whatever the reason and perhaps a combination of all, flashing Christian swords drank the life’s blood of over two thousand Muslim prisoners that day, chained and unable to do other than die, and die, and die, until the plain glowed red and blood bubbled and glistened in the sunlight and swordsmen slipped in the smoking gore. 
 Screaming their rage and horror, the Turks charged again and again. Again and again, they were denied access to their dying countrymen. The sky was darkened by the showers of arrows and crossbow quarrels loosed by the Crusader force, and the charnel plain reverberated with the pounding of the hooves of charging knights. Another three hundred Saracen and nearly a hundred horses added their blood to that soaking the field before Acre. A squire and seven men-at-arms and three archers were slain on the Christian side, and some twoscore men were wounded in one wise or another. That was the extent of Frankish losses. 
 Releasing arrow after arrow at the desperately charging Turks, Guy was too occupied to see aught else. And he was glad, later, for he was told that the prisoners had been slit open by soldiers in search of jewels the Saracen had swallowed when they surrendered their conquered city. No jewels were found, or if so they were not spoken of or turned in; surely if any had been swallowed they had been shat forth long ago. 
 But the butchers did slice out over a thousand gall bladders, for medicinal use. 
 That night Guy held Leila tightly and wondered, and was glad that he was not a general and had not to make such decisions. He thought, also, of the knight who had returned handless that day—his sword arm chopped off above the wrist by a powerful Turk in black armor and riding a black horse. 
 Al-Jazzar. 
 * 
 The invading Franks later learned that Saladin took reprisals by slaying some of his Christian prisoners, but sent most of them to his capital of Damascus. There they entered into a life of slavery to merciless Muslim masters who shared not even a common language with them. Word was that the sultan had indeed had the True Cross, but that he had returned it to Damascus, too. That portion of the additional one hundred thousand dinars ransom he had raised was distributed among his men. 
 Too, he vowed that in future he would take no prisoners. 
 While the massacre had been taking place outside, Burgundy and his men had been carrying out similar slayings within Acre’s walls. Leila was one of the few who had not died; she was within the palace of the king. Had she stepped outside that day . . . 
 But prisoners were slaves, and slaves were property, and property may be disposed of as its owner sees fit. Certainly neither king nor sultan would worry about the lives of his men-at-arms and the peasants tilling his lands to feed the bellies of the men who raped their daughters and took their sons off to war . . . and those were their people, not enemies sworn to a different religion and monarch. More than one by far had said that the Knights of the Temple of the Holy Sepulchre, the Templars, were devoted to slaughter, and many had seen, too, the ravening beasts depicted on the Christian churches of Europe, tearing their human prey. Symbols of Christianity? 
 Next day, Richard the king issued his proclamation to the army. 
 “The living God frowns, and the Holy Mother of Our Lord weeps, and both consider turning their faces from those supposedly on holy war and duty in their interests. Acre is a woman’s palace of soft pleasures, full of delights, wine, and shameless women, and the men have abandoned themselves to both—as well as to all manner of unseemly follies. This must cease; commanders and prelates are charged to see to it. On the morrow the army marches to resume that high purpose for which we have traveled here. All women will remain behind, saving only washwomen who are as deft as monkeys in removing fleas but, having their duties to perform and being not the sort of women tempted by fleshly pleasures, will not be an occasion of sin. These only, we say, hastening to add that our royal wife and twice-noble sister will remain in Acre whilst the Army of Christ marches against the despoilers of His holy places.” 
 And that night, there was an assembly of the barons and prelates. Conrad had come down from Tyre, calling himself “King-elect of Jerusalem.” After long debate, compromise solutions were reached concerning the matter of the Kingdom of Jerusalem. 
 Guy of Lusignan would hold the title of king for life, but without right to pass the crown to his own heirs. The cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Beyrut would be Conrad’s demesne, and either he or his heirs would succeed Guy, who was sixty-four, as king of Jerusalem. The two men would share equally in the kingdom’s revenues. The king’s brother, Geoffrey of Jusignan, would receive Jaffa, with the title of Count. Both Jaffa and Ascalon would be his hereditary domains. 
 So old Guy of Lusignan, his claim to the crown, Sibylla, having died a year before with both their daughters, would retain the title—and nothing much else but Acre. As to those domains so handsomely assigned to his brother—they had yet to be won. Both flew Turkish banners from their walls and citadels. 
 Angered that he must wait for old Lusignan’s death before assuming the crown he coveted, Marquis Conrad shocked his fellow barons by sailing away, back up the coast to Tyre. He and his knights would not take part in the war to wrest the kingdom from Saladin’s hands . . . and put it into those of Guy of Lusignan! 
 “What my lord of Montferrat wants most,” Richard the King growled under his breath, “is a bellyful of steel!” But he kept that to himself. His father had once expressed similar thoughts aloud, about the arrogant Thomas a’ Becket, and got himself into a great deal of trouble; willing and overzealous underlings hurried straight to Becket’s church and there murdered him. 
 * 
 “But we can NOT march to Jerusalem!” Richard cried angrily, his face rivaling the color of his hair as he shot to his feet and pounded the arm of the chair he used as throne in baronial meetings. 
 The Duke of Burgundy, who had made the suggestion he thought was quite logical, blinked. After all, it was Jerusalem they were here to liberate and regain! 
 Richard stalked around the great pavilion outside Acre, waving his hands. “Saladin has us vastly outnumbered. Now this would be of no concern, had we no care about water and food; a thousand knights of Christendom can defeat five times as many Turks on any day of the week, and twice on Christmas or Ascension Day! Besides, his men are sore of heart, since we have taken the untakable Acre, and since we have shown by our treatment of its defenders that we will not play at gaming with their trickster sultan, Satan rot his soul! But—” 
 “All the more reason for us to press forward at once, like manly knights and men of God, and take back God’s Own City!” Burgundy put in swiftly, and Richard stared at him with the eyes of the basilisk. 
 “Assuming that a king may finish what he is saying,” Richard bit out, “do you all then listen, and listen well. Saladin has utterly ravaged the land hereabouts. We must needs depend on our ships for our supplies, then. And I thank the living God for delivering Cyprus into my hands, that we may receive fresh vegetables and fruit and meat from thence!” 
 The king paused, enormously imposing, towering over the others, the light from several fat candles flickering on his ruddy beard and sun-darkened face. He had deliberately worn the simple white surcoat, with its emblazoned cross of the God-blessed crusader, over his armor this night, to set himself apart from the richly attired barons and remind them of their purpose here. 
 “Now,” he said. “The country between here and Jerusalem is unbelievably bad, and I use that word not without cause; our advisers who know this land have told me we will not believe the hills of Ephraim. My lords, my lords, we cannot maintain such a line of communications and route of supply between here and the Holy City! As to Saladin’s tactic: think on it. He KNOWS he cannot meet us in open country, as good Christian knights would. No, he must use his larger army in an attempt to wear us down, to reduce our numbers, until we are scant of soldiery and low of spirit, and he may slay us as easily as using the misericord, the dagger of mercy on an unhorsed man’s throat!” With a dramatic finger whose ring twinkled in the candlelight, he pretended to slit his own thick neck. 
 Burgundy was not watching. Lips pursed, he was staring at the pavilion’s flooring. King Richard smiled. At least the man had sense now to listen, and to think, when he heard the logic of a military expert! 
 “Now what we must do,” Richard said, lowering his voice and bending forward a bit as if in conspiracy, drawing them all into his plan and under his charismatic spell, “is to march down the coast, keeping our fleet ever in sight. Down the coast, milords . . . to Jaffa! Aye, and from thence we can consider marching inland, up into the mountains to the Holy City. But first, by God’s will—we will hold the coast!” 
 There was dissent, but the master tactician among them was obviously right, and on the twenty-second day of August drums thundered and trumpets blared and pennons streamed and the Hope of Christendom began the southward march along the inhospitable coastland of sun-seared Palestine. 
 Behind them they left an adequate garrison, as well as an assortment of Pisans and Genoese and the Genoese shipowners. And Queens Joanna and Berengaria. And the “dancing girls.” And Leila. 
 Though technically an archer, Guy of Messaria was also squire to King Richard; he rode rather than walked. His place was with the English divisions—the smaller part of Richard’s force—along with Robert, handsome and ever-trustworthy Earl of Leicester, and Ralph, Viscount of Ellandun. 
 Sixty miles south, their goal squatted behind its walls along the Mediterranean: Jaffa. Ahead lay sixty miles of intense heat, swamps, marshes, biting insects and the scuttling death-dealer called scorpion, wild beasts that might slay or be slain, eat or be eaten, and . . . country well known to their enemy, whose army was far larger and accustomed to this land of strange grass, stranger trees, and unrelenting white-hot sun. 
 Asserting his absolute domination as the only king among them—none of them really counted Guy of Lusignan—Richard was general as few men had been in the centuries since the iron discipline of the legions of old Rome. First he carefully organized the force into divisions, with clearly delineated chains of command. Each division contained both infantry and cavalry, the knights that were like mobile castles on their well-trained warhorses. 
 Next the seacoast plodded the baggage train, within sight of the ships that paralleled their march. Alongside the creaking wagons, loaded with food and water and weapons and medicine, were the knights and their squires, the army’s cavalry. Inland from them marched afoot the serried ranks of the spearmen, ready to whirl and form a dragon-mouth wall of spear points to meet any enemy charge. Finally, English longbowmen and crossbowmen from a dozen lands tramped along, also ready to whirl and loose their deadly darts against the fast-loping Arabian horses of the enemy. 
 And the enemy was there. Now and again the Franks caught glimpses of that vast array of Turks beneath the yellow pennons of Salah ad-Din. But it paralleled their march, without so much as hinting at a pitched battle. Only small skirmishing bands, screaming and howling as they galloped in to harass the Frankish left flank, came constantly, like snapping dogs harrying their prey, dashing in and then out again, working at that deadly wearing-down process King Richard had predicted. 
 The king was adamant that his army remain as it was, well ordered into a solid and impervious mass. Wellarmored, the infantry was in the main protected from the arrows of the charging Saracen squadrons—but those whishing shafts took a deadly toll of horses. Knights and squires worked nightly at devising armor to protect their mounts, and rode daily in constant apprehension of having them shot from beneath them. 
 “Body of Christ!” Ralph of Ellandun exclaimed after one harrying attack, “look at that!” 
 The men riding nearby followed his outstretched arm, its mail flashing back the rays of the sun. He was pointing at an infantryman, a burly, shortish spearman, who was marching unconcernedly along—with no less than ten Saracen arrows standing from the back of his quilted-and-leather surcoat. 
 There was laughter, later, when an archer moved up to pluck the shafts forth. He examined each one as carefully as a jeweler. Two he discarded, the others he slipped into his hip-worn quiver, and marched on, grinning. 
 On the second day, a swift around-the-flank charge by some hundred Turks put them nearly onto the baggage train. It was Richard himself who went galloping back to descend on them like a thunderbolt. Sitting his horse as best he could, Guy discharged arrow after arrow into the rearward score or so of the Turks, so as not to strike one of his own comrades by accident. He saw the big Saracen on the magnificent bay horse who struck off the hand of Everard of Salisbury, despite the man’s mail-covered wrist. Guy saw the hand flopping through the air, trailing a gout of blood and still grasping Everard’s sword. Even as he sent an arrow that hurled the Turk from his saddle, dead before he struck the ground to be trampled, Guy saw Everard snatch up his saddle-mounted mace with his left hand and begin laying about him as though he were not rapidly bleeding to death. 
 A Turk whose helmet was covered with a black cloth and who rode a wiry black horse slashed two men off a baggage cart, then turned his superb mount in time to chop into the arm of the French knight charging him. With his teeth gritted together around a swift prayer, Guy leaned into his bow and drove an arrow at the deadly foeman he realized was al-Jazzar. But the Turkish super-knight was lunging at that very moment, and Guy watched his arrow glance off the other’s helmet—taking the black cloth with it. 
 Then the knights were charging in, and Guy’s bow was of no more use in this battle, and when he later carefully inspected the downed Turks littering the ground, he found none he thought was Yarok The Butcher. But Guy did find the handsome square of black cloth, twice folded and now impaled by his own arrow. 
 He rode back into formation with the cloth bound around his helmet. He was forced to admit to Leicester and later to the King, though, that no, he thought its owner had escaped with the twenty or so Turks who had managed to flee, leaving another eighty of their number dead behind them. The army resumed its march. 
 The marches were short, to keep up the strength of the infantry. Before the army retired, chorus after chorus of “Santum Sepulchrum Adjura” rose from their massed ranks: “Holy Sepulchre, Help Us!” But the insects and the tarantulas bit, and men died, and while the clatter and clang of sword on shield and pot on pan kept away some of the insects and reptiles and tarantulas, it did little to ease a man into sleep. 
 Strong men fainted from the heat and because they had got so little sleep the previous night. Others fell and were discovered to be dead of the heat, or reopened wounds, or perhaps the bite of a tarantula. Or one of the poisonous serpents into whose domain they blundered, clanking. Many became grateful to their general for the rest of their lives, for he had them lifted from their helpless faints and taken out to the ships. 
 Unfortunately the ships were to transport the wearied and sun-stricken men down to Caesarea—which they found in the process of being dismantled by Saladin’s men! 
 As August lurched to a sun-baked close, a galloping squadron of Christian knights dispersed the engineers, killing fully half their number and nearly as many of their Saracen escort. The city was empty, deserted, eerie in the twilight. Its people had been ordered by their Sultan to flee and seek shelter elsewhere, despite their station or what they were forced to leave behind, while his men made sure Caesarea city would not soon house enemy knights and troops. 
 Richard, Burgundy, and Archduke Leopold of Austria conferred with Henry of Champagne and a few others; they decided to stay out of ancient, eerily still Caesarea. The army encamped along a river, and now the prelates had a subject for Sunday’s sermon; sinful men should eschew the pleasures of bathing and splashing childishly about in fresh water. For two knights and three men-at-arms were eaten alive by the sinuous inhabitants of that river, long-snouted, toothy reptilians who dragged them below to slimy nests to devour them at their leisure. 
 “The dirt and sweat of honest soldierly effort,” King Richard announced, “are preferable by far to providing a meal for crocodiles!” 
 He also offered to compare the aroma of his armored crotch with that of any man present, highborn or base. There were no takers, but men in need of an excuse for laughter snapped upon that one with hunger. Worse jokes arose from the generals. 
 Now the way led through desolate country, burning sand dunes that twinkled and flashed the rays of the sun and seemed every bit as hot. The Turkish skirmishers continued their dog-snapping harassment, dashing in to pour flights of arrows into the columns and then galloping off again, cheerfully leaving their dead and wounded. Few of the latter were taken prisoner; the army was frankly angry at being treated like so many cattle to be herded, and struck at anything that moved, even if it were a dark-visaged man writhing in his own blood and pleading for mercy. 
 The Hope of Christendom dragged themselves across the Dead River, almost motionless under a quilt-like covering of rushes and reeds, dead and alive, matted and woven naturally together over an obviously great period of time. Lagoons sucked at the feet of men and horses; marshy ground swallowed wagon wheels, brushwood tripped them up and wrecked wheel and axle, and papyrus reed with leaves like swords stabbed and cut and stung faces and hands, ripped clothing that was not mail. 
 Ahead, as they were forced to pass wearily over the slopes along the Plain of Sharon, lay a forest. Into it Saladin and his army withdrew. But the harrying skirmishes did not interrupt their constant charges. More and more horses were lost to the great rushing, clattering showers of Turkish arrows. With a small chaplet of gold wire surmounting his kettle-like helmet, Richard himself rode up and down the long line of his army, tightening up the formation and yelling out jibes and jokes and encouraging shouts. 
 On the third of September he ran straight into a harrying squadron of the enemy in just that way, along the outer line of his army but for two squires and a knight whose name Guy forgot. 
 A shrieking Turk gained renown that day by sinking the point of his spear into the side of the man they called Malek Ric, Lord Richard, but that Turk was dead in seconds. Roaring with pain and anger and constantly bellowing out the words “How DARE you snapping dogs spear ME!” the king avenged his wound by lopping off no less than six heads, along with an assortment of arms and hands and a nose—all within an hour. 
 Forced by the impassable shore track below the Dead River to move inland, the Frankish army now was forced to camp without its ships and their supplies. Ahead lay Jaffa; behind them were Haifa and Capernaum and Caesarea, all deserted by their Turkish inhabitants. Above them burned the killing sun that could blister a bare hand laid on armor unshielded by cloth. Beneath their feet—and at night, their weary, spinning heads—was landscape they would not have believed existed; how could God have sent his Son here to this land that seemed so well suited for occupation by the legions of Satan! And all around them were angry insects, snakes, tarantulas—and the ever-charging skirmishers that Saladin seemed to manufacture from some arcane source. Without means of getting supplies from the ships to their mouths, the knights slew their wounded horses and munched their muscular flesh. 
 This was no way to fight a war; they were merely targets! This the weary soldiery made plain to their commanders, and they to their barons, and they to the king. On the fourth of September, Richard sent word under truce-flag that he wished to parley. Next day the Sultan’s brother al-Adil, called Safadin, arrived. He met with Richard and his interpreter Humfrey of Toron. Gifts were exchanged; wine shared; compliments passed. But the parley proved a brief one indeed, for the Lion-heart was not so worn down as his men. 
 “What conditions, my lord King, am I to propose to the Sultan in your name?” Safadin asked, and Humfrey repeated his words to Richard, the Turkish interpreter nodding to indicate the translation was a proper one. 
 Safadin had to ask for corroboration of the tall redhead’s reply, then, and Saladin’s brother stared at the king of the English. And rose, shaking his head. The negotiations were at an end. 
 “One condition only,” Richard had said. “That you restore this whole land to us, its rightful occupants by will of God, and go back to your own country of Egypt.” 
 That afternoon the Christian host marched fearfully into the forest, firmly believing that Saladin’s men were going to set it afire all around them. The coolness beneath the trees did not dissipate their anxiety. There was little of the usual complaining and spirit-bolstering telling of jokes as they moved as quickly as they could among the trees. 
 Eventually, though, they reached the other side of the woods. Forest and army remained intact. 
 Swerving to regain the seacoast, they fought off a vicious attack of some two or three hundred screaming Turks who seemed to loose three arrows for every pull of their curved bows. At last the king-general settled his army down to camp along the coast. Supplies were brought in from the ships and a soggy marsh protected them from attack on their left. 
 Ahead, just east of their path, between the forest of Arsuf and Jaffa, was a pass that scouts and seasoned Templars reported was ideal for a Turkish attack. After spending much time with his advisers, Richard announced a particularly detailed plan for tomorrow’s formation. Then he bade them get all the sleep that, by God’s grace, they could wrest from heat and insects. 
 Guy of Messaria was one of the two scouts who were to ride back along their trail and report on a possible flanking action by the ever-resourceful Turks. With Alfred Longshanks, The Crusader rode back through the twilight into another adventure. 


 




 


Chapter Six – The Fugitive


 

 Guy and Alfred Longshanks were hardly regular scouts. But those men had put in a far harder day, and Guy did understand and speak fair Arabic. He and Alf rode north to the twilight, back the way they had come. They had agreed on some signals; otherwise they would say not a word. Guy’s longbow was slung over his saddle’s pommel; Alf’s crossbow was ready to hand. They paced their mounts, having decided to hold the animals to a walk, so as to make as little noise as possible. They could return at the gallop, and lose little sleep. 

If, Alf thought as he strove to pierce the gloom with his eyes and see behind every rock outcropping, we return!

 Time dragged by. They heard only night noises, insects and animals, the occasional plop sound of a large fish out in the Mediterranean. They saw no sign of men or horses, and drew up atop the long hill they well remembered; it had seemed twenty miles long to the footmen and the baggage horses. 
 The two men looked at each other in the gloom. The moon was unpropitious; a sickle-shape, the same shape as that of the Turkish swords—and the crescent sign of al-Islam, the faith of Allah. 
 “Two miles we’ve come,” Alf murmured. “And from here we can see nearly another.” 
 “Aye. Strange how short this hill looks, now!” 
 “Um.” 
 Guy nodded, reined his horse around. “Well, that be it, then. We return with the good news that Saladin attempts no flanking operation.” 
 “Dare we gallop?” 
 “A trot, methinks,” Guy said, and the horses lurched forward into that choppy gait. They had to slow here and there, because of the terrain and the darkness. But they were on their way to reaching camp near three times as fast as they’d reached the hilltop. 
 Then they heard the shouts, the jingle of harness and armor—and a scream that sounded very female. Instantly reining back, the two men looked at each other. Guy rolled his eyes, nodded at the rocky defile a quarter mile off. Alf nodded. 
 “Think you that was a woman?” the English crossbowman asked, in bad French. 
 Guy nodded. “And Turks,” he said, just as the scream was repeated. 
 “At the gallop?” Alf asked, licking his lips. 
 “A bit more slowly,” Guy suggested, and they nodded, and twitched reins and heels, and moved forward. 
 The Turks were still shouting, but not war cries. Once Guy heard what was definitely male laughter. He and Alf durst not gallop in; they might well find themselves in the midst of a score or more Turks, or half an army. In all probability, it was merely another small scouting party. But . . . a woman? 
 Yes, a woman. For as they approached the head of the gorge, she shrieked yet again, and there was laughter, and more shouts, and then Guy and Alf rounded a great rock, and by the light of the silver crescent in the sky they could see the source of the commotion. 
 Two Turks were reining in their racing horses and springing down, laughing. Another plunged his mount down the side of the gorge, amid a minor shower of small rocks and hoof-torn shrubs. The fourth had already dismounted, and he had their quarry. Aye, their quarry; obviously they had been chasing her, and her afoot! 
 Her clothing was all in tatters, and she was squealing and writhing as her laughing captor reduced those tatters to ribbons and then to next to nothing. A pale hip flashed in the moonlight; Alf grunted at sight of a bare, flopping breast, very female. Long hair swirled. 
 Guy could understand only part of what the grinning, laughing Turks were saying: that she was well caught, that they had orders to return her dead or alive, that they might as well use her first, and that they would draw lots. But no, their leader said, already opening his clothing, he was first, by right of rank, and by Allah she’d better prepare herself for buggery. 
 There was danger, Guy reasoned, of his and Alf’s hitting the woman if they began at once to loose their shafts. Too, if they set up a great clamor and charged, to make the Turks think they were a larger force, one of them might well sword her before fleeing. Chewing his lips, Guy swung his dark-eyed gaze along the top of the gorge. And nodded. And touched Alf’s sleeve, and whispered, swiftly. After himself checking the terrain, Alf nodded. The two men separated, pacing their horses as quietly as possible and hoping that the animals would not whinny. 
 The Turks did not bother to bind their captive. She was only a woman, and alone, and there were four of them. One of their number was unable to resist the allure of her lovely pale backside as she was forced to her knees, then forward. Grinning, he swung the flat of his sword—hard. She screamed in deep anguish as the steel blade’s flat side fell with a loud crack and blistering force onto her shapely arse. It filled her with throbbing pain. Her burning butt wriggled, writhed, contracted, and jiggled convulsively as she clamped the rounded cheeks together. Her whole body was jerking and tensing. Her dilated eyes rolled, blinded with tears. 
 She tugged at the hand that held her arm, hard knuckles gouging into the soft flesh of her pendent right breast. 
 “No,” she cried, as she felt big hands clamp onto each of her hindcheeks. “No, NO!” 
 But now she felt the hot touch of his swollen prickhead, felt his hands peeling her squirming buttocks apart, saw the glittering dagger in the hand of the man who squatted, grinning, before her. 
 “Be still,” he told her. “You will not need your eyes again—be still now or I will carve one of them out!” 
 “Ah—no, no please—let—let me turn over—” 
 “HAHA,” one of her captors laughed, “she offers us her cunt!” 
 “It is not her cunt I want,” his commander said, groping between her buttocks, guiding himself, setting the tip of his glans against the tiny, dry hole in that deep cleft. 
 Then she shrieked. He crammed his thick organ into her asshole with the full force of his straining legs, himself grunting in pain at the tight, dry resistance of that so-tight channel, but driving on to send his cock hot and thick up her rectum. 
 She screamed and screamed again, in agony. Her squirmy buns jiggled and swerved back and forth. 
 She heard the strange swishing rush in the air, the thudding sound, and felt his jerk. But she could not see what his companions saw: the three-foot shaft that had buried itself in his chest, just left of center, and stood there quivering. It had come from above, from the westward wall of the gorge, and one of them spun that way, looking upward. And lurched forward with a grunting cry when a crossbow shaft plunged down between his shoulderblades. He fell face forward against a jutting, smooth rock, hung there a moment, then slumped backward. His own falling body crushed the bolt even more deeply into him, and he jerked like a chicken whose neck had been wrung. 
 The kneeling woman cried out again when the cock emerged from her backside, fully as painfully as on its entry. Its owner fell backward and lay still. 
 “Bismillah!” one of her captors was crying out. “Ya satir—FRANKS!” 

Thump. Guy’s second arrow drove into the speaker’s left shoulder with such force that he was spun half around. Fitting another shaft to his long bow, Guy plunged down the sloping wall of the gorge, yelling “After me, men!” at the top of his lungs. He saw the man he had wounded stagger, then half turn, setting eyes upon the woman, who had rolled sidewise and was getting to her feet. The Turk started toward her, but a crossbow bolt from Alf, on the other side of the gorge, thudded into the back of his right thigh. With a yell of pain, the Turk fell. 
 The fourth Saracen was swinging into his saddle, half naked. But in his excitement, perhaps his terror, he chose to return the way he had come, rather than gallop out the open end of the gorge. This forced him to cross Guy’s path. In a last sliding, leaping plunge The Crusader’s horse gained the floor of the gorge, staggering. Desperately trying to bring the beast around and retain his seat, Guy saw his arrow clatter uselessly to the ground. 
 “Al-al-alallahuakbar-r-r-r-r!” the charging Turk roared, the war cry Guy had heard all too often in the past several days. The half-naked man was rushing him, his horse lunging into a gallop, gleaming scymitar slicing a circle in the air above the bearded head. 
 Strangely, a related but extraneous thought lunged through Guy’s head as he saw his death rushing at him: I’ve got to practice with lance and sword and cease this depending upon my bow, like a—a stable boy! 
 Then, because it was too late to draw sword and he held his bow, he wielded it, just as forcefully as his attacker swung his scymitar. The outsized bow, but two inches short of six feet in length and wrapped with wire to strengthen it for the pull of the man called the Human Crossbow, swung low. It impacted the Turk’s sword arm as it rushed down, smashed into it midway between elbow and wrist. At the same time, Guy ducked low and far out to the side. 
 The Turk gasped in pain as the bone of his forearm cracked. His fingers flew open spasmodically; his curved sword sang like a saw blade on a whetstone as it skidded harmlessly across The Crusader’s mailed shoulder. Then the Saracen horse was swerving, dodging Guy’s mount, and Guy dragged at his rein with one hand and his sword with the other. 
 Alfred Longshank’s third crossbow bolt missed; Guy’s sword slammed into the Turk’s side. The man fell without a cry. His horse galloped on down the gorge. Another started to follow; Guy barred the beast’s way and muttered meaningless words in a low, encouraging voice. The horse paused, snorting, rolling his eyes, and The Crusader caught up his rein. 
 The twice-wounded Turk was crawling toward the woman. She stood over him with both hands high over her head, staring down at his hate-contorted face and the curved sword he clutched. Then her hands swept down. The stone they held was the size of her head; it smashed the Turk’s skull most effectively. He slumped, a man who wore two arrows and now spilled his brains, and all for a woman. 
 Panting, her big breasts leaping quakily up and down, the near-naked woman whirled to stare at the big man on the big horse who approached her, leading the horse of one of her erstwhile captors. Her eyes went as wide as Guy’s. 
 For the first time, Guy saw that her hair was not black, but brown. She was neither Turk nor Syrian, nor some woman brought by Saladin from Egypt, either. She was— 
 “Luisa!” 
 “Guy!” 
 “Mother of God,” Alf said, as his horse came stomping and snorting up. “You know this naked wench?” 
 Guy nodded, staring at her. Yes, he knew her. When he had been the hero of the day in Cyprus, she had flung herself at him, a woman whose husband had been slain in this same land and who had a great need for male security—and for sex. She had taught him most of what he knew about the making of love, so that he was not merely a crude fucker like so many of his companions. She had obtained permission to come here, to the Holy Land, with him, and they had lain together at night, outside the walls of Acre. Then she had left him for an oldish knight among the French who would take her into his tent; Guy had after all been a stable boy but a month before, elevated because he had saved the Lion-heart’s life. Later she returned; her French knight had died. Without feeling for her by then, naturally enough, Guy was about to throw her out of his tent when she stripped and went about winning him the way she knew best: taking his organ in her talented mouth. This was at a time when Richard was womanless (but for Berengaria his wife, who hardly counted), and Guy had brought the king to her. In his tent, they had fucked her together, King and Kingsaver. 
 After that, she took up residence in the tent of the king . . . until the night Guy followed her, watched her meet secretly with her Saracen lover, and heard enough to realize why the enemy knew so much about their plans, and had utterly annihilated a wood-gathering party: the lady Luisa de Vermandois was a spy! After that he slew her Turkish lover as the man started back to his lines, and then Guy reported his information to the king. They confronted her together. She broke down once Guy showed her the severed head of her former Saracen lover. She sprang at her former lover Guy, who easily overpowered her. “Why?” the enraged king demanded. 
 “WHY?” Luisa sobbed. “Because—because this insane Crusade is killing all our finest MEN! First my husband . . . then my lover . . . and thousands of others! And look at me, a noblewoman born, a daughter of a knight banneret, forced to go begging for shelter to this—this baseborn Cypriot stable hand!” She was shaken by violent tremors. “But if the Crusade failed, with all the men in despair—then no more would come, and we could all go HOME, home, and . . . and concentrate on sane matters!” 
 “Such as fucking,” the appalled King of the English said. 
 “Aye,” she cried, pounding his pavilion’s flooring with her balled fists, “aye, AYE!” 
 “Well, then,” the king said after a long silence, “it’s time for fucking.” 
 After that, the vengeful king had buggered her, without so much as sputum for lubrication, and he had then stuffed up the man-hungry traitor’s cunt with mud and sand, made pasty by wine . . . and he had tamped the skin-rasping mixture in until she was packed and groaning. Then he lined up men-at-arms, and by the time thirty-seven men had spent their lusts in her rectum, Luisa was a sperm-coated, unconscious lump. But the angry Lion-heart was not through with her even then; he watched while his tailor sewed up the woman’s mud-and-sand-packed vulva. Then she’d been dumped on the plain near Saladin’s camp, bound, bloody, and sperm-caked, with a bit of paper pinned to her big right breast: “Richard the King makes a gift to Lord Saladin of the mistress of his warrior, Farouz.” 
 And now, two months later, she stood naked, her life saved by the man she had used and must hate. And she stared at him. 
 “Aye, Alf,” The Crusader said, “I know this naked wench.” He swung down from his saddle, making sure that both his horse and the Turkish animal he had captured remained where they were. “Aye, I know her. And it is good that we have slain four of the infidels this night, for otherwise we’d have wasted our time, riding to the rescue of such as this.” 
 Alfred Longshanks was puzzled, but Guy’s words told him he need not worry about offending either the Cypriot bowman or the naked woman with the excitingly outsize tits. “Oh, I’d not say that,” he smiled. “She looks fuckable . . .” 
 Guy blinked, then threw back his head and laughed. “Aye, Alf, that she does, and that she is . . . unless . . .” He met Luisa’s eyes. “Unless she is . . . ah . . . stoppered.” 
 “Monster!” she hissed. 
 “Aye, oh, aye, monster am I—but I, my lady, have sold no secrets to our enemies and have thus caused no deaths of good Christian knights and soldiers. Now obviously Saladin did not have you slain, as my lord Richard hoped. What have you been doing these past two months, Luisa?” 
 As he might have expected, she switched to another tactic. All in a rush, she hurled her nakedness against his leather-and-mail-clad body and enwrapped him with her arms. 
 “Oh, Guy, oh, darling Guy, my one true love—it’s been horrible! It was so sore, so frightenfully sore in—in—everyplace, but that awful Saladin has no pity or gratitude either! As cold as the ice they love to bring down from the mountains and eat, he waved a hand and told the two men who’d brought me to him, all fainting and bloody, that I was to be theirs!” Her voice rose, broke off on a wail. “My—my poor breast was a long time healing—these beautiful big breasts I know you love so much, darling,” she said, moving them against him, unmindful that he could hardly feel their heroic proportions through his hauberk. “And . . . and that horrid thread in my—my . . .” 
 “Your traitor’s cunt,” Guy supplied, peeling her arms from about him and standing her back a pace, still holding her arms tightly. “Your fuck-hole, aye, it was nicely sewn up. And is it still, Luisa? No, I’ll wager!” He noted that the bitch had actually worked up some tears. 
 They had snipped them up the middle, she told him, and then dragged the thread out through the holes left by the tailor’s leather-working needle. Rough clawing hands had dumped her in a horse trough and clawed out the mass of mud and sand that clogged her vagina. And, heedless of the trickles of blood from the needle-holes in her labia, they had both taken her then and there, rooting in deep and snarling at her to move, to be the cooperative partner. 
 Guy was sure she had; he knew her. She was a bitch in perpetual heat, but a calculating one, ever looking for a more promising dog than the one plugging her hungry and predatory pussy. 
 So she had been slave and slut since that day in early July, ordered and used and slapped, spat upon by the Turkish and Syrian women. Then, last night, after selling her to eight of his companions, one at a time, her foot-soldier master had told her she was good for little but fellatio, and that she would be a lot better at that once he’d extracted her teeth. That he had planned to do after his people annihilated the Frankish army tomorrow. She had found opportunity to flee, but they had come upon her, the four men he and Alf had slain. 
 “Thank God you came!” she cried. “Oh, Guy, my darling Guy—take me back! Take care of me—I’ll do anything. You know you’ve always been the one I—” 
 “Aye,” he interrupted, nodding coldly and marking her arms with his tight-gripped hands, “aye, Luisa, I know I’ve always been the one you detested most . . . a Cypriot stable hand, daring to lay hands on a highborn woman! Yes, I remember what were nearly your last words to me, Luisa.” 
 “Oh, Guy, you can’t—” 
 “Stop it,” he gritted, and she blinked, and bit her lip, and she stopped it. “After they annihilate us tomorrow?” 
 She nodded. “Yes—there will two attacks. They will appear to be launching a great assault along the forefront of your left flank, but it will be at the rear that the attack will take place.” 
 Guy sighed. “Well, witch, perhaps you’ve earned a return among your betters, after all. That will be up to the king. But for now—we aren’t far from our camp, and there is yet time to carry this word to Richard. And Alf and I have been too long without a woman.” 
 Again she blinked, studying his face. Then she twisted her pretty neck to look back at Alf, who stood behind her, admiring the lines of her back, her hips, her beautifully bulging ass, and her long shapely legs. He grinned, showing her his yellowed teeth, and he began opening his clothes. 
 “Suppose you make Alf the gift of your talented mouth, Luisa,” Guy said, “whilst I just step behind you and see if your hungry cunt still remembers me!” 
 “Oh, Guy . . . how CAN you?” 
 “You’re right,” he said. “How can I sully my body with the whorish body of a traitor—and a traitor who now betrays her new allegiance by telling us of their plans! Yes, I think ye be right, Luisa. Better I left your treacherous head here to feed this land’s ravenous flies and bleach in tomorrow’s sun—” 
 She gasped and staggered; suddenly only his hands held her up. He opened them. She dropped to her knees. Then she lurched forward to embrace his legs. “Oh, Guy, no, you can’t mean that . . . please fuck me, my darling, my true love, please impale me on that marvelous lance of yours, oh, how I’ve longed for it all these awful weeks . . .” 
 “Alf—stopper her mouth for her, will you?” 
 Alf would indeed. Moments later he stood before her, with her again on her feet, legs well apart, and bending forward as Guy bade her. Alf watched her mouth stretch into a big O as the livid head of his needy cock slid in and in. He groaned and began pumping his hips, slowly, without violence, fucking the moist cavity and warmth of her saliva-filled mouth. His eyes rolled and he sighed, again and again. 
 “Uh—unnngh!” she grunted around that swollen organ as another breached her vulvar slit from behind and coasted up inside her cunt. She felt Guy’s strong hands on her hips, Guy’s thick prick up inside her, and in seconds she had flooded it with a shower of her arousal’s juices. 
 The Crusader pumped his hips to ream her with deep, practiced strokes, ramming and pummeling her like a bitch-dog in oestrus. Firmly gripping her flaring hips, he swung her bowed body back and forth to aid and enhance his drives into her hot wet slot. She stood between them, bent from the waist with her hair and large breasts dangling in long ovals, with her mouth wrapped around a throbbing male organ while another jolted up her flowing channel from behind. 
 She could not help herself; she was soon thrusting her rump strongly backward in lust-dictated attempts to stick herself more deeply with the bursting head of the mighty cock rummaging her vagina from behind. 
 He hung onto her hips and rammed himself in and out, glorying in the feel of it, the wetness and snugging warmth of her interior, the slap of his thighs against her buttocks with each of his delving thrusts that sent his rummaging prick way up inside her pussy. He rammed hard, butting Alf with her head as he strained to puncture her cervix with his cock’s swollen crown. 
 “Ah,” Alf was gasping, his long legs quivering and his eyes fixed on the stars, then dropping to stare at the top of her head. “Ah, ah, ah . . . oh, oh, God help us, what a mouth! Suck it wench, suck it!” 
 Guy smiled. “Aye, wench,” he said, emphasizing the word with a twisting forward jolt of his hips that flattened her buttocks, “suck it! And shake these hips, wag this round-cheeked tail!” He slapped one cheek, then the other. And Luisa sucked, and wagged. 
 Her tits swung and shook beneath her, sweating, and resembling big long white fruits hanging heavy off a windblown vine. They felt terribly heavy, and neither man was so much as touching them. She groaned around her mouthful of maleness. Guy’s mighty strokes were slapping her butts, rocking her entire body, and giving her every inch of his prick, which she well remembered as a superb one. She tried to clamp on it with the soft, membranous walls it lunged between. 
 And she sucked. Her soft, nibbling lips and the warm hollow of her mouth milked the aching, hard-pulsing cock of the English yeoman, a man who had never before in his life so much as touched a noblewoman. To have such a lovely one sucking him this way, her sweet suctioning nibbling mouth wrapped around his big peasant’s cock—this was unbelievable. Alf had to keep looking down at her, keep touching her hair to remind himself it was true. 
 It was an enormously exciting experience, and he came too quickly, groaning as he spurted and sloshed his seed into her noble face and down her highborn gullet. 
 While Luisa sniffed and swallowed and licked anxiously at the yellow-white juice trickling out of her mouth, Guy rammed harder, hanging on tightly to her hips, trying to plow a new furrow up her cunt in which to plant his liquid seed. Each of his backward tugs pulled him nearly all the way out of her; each forward lurch sank his big horn into her to the balls. 
 Then he too shot her full, and she slipped again to her knees. Her head dangled while semen seeped slowly out of her open vaginal mouth. 
 Less than an hour later she was in the sprawling scarlet pavilion of the King of the English, degradingly naked and telling him all she could of Saladin’s force and his plans for the morrow. Outside, Guy and Alf were accepting congratulations on having returned with three Turkish horses and the arms and armour of four men. And less than an hour after that, Luisa de Vermandois was on her knees, gasping and sobbing, while the king eased his lust up the channel of her rectum. 
 Before dawn he had determined her fate, after she had repeatedly assured him she would do anything to keep from being slain or left for the Turks. So the lady Luisa de Vermandois was rowed out to one of the old ships that ever hovered after the fleet, to join its complement of “dancing girls.” 


 




 


Chapter Seven – The Battle


 

 The Crusading host marched just after dawn. Within a few hours the circumcised enemy were swarming down from the hills, howling Turks and snowy-toothed black Mamelukes, thick as drops of the rain the Christians longed for. Spearmen whirled and held out their weapons point foremost, while archers and crossbowmen sent great whizzing sprays of shafts into the attackers. The yelling footmen attacking them returned two arrows for every one, for they outnumbered the cross-wearing men of Austria and France and Normandy and England and Italy and what few of the men from the icy north countries had survived heat and fever. 
 After the brown and black foot soldiers came galloping the Turkish trumpeters, followed closely by their light cavalry. It flowed down the hills and across the plain in great clouds of dust amid the howling of the riders, and the neighs and screams of their horses, the blare of trumpets, the constant rumbling thunder of hooves and drums, the skirling of pipes, and musical clatter of tambourines. The enemy was thick on the land as dry leaves blowing in autumn, pennons flying and the flash of their arms and armor like heat-lightning flashing along the forefront of the Christian left flank. 
 But soon from the rear of the column came racing Gamier de Nablus, Master of the Hospitallers of the Order of St. John. His monkish knights were taking the brunt of the attack, he reported; horses were dying like insects beneath a giant’s foot. He begged leave to turn and charge. 
 “Hold,” the king shouted, above the clamor. “Let the crossbowmen take their toll in return. We must wait for a full attack, and that, my valiant monk, we will meet with the mass of our knights. But now now, get back to your men and hold them, for the general assault order.” 
 The man in the red surcoat with its white cross over the breast started to speak again, but clamped his lips and wheeled his white horse. He galloped back to the end of the column, into that constant cloud of arrows. He could console himself only with the fact that far more of the attackers were dying under Christian crossbow shafts than either man or horses among the crusaders. He shook his head and bade his men keep moving forward; it was the king’s command. 
 Richard had arranged his arm carefully. He did not trust Luisa’s information, and so placed the Palestine-seasoned Templars at the head of his army while the Hospitallers, equally experienced in this country and its weather and land and Saracen ways, rode last as rearguard. Immediately behind the Knights of the Temple rode the king and his own forces, the men from Normandy and Brittany and Anjou and England, with old King Guy commanding the men from Poitou, the Poitevins, whence his family had come. Following them were the Austrians and Burgundy’s French battalions. 
 Young Count Henry of Champagne, who had been well afield to note the enemy, had come galloping back to warn of the attack; now he rode at the head of the French force. Hugh of Burgundy, with hand-picked men, rode up and down the long columns, making certain that they both stayed close together and kept moving. 
 Despite the loss of crossbowmen and Hospitaller mounts, Richard knew he had to maintain formation and movement as long as possible. Surely Saladin was merely waiting for the knights to attack and, as usual, become separated into small provincial bands that would become easy prey for the mass of his main cavalry. And perhaps, the red-bearded king thought hopefully, perhaps this lack of response on his part would embolden the Saracen, flush out their main squadrons sooner—that they might be met with the unmeetable: a galloping charge by massed knights in nigh-impregnable armor. Saracen armor and lances were both lighter. 
 “DIEU LE VEULT!” Christian archers bellowed, and continued their withering fusillade into the galloping attackers. 
 “Al-al-al-al-al-al-al-alallahuAKBAR-R-R-R-RRR!” the Turks screamed, loosing their showers of metal-tipped shafts as they rode, presenting only swiftly moving targets as they shot down horses and stuck hauberks full of arrows. They thundered down along the Christian lines on racing steeds swift as eagles. The whirling dust raised by galloping hooves darkened the very air and made men squint to see. Straining eyes leaked tears to wash away the dust motes. 
 Again Gamier of the Hospital rode to the generalissimo to beg leave to turn and wipe out “these snapping dogs of Saracen recreants”; again Richard shook his head and bade him wait. There was a jagged tear in the skirt of Garnier’s long crimson surcoat, and this time he bestrode a bay horse; the white lay on the plain behind them, dead of Turkish arrows. 
 But the knights themselves were invulnerable to those swarming arrows in their steel and leather that formed an all-covering carapace of armor, their faces totally invisible beneath the new head-encompassing helmets like upended iron kettles. 
 Unable to stand the inactivity when the field was full of targets that were taking such a terrible toll of his companions’ horses, Guy of Messaria reined about to join the footmen defending the Hospitallers. Several of the red-tabarded monks cheered as they recognized the man with the bow they had once called “overlong”—but no more. Then Guy’s arrows were hurling lightly armored Turks from their saddles to be trampled by the pounding hooves of their comrades’ mounts and swallowed in the whirling dust. 
 Gamier turned to his aide just in time to watch the man sprawl clanking; his handsome black horse had sprouted an arrow in the neck. As the man rolled and dragged himself to his feet and hurried to another horse, Gamier de Nablus raised his sword on high. 
 “No, by Holy St. John, NO-O!” 
 His new horse reared as he dragged back on the reins, reared and swerved leftward and leftward some more, and then the Hospitaller master was leading his happily yelling men in a full attack on the harrying Turks. More and more had joined the skirmishers, since they were being met by no massed charge, and it was into a great mass of lightly armored, bow-wielding cavalry that the Knights of the Hospital charged. 
 Sliding his bow up his arm and across his back, Guy happily drew sword and joined them. 
 The die, as another great general had said before him, was cast, and Richard the Lion-heart knew the choice was no longer his; the counterattack was launched. 
 “CHRIST AND THE SEPULCHRE!” he bawled, and whirled and charged back through the army. Behind him streamed the Hope of Christendom, a long stream of mounted fortresses with couched lances and lifted shields. 
 Attack had brought counterattack; counterattack created battle ferocious; battle became rout. The air was full of arrows, and dust, and the screams of men and animals, and the terrible crashes of lances and shields and axes and maces smashing shields, helmets, bodies, and skulls. Men bawled out their battle cries, screamed their fear, groaned and screamed as they died. The dust under foot took on a red tinge. The hooves of dashing horses threw up blood and bits of body in their wake. Men were hurled from their mounts still alive, to clash and grapple with the enemy afoot or die beneath flashing hooves. Now and again a stout and thick crusader lance splintered with the sound of striking lightning. Then the useless stave was hurled aside and its owner dragged from his pommel his great sword, or ghastly ax, or armor-smashing mace. 
 Sir Geldemar of Wertheim swung his black horse Geschwindhase and speared a charging Turk at a speed of nearly twenty miles an hour, and the Saracen died of a wound so large that blood gushed from it as from the bunghole of a hard-tapped barrel. Another charged in from his right; Geldemar swung the lance in a terrible whizzing arc that bowled the screaming Turk from his horse and sent him rolling beneath the hooves of the huge animal ridden by Philip, Bishop of Beauvais. Forbidden by his Church to take up the sword, the burly bishop swung an enormous hammer with such force that it stove in helmets and chests and filled them with the smashed chain of their armor. Geldemar’s black-barred pennon of blue and white was plunging after another foe, and the bishop had to defend himself against an unhorsed Turk who sprang at him with sword extended. The horrible hammer sent the blade flying with a loud clang; took the man’s head half off on its return sweep. 
 “God and Saint Denis!” Henry of Champagne cried, and splintered first a Turkish shield and then the armor behind it and then the flesh and bone within, so that the Saracen flew full fifteen feet through the air before landing with a solid thumping clash—and tripping up the horse of another son of Allah. 
 Swinging his sword so swiftly back and forth that it resembled a great arcing scythe, Guy of Messaria rode so far in among the enemy that they dared not strike at him for fear of slashing each other. Behind him came the half-dozen Hospitallers who had attached themselves to him. They slashed a swath through their foemen, then turned and began slashing and hacking their way back again. 
 Snowy surcoats, worn to keep the direct sunlight from turning armor too hot to touch, were dyed scarlet with splattering blood. 
 Sweat poured like water and men lost pound after pound without being aware of it in their headlong exultation in honest battle. 
 Clutching hands and flopping arms and heads trailing pennons of liquid scarlet were flung from jerking bodies. Eyeballs rolled loose on the dust-choked field. Once-handsome men were trampled beneath pounding hooves, their beauty vanishing in crackling bones and spurting blood and the spilling gray mass of brainstuff. 
 Turks fled. Turks galloped their horses to the sea and plunged into the salty water. Turks snatched at branches and swung up or, unhorsed, scrambled up trees for safety—and were brought down by whizzing, death-singing bolts from crossbows. Dust gagged mouths wide in curse and battle cry, coated the tongues of screaming men as they died. Footmen hurried after the thundering charge of the crusader cavalry, skewering unhorsed Turks as they lay or scrambled to their feet. 
 The trumpets were blaring, again and again, and men shook their heads and returned to their senses. Blinking, Guy glanced back; he was far from the other Christians, he and the four men still with him. He dragged at the rein and galloped back, for the king had made it clear last night and again this morning that the blaring signal meant but one thing: return and reform. The Turks are not to be pursued; they will lead us into the main army and we will become separated and be lost. To be outnumbered was something few knights minded, but to be outnumbered three to one and on the enemy’s soil at that—that was reason ample enough for caution. 
 The army reformed; Richard ordered the continuation of their advance on Jaffa. Behind them they left thousands of Turkish bodies, hundreds of Christian corpses. 
 Then came the expected Turkish rally, and a new charge, and once again that fearful juggernaut of massed knights and leveled lances bore down on the attackers. 
 This time the pursuit went on for two miles, with horses skidding and stumbling over the bodies and in the blood of the previous battle. This time the attack had been led by the yellow pennons of Saladin’s own household warriors, with his kinsman Taki al-Din at their head. And they fled like frightened cattle. 
 This time the King of the English wielded an impossible ax, a staff of death with a twenty-pound head of English steel, and helmets clinked and crashed as the enemy fell before him, sparks leaping from the impact of his battering ax against their helmets and armor. And this time Guy rode near the king, his swinging sword smashing, lopping, and bruising the heads, arms, and other limbs of Saracen foemen who found they could not meet a man so maniacal in his battle fever. It was the first such combat for The Crusader, who had wielded mainly his bow, and his sword only on foot. His sword and the king’s ax sent man after man screaming over his saddle bow. 
 The landscape leveled out, and now the pursuing knights galloped across a fine field until the Turks came to the wooded hills bounding it. At its base they hurled away their lances, some their swords and shields, and many abandoned their horses to scramble on foot up the steep scarp. Shaitan himself had surely been loosed against them this day; anything to escape the ravening wolves in armor who pursued them so relentlessly and with such bloodthirsty gusto! 
 But not all the Franks fared so well. Guy Kingsaver saw the magnificent horse of the valiant knight Jacques d’Avesnes go down, saw his rider sprawl and roll but rise to hack at the two Mamelukes besetting him. But toward him came galloping a Turkish knight, his lance dipped to skewer. The black-armored Saracen rode a black horse—and, Guy saw, had replaced the black cloth camail on his helmet. 
 With a desperate sword cut that sheared away his opponent’s sword arm from the elbow down, Guy reined aside and hurled his sword down so that it struck quivering in the ground: Swiftly he unslung his bow, tore an arrow out of his quiver, nocked, and let fly at the galloping al-Jazzar. Then The Crusader cursed; the hard-shot arrow slammed into the chest armor of The Butcher, rocking him—but he charged on. 

The man is big enough, Guy thought, and he’s slain enough of our knights—he’s wearing good Christian armor under that sleeved coat of black!

 Sir Jacques sent a black head rolling and slashed viciously at the second footman, forcing him to skip backward. An arrow appeared in Sir Jacques’s surcoat, but hung loosely, turned by his armor. And Yarok al-Jazzar galloped closer . . . 
 Guy’s second arrow, desperately aimed lower, sank into the shoulder of that superb black horse—but did not stop his charge. Then, even as The Crusader swiftly nocked his third arrow, al-Jazzar’s low-aimed lance slammed into the back of Jacques d’Avesnes, hurled him forward, and nearly wrenched its wielder from the saddle as it splintered. The Butcher released his grip on the ruined lance, whipped out his sword, and bent low out of the saddle—in time to allow, by sheer luck or the grace of Allah, Guy’s third hard-sent shaft to speed over his head; it should have taken him in the face. 
 But al-Jazzar’s sword-slice at Jacques’s head missed. As the foot-soldier plunged his sword into the knight’s arm, Jacques sent his head spinning for yards, where it struck to roll several yards more. Even as it fell, the Saracen footman’s body had sprouted an arrow in its back; Guy had directed his third shaft at the man in a last attempt to save Jacques’s life. Now it was too late. The knight had crumpled, and al-Jazzar forced his great black horse into a rear that terminated with both the beast’s forehooves slamming down on the fallen Frank. 
 Yarok al-Jazzar turned to stare across the open space for a moment at the Frank who wore the black band around his helmet and wielded the overlong bow. The Turk’s legs jerked, both of them, to send his horse bucketing forward. The great steed seemed not to notice the arrow standing from his shoulder. 
 Another arrow Guy sped at his charmed foe; at the instant he released the bowstring Yarok al-Jazzar bent low—and for the second time in a week his black helmet-cover was carried away by an arrow from the Human Crossbow. Then he was galloping forward, waving his sword in a great circle—and Guy of Messaria was staring into an empty quiver! 
 His sword stood up from the ground at his feet. He could leap down and retrieve it, hoping to remount and prepare to receive that headlong charge, or he could fly. He should have fled, in all sense, but his decision, made in an instant, was in favor of the less sensible act. 
 Rather than dismount, he swung far out of the saddle and, the moment his fingers touched the pommel, ne clapped heels to the flanks of his horse. 
 Guy nearly went off backward as the seasoned warhorse bolted forward, hurling up clods of earth from his hind hooves. Straightening in the saddle with sword in hand, The Crusader galloped to meet The Butcher. 
 Neither had a shield; Guy had never had one this day, and al-Jazzar’s had apparently been ruined and thrown aside or carried away by a lance blow. The Turk swung first, the great curving sword starting its descent from high above his head. At the last instant, Guy realized he must meet that blade with his, not strike for his enemy, else even if his blade struck home he would die. 
 Metal clanged and scraped on metal. Guy’s arm was jolted and felt as if it were coming off. The Turk was strong! Then they were disengaged and plunging past, each reining about to come at the other again. Guy’s left-handed swipe with his bow slapped harmlessly off al-Jazzar’s sword-arm, though he knew the man would have a bruise there. 
 All about them trumpets belled. Richard the king had reined in at the foot of that long rocky hill up which scurried his foe. First he laughed as though sitting around a night’s fire listening to the coarse jokes of jongleurs. Sweeping off his helmet, he waved it, bellowed out his triumph and defiance, and clapped the helmet back again over the mailed scullcap that was attached to his steel-linked coat. Around him surged his bodyguard of fifteen knights of Normandy, not a man of them scratched. Several of them were spurring forward to ride up the slope after the fleeing Saracens, and suddenly the king remembered what he was about. 
 “TRUMPETS!” the Lion-heart bawled, and then, “REEEEFORRRRMMM!” 
 He wheeled his snorting Fauvel around, saw the single combat in the open a hundred yards away, and spurred toward Guy and Yarok at a dead run. 
 For the second time sword met sword in unknightly manner, and for the second time Guy Kingsaver and Yarok ibn Ammar failed to carve each other as they viciously sought to do. Again their horses moved past one another; again both men reined them about to close still a third time. 
 But over Guy’s shoulder the Turk now saw thundering toward them the dread Malek Ric himself, with his fifteen death-bringers. Without hesitation, al-Jazzar swung his great black horse rightward. 
 “Another time, son of a dog,” he snarled, and then he was clapping spurs to his mount and streaking away toward the distant rise over which now came the main body of Saladin’s army. 
 “Come back for your headband,” Guy yelled after him. But hearing pounding hooves behind him, he turned to see the king and his personal company. Without slowing, Richard waved a sword-clutching hand and galloped on by. Guy looked ruefully after the receding back of the Turk, resolved to carry two quivers hereafter, and reluctantly followed his king. 
 The fleeing Turks, having seen how few Christians had routed their many, came rushing, screaming their rage, back down the hill. But by the time they had regained their weapons and mounts and were ready to resume the battle, despite their appalling losses, the crusader host was again assembled in that invincible mass. 
 For the third time the Turks attacked; for the third time the thundering knights drove into them like a great ram into a gate made of reeds. At last the Saracen left the field, fleeing, melting away into the rocky hills all about the eastern side of the plain. 
 Viciously angered, Guy Kingsaver took revenge for his failure to slay The Butcher. Well out of bowshot, a wiry emir wheeled his mount to scream his rage at the crusaders who had so defeated his forces. The distance was too great even for Guy’s great strength and powerful bow; the arrow dropped several feet too soon—and sank into the neck of the Saracen’s horse! 
 A few minutes later, a smiling Ralph, Viscount of Ellandun, came cantering back with the man’s head held aloft on his sword. 
 “Hail, Guy Kingsaver—it is Beha al-Shama, one of Saladin’s generals!” 
 Guy was cheered and lauded, and later personally congratulated by his king. But The Crusader was hard put to smile. The man he wanted had got away, and all for want of an arrow and his own skill at horseback sword-wielding. By nightfall he had made two men swear to work with him, to improve his knightly skill. None questioned him; true, he was baseborn, but he was after all the Kingsaver, and a favorite of Richard’s with good cause, and the king’s squire besides. 
 There was celebration that night; Malek Ric had won his reputation at Acre as a brilliant siege director; now he was recognized too as an unconquerable paladin, a leader of men to rival any in the world. His losses, thanks to his waiting tactics, had been greater in horses than in men. Most of the horses the Franks had regained, Saracen steeds whose riders had been cut from their backs. 
 The field was strewn with the corpses of over seven thousand Turks. The Western knights had again shown, and in manner most bloody, that when they were well organized and commanded, none could withstand their might. 
 Now Saladin’s men, already shaken by Acre’s fall, were disheartened and convinced that there was no way they could meet their foe in pitched battle. Nor did they ever try again. The mighty conquering Sultan of Egypt and Syria found that he had a serious morale problem. 
 The Hope of Christendom marched on to Jaffa, unmolested. 


 




 


Chapter Eight – The Cousins


 

 His first sight of the well-bastioned port of Jaffa sent King Richard’s shoulders and spirits into a slump. 
 All along the agonizing march from Acre, Saracen skirmishers had snapped at his flanks, harried his men, slain his horses with the wasp-swarms of arrows. Now the leader of the Third Crusade saw the reason. The purpose had been to slow his march down the coast, and they had succeeded. 
 Saladin’s swift-mounted engineers, meanwhile, had ridden around the Christian army, and they had done their work well. Jaffa was deserted. Worse, great sections of her walls had been pulled down to the very ground, with every guard-tower toppled or burned or both. The jubilant army stared, suddenly hushed. 
 Morosely, the king looked around. There was one consolation, and only one. The city’s rich outlying groves had been spared. Close-crowding olive trees shared their shade with pleasant grasses, and dark-leaved orange trees beckoned with their yellow and golden fruit. 
 “Make camp,” the Lion-heart said quietly, waving loosely at the orderly groves. “Rest and celebrate our victory; tomorrow we must rebuild Jaffa’s defenses.” His face was weary, disappointed, his voice dull and chastened. 
 Soon, with the great pavilions and lesser tents rising among the trees, the crusade’s commander called to him his barons and knowledgeable local advisers. Men were at work unloading provisions from the ships—and merrily picking oranges. Time enough later to see to the edges of their weapons, examine and repair armor, and inspect harness. 
 Guy Kingsaver was sucking an orange and thinking about al-Jazzar and the vicissitudes of fate when running footsteps brought his head around. He blinked at the blue-and-white clad lad; Guy did not know him. 
 “Saver of the King,” the fellow said in French worse than Guy’s, “I be Jordan, squire to Sir Geldemar of Wertheim. He bids me appraise you of an important discovery and beg you to come at once.” 
 Guy sat up. “Discovery? Where is your knight, squire?” 
 “By the ruins of the southernmost tower, my lor—ah, Sir G—I mean, Kingsaver. And he bade me say to you these names: Ida, and Constance.” 
 Guy blinked. “Lead me to your sir knight,” he said, rising. The young man from Austria turned at once, obviously overawed by the Kingsaver—and he squire to a landless bastard—and moved swiftly off. 
 It was Geldemar with whom Guy had smashed a Saracen sally before Acre . . . been rewarded with a horse’s burden of booty by their liege-lords, Richard and Leopold . . . and then adjourned to a tent of the Lion-heart’s largesse. There the two young heroes had found waiting two more-than-willing young women . . . whose names had been Ida and Constance! 
 The thick-set Geldemar awaited behind a pile of rubble. He nodded to his squire, thanked him, and waited till the youth had stridden away toward the area marked off by Leopold’s banners. Then Geldemar grasped Guy’s arms in both his hands. 
 “It’s a busy day we’ve had, my friend! Are you weary?” 
 “The names of Constance and Ida chased the weariness from my bones,” Guy said. “If you be but having a joke at my expense, Geldemar, I’ll besmirch your scutcheon!” 
 Geldemar’s teeth flashed in a smile. “Come.” 
 “Into Jaffa? This deserted town of ghosts and phantoms?” 
 Geldemar nodded. “Into Jaffa. I have been exploring. Come.” 
 Guy went, accompanying his friend through the deserted city. It smelled of smoke and ashes dampened by the Mediterranean—the breeze from which felt very good indeed. As they walked along narrow streets between houses built of the limestone that whitened the cliffs and mountainsides, Guy grew apprehensive. Had all the town’s inhabitants fled before the advance of the dread Franks, he wondered, thinking what a superb place for ambush this was. He found his eyes rolling at doorways like black mouths, at dark, keyhole-shaped windows, at low-hanging roofs. As they passed an even narrower alleyway, a mouse or rat scuttled; Guy’s sword leapt into his fist as if by sorcery. 
 “Easy, my Cypriot brother,” Geldemar said, touching the other’s arm. “The rats grow rapidly bold, in a deserted city.” 
 “And I grow nervous just as rapidly,” Guy admitted. “My sword feels good in my—in here?” 
 “Aye.” 
 Guy followed the big-chested Austrian into the two-story building, unlighted and dark, its floor echoing beneath their feet. Without thinking about it, they walked softly. Passing into another room, they came to a stairway. The room had that strange appearance of being furnished but not lived in. Its fleeing occupants had left the divans and cushions, tables and ottomans, but had of course taken those things that had personalized their home. Ascending the steps, Geldemar glanced back. Guy followed him up, and down a narrow hall. The darkness was not absolute; a window at the far end of the corridor admitted wan moonlight. Pausing before a doorway hung with a heavy curtain of cedar green, Geldemar turned to look at Guy. His eyebrows rose; he smiled. Then he swept wide the hanging. 
 Guy stared into a windowless room lighted by three candles. 
 One of the very young women within made a squeaky little gasping sound and shrank, but looked relieved when her dark eyes saw Geldemar. The one with the shining black bangs smiled. At Guy. 
 Both wore blouses with tight bodices and full sleeves, and even fuller trousers with drawstrings. Both sat, the initially fearful one with her legs drawn up, on the varicolored cushions strewing the floor about a low divan bearing a figured cover of maroon and black. The girl with the bangs looked older, and was seated in advance of the other, who wore her hair drawn back to display thin earrings of gold wire, huge in circumference. Her blouse was a pale yellow; her voluminous pantaloons the color of grass in spring. 
 Unsure whether he was in the company of courtesans or children, Guy sank to a squat. “I am Geldemar’s friend,” he said in Arabic, nodding his head at the Austrian, “Guy Kingsaver of Messaria. Who are you, and why do you remain here alone in this city of shadows?” 
 They answered in their tongue, while Geldemar sank to his knees, then sat. He slipped an arm around the younger girl, and Guy noted that she leaned back a bit. Geldemar, meanwhile, stared at his friend as if he were mad. What he did not understand was one more of the several traits that set apart The Crusader from his fellow men. Guy was not a cocksman but a lover. He had been taught by Luisa, a courtesan born. He did not fuck bodies, but shared sex with women—at least when possible. The one was a matter of biology, a spending of his seed; the other was a declaration of his manhood in a time when most men were but great boys. 
 Their names were Meryem and Amina. They were cousins, not sisters; the younger Amina was an orphan. Nor were they of Jaffa, but from Haifa, only a few miles from Acre. They and Meryem’s parents had been hustled out of that city but two days after Acre’s fall, by Saladin’s men. But no sooner were they settled here, over fifty miles south, than more engineers had come, to begin dismantling the walls. And an emir, a hateful man, who had ordered all to pack up and flee their homes; the sons of Shaitan were coming, led by the jinn-spawned Ricart, he with the heart and temperament of a lion. 
 Guy smiled into Meryem’s almond-shaped eyes. “Only his heart,” he told her. “I know him. But what was the name of this hateful emir?” 
 Meryem reached over to take the hand of her younger cousin, who was tracing a delicately molded little hand up and down Geldemar’s thick thigh. “He . . . came in here, into our home, and without words or caresses, thrust himself into Amina. She screamed . . .” Meryem broke off, shuddering. “She screamed,” she repeated dully, looking at the floor. “She was virgin, but he made her like it, that beast . . . we had long lived in Haifa, you see, while it was a town of your people. Before Saladin.” 
 Guy nodded. Hence her smile at his entry; Meryem had little reason to fear or hate Westerners, and certainly cause to dislike Saladin’s Turks and black Mameluke soldiers. But again, The Crusader asked Meryem the name of that raping baron of Saladin. 
 “His name was Beha al-Shama, and he is a great emir, a general,” Meryem said quietly. At the name, Amina clutched Geldemar and nestled to him. “There is no refusing such a man.” 
 Guy reached out to cover one of Meryem’s hands with his own, which fair swallowed it like a pavilion over a tent, and looked at Amina as he spoke. “Late this afternoon, near Arsuf, the last man slain was a Turk, a great emir and general. It was an arrow from my bow that laid him low. His name was Beha al-Shama.” 
 The two Haifans stared, large of eye and round of rouge-darkened mouth. Then Meryem’s hand twisted under Guy’s, meeting it palm to palm, and she squeezed. At almost the same instant her cousin leaned forward. In a beautiful display of her sinuousness, she brought her head down to the short leathern boot of The Crusader. She kissed it. 
 Then she straightened only partially, looking up at him with her great gold earring resting against his boot. “Subhhanallah,” she said. “Praise be to Allah!” And then, “You own me.” 
 Guy touched her hair, glancing at Geldemar without appearing to do so. “I own no one, Amina,” he said. “I am a soldier; I slew my enemy. I am glad to learn that he was a man of wickedness.” 
 “What is all this barbarous conversation?” Geldemar demanded. 
 Chuckling, Guy swiftly outlined all that had been said. He did not tell Geldemar that Amina, in whom that Austrian was obviously more interested, had pronounced herself Guy’s possession. It was merely an extravagant form of thanks, at any rate. These people tended to exaggerate, to be very lavish in their praise and thanks; their curses were just as picturesque. 
 But by the time he had shared the conversation with Geldemar, Amina was leaning against him once more, and his big hand was on her opposite hip, and she was again sliding hers up and down the blue fabric of his leggings. Meryem, betimes, was clasping Guy’s hand and gazing at him from her jet-black, almond-shaped eyes with an expression almost of adoration. 
 Tired of the talk and convinced that its time was at an end, Guy moved closer to those lovely eyes and the soft mouth beneath them. It parted. Her hand slid up his back as he captured her lips with his own. He cherished them, sucked very gently at their full warmth, and then sent his tongue out to explore the wet softness inside her warm mouth. 
 She sighed, pulled him more tightly to her as she leaned back, and sucked his tongue like a juicy little cock. He knew what she was telling him by that sweet action. 
 Her hand gripped the back of his head with increasing warm force. Her mouth widened around his tongue and hers invaded his mouth, its movements wet and wriggly, more and more frenzied inside his mouth. She began moving her shoulders back and forth, teasing him with her full, almost hard turrets of breasts. 
 His hand slid over her silkily trousered hip, her thigh, and he felt the warmth of the underlying flesh and its tremble. He forgot Geldemar. He forgot the army, and the camp, and Amina, and his king. His hand pressed in, lingering on the flat surface of her stomach, pulsing with her breathing. She cuddled lovingly. Then his hand was moving down and down, into the juncture of her thighs. She gasped and chewed at his tongue, panting, as he caressed the bulge of her mound through its thin sheath of soft, silky fabric. 
 He continued rubbing his fingers over the soft crotch of her sarawil, pantaloons, continued kissing her all the while, until he felt the heat and the wetness building up and soaking the fabric. She crushed her pubis into his hands, stroked his muscular butt through its tight leggings, and again began sucking at his tongue. Her other hand slipped in to find the growing package of heated man-flesh in the crotch of his leggings, and she shivered. 
 Sliding onto the soft cushions on his side and pulling her against him, Guy had a glimpse of Geldemar and Amina. The tiny girl was bare to the waist, as was the big knight from Wertheim. She was chewing at his left nipple while he mauled both her little breasts with hands that utterly encompassed them. 
 Meryem’s hand left Guy’s groin, found his, led it from her wet core to the drawstring tie-tape of her ballooning pants. 
 “Open it,” he said into her mouth, and she shuddered and untied the string. 
 His hand slid over her warm, very soft-skinned belly and down onto the just-as-smooth and even warmer hillock of her smooth-shorn mound of love. She sighed, lay back, and her fingers flew to his clothing. 
 The back of his wrist slid her pants down farther and farther, while her nimble fingers opened his clothing. The gentle slithering of her fingers over his chest and onto his nipple sent a tremor through him. His fingers trailed up and down the length of her mounded sex and its wet furrow, touching the rubbery little node of her clitoris and parting her soft, clutching labia. 
 She groaned aloud, hunched automatically, and impaled herself on the thick index finger. She began moving on it, moaning and twisting her head to and fro. Her eyes were lash-shaded, misty with rising pleasure. 
 It was too much for him; he half rose suddenly, shucked his leggings and then his underpants, leaving them taped to his hose, which he also removed. He was on the point of reaching for her to divest her of the sky-blue blouse, when she lurched suddenly up to a sitting position and caught him with a hand wrapped part way around his thigh. Her eyes, like those of a snake-fascinated bird, were on his crotch, where the hot aroused length of his cock rose so straight and proud, standing like a sentinel above his cream-filled balls. 
 Then she went after that cream like a cat, lapping, lapping at the livid head of his hardened organ, like a great plum that she soon had wet and glistening with the tiny pink tip of her tongue. 
 She licked down the underside of his cock, strengthening it and heightening its pulsing, while her loose black hair caressed his thigh. Her tongue slid over his scrotum, which she lifted, large and weighty, in one hand and pressed her tongue firmly to the slippery eggs inside. Carefully, she opened wide her mouth and sucked one into her mouth; a mouthful. He groaned, at once excited and gratified and nervous. But he felt no pain, so gentle was she with his most vulnerable parts, as she slid it from her mouth and sucked in its twin. Then, easing it from her soft wet mouth, she returned to the head of his cock again, once more tracing with her tongue the veiny road up its bulging undersurface. 
 His head rolled on his neck; he saw Geldemar, on his back with his hand on the lovely, small moons of Amina’s upturned buttocks. The girl knelt over him, moving her shoulders back and forth to tease his flicking tongue and smacking lips with the small and, strangely for a girl so young, very loose-swinging breasts dangling over his face. 
 The Crusader remembered another such time, when he and Geldemar had shared room and two women—and Geldemar had stated a clear preference for the smaller girl, she of the slender legs and apple-sized tits. Smiling, Guy reached around Meryem’s arms, and under them, and traced out her round breasts and their firmer tips through her blouse. 
 She groaned, her breath gushing out over his cock. It was high, rocky hard and thick, engorged with the blood pounding through his veins in a rhythm of ever-increasing lust. 
 “Get that off,” Guy ordered throatily, “else I tear it off.” 
 With a shudder, she lifted her face from his groin to meet his gaze with smoky eyes. “That would not be a terrible experience,” she said softly. “But—yes, I will.” 
 She did, quickly. Because her nipples had been so distinct to his fingertips, through the blouse, he was amazed to see that her bosom was wound with gauze, similar to the way Western women entrapped and held still their jouncing tits. 
 Smiling lazily, he hooked two fingers into the front of that thin wrapping, and tugged. Well-rounded, alluring breasts jiggled into view, ripe golden fruits with pouting tips like deeply amber little stems, twitching in the rush of fresh air over their responsive flesh. 
 “Aha,” Geldemar’s voice intruded suddenly, “now Guy is happy—she is not only lovely and talented in this art, but big of teat as well!” 
 Guy chuckled, but said nothing, using all his fingers to stroke both the lovely breasts out to their tips while Meryem dedicated herself to unwrapping the filmy covering he had dragged from them. Then she was moving forward, and he went onto his back, and Meryem, smiling, knelt over his supine body with her damp, hairless vulva kissing his belly. With her hands planted on either side of his head and just beyond it, she bent low and began shaking her shoulders, just as he had seen her cousin do—and Leila. Trained from childhood to minister to the wants and needs of men, these women knew all the ways of arousal and love. 
 The soft-skinned bags of firm flesh slapped his chin, his mouth, back and forth, again—and then his teeth seized a swinging nipple and held it. “Ah!” she gasped, and arched her back as he sucked, hard. The firm heated mound of that fleshy round plopped over his lips as he sucked and teeth-teased its swelling crest. 
 His hands sprang up over her back to hold her in place. He released that perking nipple to capture its twin. Back and forth he went with his mouth, chewing and tongue-stabbing and sucking her breasts, sliding his tongue repeatedly over the erectile poles of her femininity. More and more those nipples firmed, until he was astonished at their size. 
 She knelt above him, reveling in his oral conquest of the firm, down-hanging ovals of her tits. And all the while she was arching her naked backside up and down, slapping his hairy lower belly with the totally hairless and juicy purse of her pussy, until it made kissing sounds against his skin and smeared it with her flowing passion fluids. 
 He had not looked at her cunt’s surging bulge, but had only plied it with his fingers. It was only later that he learned that she, like so many other daughters of Islam, had been circumcised; the sheath had been sliced, long ago, from about her clitoris, so that it protruded well out between the lips. 
 He only knew that she was soon shaking and twitching throughout her entire body, struck by spasm after spasm, and then sighs raced up from her throat, high-voiced and keening, as she lifted high on the dampening crest of orgasm and came floating wetly, weakly down. 
 “In me,” she gasped, clutching at him, cramming his mouth with her breast as if to bloody its sweet tan skin against his teeth, “in me, in me, oh come into me my love!” 
 As he turned her hurriedly over, Guy found himself for a moment meeting the enraptured gaze of Amina, who was on her hands and knees facing him—while a naked Geldemar jolted her hard, slapping his thighs into the lewdly grinding cheeks of her ass as he thrust up into her from behind. 
 Then The Crusader had turned both himself and Meryem over and was rising over her, aware of her lust-glazed eyes and the hot hand that encircled his prick and guided it, then tucked it into herself. 
 “Ahhhhhhghhh!” she gasped, as he drove deep. 
 She was hot inside, very hot and very wet. He knew it would be a long fuck; her very juicing lessened the friction and smoothed the way for his cock so that it shot unslowed in and out of her furnace-like deeps. Smiling, propping himself on his palms, The Crusader settled down to a long session of in-and-out driving. 
 The steady rummaging movements of his turgid organ in her luscious vagina triggered her erotic passion until she was almost delirious with excitement. Her hair flew as she jerked her head back and forth. She squirmed to impale herself more deeply. 
 His emerging organ glistened with the dew of her excited interior as he probed her relentlessly, steadily, deeply. Relaxing his arms, he lowered his body onto hers. She smiled up at him. She loved, obviously, the pressure of his chest on her half-crushed breasts and his warm hairy thighs rubbing over the savory smoothness of hers. Her swollen-tipped breasts were heaving, straining against him. She met his every inthrust with an upthrust of her own. Her nails dug hungrily into the flesh of his muscular back. Her fingers glided about in his sweat as he continued rocking; his big cock pounded in her until she felt its length and broad hardness in every nerve of her body. 
 Beneath her heroic lover, the tan-skinned daughter of Allah plunged like an animal impaled by the hunter’s lance, grinding her silky ass down into the cushions and bouncing back up to him. 
 She panted, rapidly and harshly. 
 He was squirming his hips and jerking them hard, so that his knob and the swollen shaft behind it rammed like a hammer through prominent pouting lips and into her inner damp, penetrating her deeply. Filled to the brim with huge hard flesh that retreated only to come bursting into her again, the prurient maid of Haifa grunted and gasped—and grinned. 
 The windowless room grew close and hot. His blood pounded behind his eyes and sweat coursed from him in rivulets that plashed onto her writhing body. As if from afar, he heard the groaning, gasping sounds of another man’s orgasm, and knew dimly that Geldemar’s big cock was blowing the smaller girl full of his Austrian seed. But that did not concern Guy. He was fucking for all he was worth. 
 They began to lose control, becoming a naked tangle of churning hips and bouncing grinding haunches and flailing legs and driving bodies. 
 She was excited, exalted, wanted, and she surrendered herself completely to humid carnality. Strenuously she worked her clitoris-jutting, unfurred cunt against him, pushing and rubbing harder and harder as he again lifted himself onto her palms and pumped, pumped, in and out, back and forth, rocking and cock-stabbing. 
 She tightened the cheeks of her rump beneath her and lifted her hips high to meet his skewering lunges. Her marvelous warrior-lover’s hard crotch and curling hair tickled and teased her clitoris into another surging orgasm. She recovered gasping—and sought still another. 
 He shook with tremors of lustful pleasure that poured through him like thunderbolts of eroticism. Straining, he dragged out, almost to the tip of his mucous-coated cock, so that part of the violently red crown emerged, and the pressure on that hypersensitive flesh made him shiver. 
 Then he sent it plunging back into her palpitating inner deeps. 
 And again. 
 And again, all the way out and all the way— 
 —IN. And he shivered and seemed to go tense, throughout his big frame. The hot pipeline of his cock started pumping burning streams of sperm into her. Far into her. She was groaning and shivering, her own third climax touched off by his, and the peristaltic contractions of her flowing pussy milked him quickly dry. 
 They lay together as if dead, for a long while. His sweat-wet hands clasped her sweat-slick body to him; his soaked chest flattened her dripping breasts. The paler of the silken cushions beneath them darkened with their sweat—and beneath her loins with the slow ooze of his semen from her open cuntlips. 
 Then he was gasping and writhing, shivering at the fantastic sensation of a smooth face pressed against his buttocks, a delicate little tongue running up and down the channel parting them, circling his anus and probing teasingly at it. Against the backs of his thighs he felt soft little breasts, and as he realized it was Amina, her hands came around to play knowingly with his nipples. As he writhed, he glanced to the side and saw that a smiling Meryem, still lying beneath him, had extended a hand and was fondling the furry balls of a kneeling Geldemar. 
 And it all began again. 


 




 


Chapter Nine – The Contests


 

 As the eagles and far more common buzzards of Palestine flew, the ancient and well fortified city of Jerusalem lay less than thirty miles inland from the crusader encampment at Jaffa. 
 But the Franks were not eagles, and for them the way would be long and dangerous, finally necessitating a hard and hazardous climb into the mountains of Judea. There had been no mighty army such as Saladin’s to challenge and harass the Roman army that had reduced Jerusalem eleven centuries before. Too, Titus had controlled his supply lines . . . and besides, the construction of Jerusalem’s walls hadn’t even been finished when his legionnaires fell upon the mountain city called “Town of Safety.” 
 These things the King of the English told his barons, and more. In order to insure a flow of supplies from their fleet, Jaffa absolutely must be refortified and strongly garrisoned. After that, each castle along the winding track to Jerusalem must be similarly built up, and filled with men. Only then would they be able to advance without fear of Saladin’s cutting their supply lines, isolating them, and destroying them among the rocks and the olives and the desert. 
 Richard wanted to tell them, too, that despite its romantic and religious and emotional significance, the city of Jerusalem was hardly essential to the kingdom. But he dared not thus discuss the Holy City’s practical value; it was the Holy City, and the haven of the Holy Sepulchre in which their savior had lain, and every man assumed that Jerusalem must be taken. 
 Worse, Richard was well aware that there was not sufficient army in the Christian kingdom of the East, once he and his expeditionary forces had sailed home, to hold the mountain city. 
 But these things the crusade’s leader was forced to keep to himself, convinced as he was that he alone knew aught of strategy and thought with brain sufficiently clear to realize what they could and could not do; what they must and must not. 
 “Saladin,” he told Hugh of Burgundy and Leopold of Austria and Henry of Champagne and the others, “is Sultan of Egypt. Egypt! There lies his strength; from thence he draws his supplies and his soldiery. And where do they land, his messages, his foodstuffs, the money to pay his soldiers, arm and horses, and soldiers themselves? At ASCALON, my lords! Ascalon, down the coast, but no farther from us here at Jaffa than Jerusalem.” He formed a triangle on the flooring of his pavilion, using three helmets. To his left, on the west, was Jaffa. South of it, down the coast, was Ascalon. The third helmet, nearly forming an equilateral triangle with the others, southeast of Jaffa and northwest of Ascalon, was Jerusalem. 
 “Of far more benefit than Jerusalem’s capture, my lords,” the bronze-bearded king went on, his eyes glowing and his head whipped toward first one, then another of them, “is the capture of ASCALON! Think of our difficulties in coming here, so far from home, our necessity of maintaining our communications and supply lines! But oh, my most noble lords, think of SALADIN! He, too, is well out of his homeland! He too depends on import for his army . . . and HERE they ARRIVE!” And the king’s foot kicked the helmet he had labeled Ascalon so that it rattled on the floor. 
 “First we must rebuild Jaffa’s walls and towers, and we will need every man and—aye—every knight and duke and count among us, in that task! Then we must defend it—and why not with the marines and even sailors of the ships from Genoa and Pisa, my lords, that we may take all our men south—so to sting Saladin that he will be willing to give his EYE to be rid of us. Ascalon . . . the Bride of Syria, they call it . . . and shall she then be wed to CHRISTENDOM? Eh, my lords—” 
 They agreed in the end, but grudgingly, and then came the hard work. 
 The soldiers of Christendom wanted to play. They had conquered Acre, they had marched sixty miles down the coast through the most horrid weather and landscape and constant attacks, they had forced the enemy to evacuate town after town along the way, even the port city of Jaffa, and certainly at Arsuf they had proven themselves the greatest army since the tramp of Julius Caesar’s legions. The orange and olive groves of Jaffa were pleasant, the ships were there to hand with adequate foodstuffs . . . and there, too, were the old ships, the portable fleshpots, the European profiteers who had recruited or enslaved women to do their part for God and Christendom . . . by opening wide their cocksucking mouths and spreading wide their man-clenching thighs. 
 Some men vanished; they had drifted back down to Acre on this ship or that, convinced that both life and the whores were easier and better there. 
 Those that remained had to be railed at and bribed and threatened to assist, under the burning sun, in setting stone upon stone to rebuild the walls of Jaffa. Jaffa! Who cared about Jaffa? Richard himself strode in, on more than one occasion, to seize upon fallen stones and begin the work of making walls of rubble and scattered rock. This proved effective in shaming and enticing other men to pitch into the work. But Richard the king had other problems, other tasks. 
 The sailing masters of the ships wanted more money, nor would they agree to refuse those men who wished passage to Acre. 
 Burgundy’s men were crying out for their pay, and refusing to work as laborers when they’d not even been paid for being soldiers. But Burgundy was hard pressed for funds, and he asked, then demanded another loan from Richard. The Lion-heart could only remind the duke that his own funds were not without limit, and that the duke had borrowed before, against his share of the ransom for the prisoners from Acre, and that they had received a portion of that money, but thus far Hugh of Burgundy had dropped not a farthing into Richard’s hand. 
 Tarantulas, insects, and disease were taking their toll of the men. So was the sun, their worst enemy. 
 Women were now coming boldly in from the ships, and the men were just as boldly boozing and fucking. These French were not Richard’s to command, but Burgundy’s. And they could not be expected to obey a man who did not or could not even pay them for their fiefdom. 
 Too, the poorer knights among Richard’s forces complained and wanted to return to their own lands; they had despaired of enriching themselves with booty in this barren land of abandoned cities and towns. 
 Word came from Acre that the sailors from Genoa and Pisa who were garrisoning that most important of ports were bitterly quarreling and in danger of departing in anger, to leave Acre open to the Turkish army. Its scouts were ever on the watch. 
 Burgundy sought a loan again; got it not; threatened to take his and Philip’s armies and sail for Europe. With his eyes all but emitting sparks, Richard advised the duke that the French were here on Philip’s word and by his command, and that the duke had no authority to remove them or even threaten their removal. That cooled Hugh of Burgundy’s threats, if not his head, only temporarily. 
 Saladin had moved his camp to Ramleh, a town between Jaffa and Jerusalem, to block the Frankish advance. But the King of the English knew that the sultan was too intelligent to believe forever that Jerusalem would automatically be Richard’s goal; Saladin well knew the extreme importance of Ascalon. 
 There were skirmishes, even minor victories to be acclaimed and provide excuse for enthusiastic merrymaking. One day the old team of the Austrian Geldemar and the Cypriot Guy rode out, with ten crossbowmen and six squires and two recently knighted wearers of the golden spurs, and when they returned it was with seventeen horses and three camels laden with dates and nuts and rich clothing—as well as twenty captives and avowals of some forty Turks lying dead on the plain. Richard was choiceless after that, and he made certain that arrogant Leopold of Austria agreed: thereafter Guy and Geldemar were allowed to go into Jaffa each night, with water and food. All knew that the two heroes had women there, but who could deny them? And what man dared challenge them, or seek out their Saracen paramours? 
 “Now that we have spent not only nearly all our money,” Richard dictated to the Abbot of Clairvaux, pacing and giving the clerk time enough to scratch the words, “but our strength and our flesh, too, we signify to you our utter inability to remain in Syria beyond Easter next.” 
 And the king paced, adding more to stir the good abbot’s stingy heart. “Therefore, I must ask of you—no, no, wait, more is required for the tight-fisted ass . . . here, I have it. Resume with this: ‘Wherefore, falling at your knees, we BEG you with tears and earnest prayers to stir up the chieftains and nobles of the fold throughout all Christendom to the service of the living God. Let it your business be after Easter in defense of God’s heritage; for with his favor, we shall hold, then, what we shall win!” And he paced, and added some more, carefully choosing his phrases to squeeze money from the abbot and to persuade him to preach the Holy Crusade. 
 Somehow, Jaffa’s new walls slowly rose. Somehow, the great ditch around the city was dug. And somehow, September slipped by without other accomplishment by the Hope of Christendom. 
 Guy and Geldemar knew they couldn’t hold onto their private women forever; both men were having guilty thoughts with regard to their fellow crusaders as well as Meryem and Amina. After discussing it, the two men broached the subject to the cousins. Sooner or later, Guy told them in their own tongue, the army would have to move on. And there could definitely be no taking of women along on the march; only the washerwomen would accompany the Christian host. Immediately both dark-eyed beauties avowed they were better at washing clothes than anyone in the East. But Guy knew that Richard would never agree to this, and he told them so. They wept. And the four of them slipped once again into sexuality, having accomplished nothing. 
 Then came the evening when Blondel de Nisle discovered Guy’s excellent singing voice. It was remarkably similar to his, the king’s troubadour told the king, and Richard sent immediate for the Messarian. First Guy sang, and then Blondel, with the Lion-heart chiming in—his was a good voice, and the few songs he had written lacked little—and then the king, and then the three of them, en chorale. (Blondel, who was a favorite and old friend of the King of the English, told him it was too bad he was a duke and a king; otherwise he’d have made a superb troubadour and been the happier for it. Richard told him he was undoubtedly correct, but fate was cruel.) 
 It was late evening when Richard mentioned that in two days King Guy of Lusignan was sailing down to Acre, with a deputation of picked men. Their mission: to persuade the reveling deserters there to rejoin their comrades at Jaffa. Emboldened by the evening of camaraderie, the singing and wine-tippling together, Guy then broached a suggestion. 
 The king agreed, and the following evening Guy and Geldemar broke the news to Meryem and Amina. The cousins would sail south to Acre with the King of Jerusalem, and there be given homes and employment. No, not as slaves; they would join the household of Guy of Lusignan. Meryem and Amina wept. Their Christian lovers assured them that they were no more anxious for them to go than were the cousins to leave. But it had to be; otherwise they would wind up abandoned, or worse. 
 Eventual tearful agreement brought embraces, and a lunatic game such as only those four could have devised. Both naked Saracen beauties stretched back with open legs and trembling, bare and hard-nippled breasts. Both naked “Franks” then slid between their legs, synchronized their entries, and began the contest. 
 Guy pushed, thrusting into Amina’s diminutive body and tight cunt until he was locked to her sprawled form and the head of his cock was nestled within the deep-set bottom of that soft, dark hole of joyous pleasure. At the same time, Geldemar sank his throbbing prickstaff into Meryem’s fluid-filled slash. 
 Slowly, in long unhurried strokes, the two men thrust in and out, five times. Then, smiling, they temporarily robbed the now-writhing women of their beloved tuppers—and exchanged positions. 
 Long and thick, Guy’s fleshy quarterstaff slipped up inside Meryem, who convulsed and enwrapped him in straining arms and legs. Simultaneously, Geldemar similarly pierced the smaller girl, who released a long sigh and smiled up at him. 
 Five strokes, and change. 
 Five strokes, and change. Great muscular bodies pressing down upon softly yielding flesh; strong, possessive arms gripping; swinging sacs of semen-filled balls rapping against the soft lower bulges of cuntal mounds; firm and youthfully muscular rumps grinding, thrusting their owners up to impale themselves deeply; rounded feminine hips snapping up and down, rolling and grinding; hard-swollen cocks dipped deep into the hot slippery tunnels of gripping vaginal deeps. Five strokes, and change. Slap, and grind, and slap again, in and out—and Amina squealed and came gushing, with Guy’s thick prick far up inside her and his pubic hair grinding her exposed clitoris to ecstasy. 
 He had won that part of the contest, Amina having climaxed first with him on and in her. And change—and then it was Meryem who hit her peak, also with Guy inside her, and the three of them chuckled at Geldemar’s curse. Moments later he crammed his cock up inside Meryem’s streaming slit so forcefully as to make her cry out. His body positively hammered hers five swift times. 
 Back into her streaked Guy’s organ, and he ground it into her. Flexing his muscular loins, he stroked in, plowing a deep furrow into her burning cavern. The fiery hunger deep in her sexual slot spread to pervade her belly with exquisite sensations of licentious joy. Their bellies hammered together, vibrating in unison. For five long hard strokes. 
 Then The Crusader holed tight-cunted Amina again, in a marvelous way that traced fire through every cell of her body: Over and over, twice and then again, his big cudgel prodded through the slice of her pulchy mount and rammed deep until he had her gasping and squealing. 
 It was his undoing; as he pulled and rammed into her again, she clamped down with all her strength. Both of them were breathing frenziedly as was the couple beside them, Geldemar’s hips pumping, pumping, powerfully, jarringly. 
 The tightening around his sensitized cock of that girlishly muscular pussy, though, ended the contest for Guy, and cost him its winning, for he groaned and shuddered and, on his fifth stroke, filled her hotly with warming semen. 
 Beside him, Geldemar chuckled and chided, but Guy only smiled, for he felt far from a loser. 
 * 
 It was on the morrow that he realized what he had lost, as he watched the sleek galley carry the king south to Acre—along with Amina and Meryem. And Guy and Geldemar joined their companions at Jaffa’s newly-rising walls, knowing that on this night there would be no cradling thighs between which to rest their own. 
 * 
 A week later, Richard’s long-distance negotiations with Saladin were accomplishing nothing—and neither was King Guy. He had not returned from Acre, but a supply ship brought word that he was not enough respected, nor considered powerful enough for the men to respond to his urgings to return to the army. 
 “Now by the balls of the living God!” the King of the English stormed, hurling a goblet from him so that if clattered against the center pole of his pavilion and then rolled about the flooring. “We shall see who will remain basking in Acre’s wine and women—I myself shall go and fetch home the whoreson bastard-makers!” 
 The Earl of Leicester and the Bishop of Salisbury, Richard made his captains, as he set about making plans to accomplish all he could on the swift voyage down the coast and back. It was because of this that Guy of Messaria was called to the king’s tent, and that The Crusader was soon to meet the passionate princess. 
 “My lord the Bishop of Evreux,” the king told The Crusader, “and the Viscount of Ellandun, with two French barons as well and a company of knights and squires, Guy, depart tomorrow for Tyre. They are to prepare the way for me: I will stop first at Acre on business you well know about, and thence up to Tyre. The distance is less than fifty miles, a swift run by sea.” 
 He paused, gazing at Guy from those keen blue eyes, and Guy nodded, waiting. He was no baron, to have been called here by the king for the sharing of such news; the king wanted something of him, and The Crusader could not conceive of any request of Richard’s he would not attempt to carry through, to the death. 
 “You, Guy, and Blondel, and Reynald de Poitou will accompany the others to Tyre. You, I hope, to show those Tyrians what magnificent men we have with us; you will take your bow. Blondel will charm them with his silver voice, I doubt not. My squire Reynald, I hope, to be knighted by Conrad, Marquis de Montferrat . . . and Protector of Tyre . . . and thus far a nonparticipant in this Christian effort to make safe the lands bordering his own!” 
 Guy nodded again, with a smile. “Aye, my liege,” he said. “Perhaps someone can be challenged to an archery contest while I am there?” 
 Richard shook his head, also smiling. “Ye have much to learn of diplomacy and the ways of the nobility, my Cypriot friend. No, no, we don’t wish to make any Tyrian archers look bad, and thus reflect upon their lord, and cause him to feel any ill will toward us thereby. Do you see? Thus the opportunity will surely arise for you, with proper audience, to make some trifling shot with your giant’s bow—perhaps a two-mile shot, eh?” 
 Guy laughed aloud. Now that was impossible, and if ever the men of the earth learned to hurl missiles so great a distance as two miles, surely then the human race and all the world would be in danger most deadly! 
 “That would be to impress the Tyrians and their lord who is so reluctant to join us or send us men and arms, you see. Then, perhaps by my honoring him, asking him to knight Reynald, he will be so pleased and flattered that . . .” The king waved a hand. 
 Guy signified his understanding with a brief nod of his head. 
 “Gird yourself right well, Guy Kingsaver of Messaria, and look the part of the finest archer in this land—and the squire of the King of the English, as well.” Richard smiled. “Aye, think ye not I’ve forgot that, though your general activities are hardly those of squire. But think not I have not intelligence of your constant riding and training with sword and lance with your Austrian friend of Wertheim . . . and remember that you move up one niche in the order of squires, once Reynald receives his spurs of gold and rides forth as Sir Reynald, no longer my squire.” 
 “Aye, sire,” Guy said, with enthusiasm. He was glad his efforts had been noticed; surely into these past few weeks he had crowded years of squire’s training. Then Richard waved a hand, and The Crusader knew that the interview was at an end. He had now booty and prizes totaling what two horses could carry, and he went to examine them and think of his being sent to Tyre, on mission diplomatic for his king. 


 




 


Chapter Ten – The Lady


 

 Ralph, Viscount of Ellandun, reined horse about and cantered back in that rocking-horse gait to bow to the startlingly lovely Isabella, princess and heiress to the throne of Jerusalem, forcibly divorced from her husband Humfrey of Toron and, at her present twenty-one years of age, wed for political reasons to Conrad of Montferrat. She favored Ellandun with a smile and bowed her red-tressed head. To the tall and slender man beside her, Conrad of the falcate nose and ever-narrowed eyes, the Viscount vouchsafed a nod—and that only because King Richard wanted the help of the ruler of Tyre. 
 All about, cheers and applause rose for Ellandun from the people of this strange city of ancient, ancient Tyre. For the English lord had not only displayed the acme of knightly prowess to the throne, he was straight, well-favored, and broad of shoulder as well. 
 Then the Tyrians were treated to the unexpected. 
 But for the bilingual buzz of “What now?” the crowd went suddenly silent as Ellandun once again turned his big bay warhorse and cantered to the far end of the great plain. There he turned and paused, while a squire brought him a hauberk, horsehair-stuffed and covered in shining leather of a pale tan hue. This coat he drew on over his supple armor of mail, bringing more puzzled murmurs from the Tyrian spectators. Then Ralph of Ellandun began pacing his horse slowly forward. His helmet was down, his face hidden, his lance upright so that its bright pennant fluttered slightly, his shield sideward. 
 But why was he going to pace the full length of the field? 
 And then a startled cry of horror rose from the assembled people of Tyre, for as if by dark sorcery an arrow appeared in the Viscount’s chest. 
 He rocked in his saddle, but did not of course fall. The padded coat caught the shaft, and beneath that he wore a broidered surcoat of jonquil yellow, and beneath that linked chainmail to the knees. These would have turned a crossbow bolt loosed at close range; even a vicious swordcut. But now the English viscount was lowering his lance, and all eyes turned in the direction of its aim. 
 They saw a tall man, rising six feet, and young and straight and broad, with the build of an athlete. He was on foot, wearing red tights and a red jerkin over a short-sleeved mailcoat. Upon the chest of that jerkin was blazoned a square of white, and within that a cross of crimson; the crusading cross of the followers of the King of the English. Across his back was slung a leathern strap, supporting the quiver of goose-feathered arrows at his right hip. In his hand he carried a bow—but what a bow! 
 From this ridiculously long weapon, then, had sped the shaft that stood forth now from the Viscount’s mailcoat. The bow shone in the sunlight; it seemed to be all metal. But no, some whispered, it was not a metal bow, ridiculous thought, but one of stout wood all wrapped in wire, so that no man could pull it. No man . . . save one. And the word spread, and some shouted, and then more, and more, and then surely all Tyre rocked and reverberated with the cry. 
 “THE KINGSAVER! THE KINGSAVER! GUY KINGSAVER!” 
 Then for many minutes Guy Kingsaver showed them the art and skill of archery raised to a science, and they shouted his name, for wars must have heroes, and the tales of the former stable hand from tiny Messaria on little Cyprus isle had been repeated far from the battlefields . . . and in the telling, the stories had grown almost to legend. 
 The Crusader could not fail to be aware of the flirting eyes of the blond woman in Isabella’s retinue. Beside her sat the princess, now marchioness, but heir still to Jerusalem’s crown. 
 Isabella was tall and womanly, slender and yet magnificently rounded, her head crowned with a pearl-strewn mass of dark red hair. Beneath arched brows, the princess’ eyes were cool: nobility exemplified. But for the color of their hair and Isabella’s regal appearance, she and the blonde beside her were remarkably alike. Just as the pretty blonde seemed to look nowhere save at Guy’s face, the eyes of the woman born to be Queen of Jerusalem seemed to look past and through him. Magnificent she was, both beautiful and regal. 
 And later, as he and the Viscount were received, she paused before Guy. She met his dark eyes with her strangely pale gray ones. They were made larger by the fact that she wore kohl on her lids and lashes; the Tyrians had adopted many customs of the people around them, so that they were called “Frankish Syrians” or “Syrian Franks” as often as not. 
 “Men grow big, on Cyprus,” she said in a rather throaty contralto, “and expert, too, with the bow, I see. Words of your prowess have reached even Tyre, Guy Kingsaver.” 
 And then she was gone, her gold-broidered Syrian robe of marmoreal white moulding the sway of her hips and the shifting of her fine buttocks as she accompanied her husband in to the great banquet chamber of Tyre’s palace. 
 Guy ate near the foot of the table, in the company of these nobles only because he was a member of the Lion-heart’s deputation. While they ate, the same blond young woman smiled and batted her lashes at him from well up the table. She was Blanche, he learned, of French parentage, born in Jerusalem while it was in Christian hands. And now she was lady-in-waiting to Princess Isabella. The Lady Blanche, then. 
 After the meal he and Blondel sang, and there were remarks not only on the loveliness of the music but on the similarity of their voices. And later still, as they prepared for bed in the room shared by Guy and Blondel and two squires, a fat woman of fifty or more years appeared—to advise Guy of Messaria that her Lady Blanche would fain converse with him. 
 Blondel and the others laughed; Guy gave them a look, and followed the old woman. He was led through a darkened palace to an even darker room, for it was totally unlighted. He stepped inside, blinking at the pitch darkness; the woman closed the door behind him. And it was darker still. 
 After a time, his eyes grew sufficiently accustomed to the gloom to distinguish the bed, and the pale form upon it. Guy moved toward it, and along its side. 
 “Pardon me my deception,” came the soft female whisper. The bed shifted as she moved, and a hand found his in the darkness. “But I feel sure neither of us really wants to converse.” 
 “The lady is right,” Guy said. And he grinned, wondering what the lady would think if she knew it was too dark even for him to recognize her as Blanche of Jerusalem! But he gave it little thought; it was not as important as the moment, and she, and the bed, and the fact that, when he bent over her and reached out with one big hand, he found her totally naked but for the springy bush between her soft, girlishly firm thighs. 
 “Your pardon, my lady,” he said straightening. 
 Again she whispered: “Hardly necessary, Guy Kingsaver.” 
 “My lady misunderstands,” he told her swiftly stripping. “I did apologize because no man should remain clothed in the presence of a lady who is not.” 
 “Do,” she whispered, so that he could only wonder what her voice sounded like, “stop calling me ‘my lady,’ Guy Kingsaver.” 
 “Perhaps we should both agree on the same word,” he murmured, sliding naked onto the bed beside her, “and that ‘Darling.’” 
 “Darling,” she whispered dutifully, and her arms and hands slid over him as his did her. 
 Her breasts when they came against his chest were full, very jiggly and malleable, and her lips swift-parting and alive, moving against his. So were her hands, which seemed fascinated by the hardness of his body and its musculature. 
 She was shameless in her erotic enthusiasm as they mated their mouths and licking, larruping tongues. She thrust the capacious dumplings of her resilient breasts at him, hunching with her hips to grind the swollen, moist mouth of her cunt against his erection. His tongue tangled with hers. He fondled her, cuddling her sleek body in his arms. 
 The soft curves of her ripe bottom yielded, dimpling with his fingers and then tightening to acknowledge their light pressure. As his fingers trailed teasingly into her rearward division, the groove clenched, threatening to vise him between full round cheeks. 
 Her hands moved too, tracing, fondling, and he felt them surge thrills through his heated loins. That heat grew, expanded. Her mouth was warm and eager and alive against his, moving constantly. Stormy sensations made her tremble and moan softly into his mouth. She moved, writhing, rubbing herself against him in the darkness. 
 It was strange, this lovemaking in the dark. All women, Guy thought, are beautiful in the dark. But this one he had seen in the light as well, and he was sure of her beauty even in this lightless invisibility. 
 He was intentionally prolonging the entry he knew she already wanted and had expected sooner, arousing her helpless desire to a needy peak. She was hunching, now, moving her body sinuously in the motions of fucking. The full plumpness of her mount caressed his big aching shaft. The feel of that very full and luxuriant bush against his sexual flesh fascinated him. He slid a hand into that tempting forest of Venus and was rewarded by her instant gurgling groan of passion. 
 Eagerly, his silent seductress widened the gap between her thighs. She rocked her hips in a lascivious invitation to lecherous rutting. 
 Her groan was louder, when he pressed a finger onto the crest of hard flesh buried in the slash of her vulva. That erecting bud of womanpleasure was afire from the pressure of his gently circling fingertip, and she gasped out moans and sweetly aroused cooing sounds. She was twisting and turning now, as seething waves of arousal boiled through her, her belly heaving with its inner churning. 
 “Ah, ahhh,” she gasped. “Mother of Jesu—oohhhh!” 
 He began sliding his finger in and out of her moist cleft. 
 His knuckles impacted spongily on the arch of her cunt as he fucked her with his longest finger. 
 At the same time, he slid his mouth from hers, which was emitting a continual stream of vocal gasps, and moved down until his face was against the softness of her breasts. They were full-blown, meaty cones, perfumed with some Syrian fragrance. He inhaled deeply. 
 He tapped the pretty pink tip of her tit—though it was nearly invisible in the darkness—with his tongue several times, teasing it. He felt it wobble against his tongue tip. She squirmed. Her hand grasped his thick cockshaft convulsively. Then he closed his lips over the firming flesh-bud and sucked on it so that she would feel it. The constant suction and flicking of his wet tongue, combined with the finger he slid in and out of her, made her whimper in an agony of rising passion and the sheer helplessness of her lust. 
 Her hand jerked at his prick, trying to stuff it into herself. 
 He at last did that for her. She grunted as though stabbed when he sank inch after inch of the big wedge of his organ between ripe and utterly luscious cuntal lips and into her quivery slick quim. 
 “Ahhh,” she gasped out, “thank God—at last!” 
 She raised her knees, getting her heels up against her asscheeks and tilting her pelvis up to change the angle of penetration, to get it deeper . . . and then she jerked her legs suddenly out alongside his in a convulsive ramming motion that nipped his ensnared tool sexily and sent a lightninglike tremor sizzling through him. He groaned, sighed. 
 His long attention to her arousal had seen to his, and he knew that this would be quick and explosive, like a bursting pot of Greek fire. His thick cock pounded in, riding deep, churning up the slush in her gaping hole. Her forceful thrusts were exquisitely arousing, filling her with rapture and a raging desire to make him come in her, to suck him off with her sensitively squirming pussy and fill it with thick semen. 
 The delicious, excruciating delight of it sent her cloud-flying to the heights of rapture. There was a dreamy look in her eyes. She writhed in his embrace, pumping vigorously with her hips so that the slippery jaws of her crotch sucked away at the engorged priapus that distended them. He felt it, the internal pressure around his flesh, and he groaned. The hot blood surged through him as he humped his hips strongly against hers. His inflamed stave drove far up her belly. He was trembling in ever-rising passion, knowing he was ready to spill his milk in her at any instant. 
 Driving in deep, he ground his hips. And gasped. And then his semen began boiling up to the surface, until it shot into her clasping pussy in a powerful torrent of warm syrup. Each spasmodic spurt sent semen up her in a burning stream. 
 She accepted it with sweet grateful sighs, clasping him to her as he sank down, soaking his spent staff in a lake of its own creation. 
 When he at last moved from her, she rose swiftly, bent to touch him with her lips in a warm, fleeting kiss, whispered “Stay,” and swung a long dark cloak about her. First drawing up its hood, she slipped out of the room. 
 Guy assumed she was going to douche, as many women had been doing since before the days of the first Caesars. Thinking idly how strange it was, this silent lovemaking in a darkened room, he was drifting betwixt spent semi-awareness and sleep when the door opened. 
 That dark hooded cloak seemed to float back into the room; once more the door closed. 
 For the first time, The Crusader heard her voice above a whisper. 
 “You will stay, my perfect lover?” 
 “I will stay, my lovely lady.” 
 He heard the door’s bolt slide across. “Call me Blanche,” she said, with an excited-sounding little giggle. Hers was a high, girlish voice, though it had not sounded so when she whispered, earlier. 
 Now she returned to the bed. She stood over him. He knew she was gazing down at him, wondered what she could see. The voluminous cloak clumped to the floor, which was soft-carpeted, rather than rush-strewn as in the Western world of harsher living and harsher rooms and furnishings. 
 Slipping onto the bed beside him, she began at once to caress him. “I need you again, you know.” 
 “Gluttony,” he told her, “is a sin,” and he palmed a warm breast. And suddenly frowned into the room’s enveloping darkness. 
 “Forgive me father, for I am a grievous sinner,” she said, high-voiced, and Guy chuckled. 
 As she moved her fingers all over his weighty organ and its fat ripe balls, he sent his fingers again into her fluffy bush. She sighed appreciatively; Guy again frowned. His fingers explored her pubic fur; his other hand weighed and explored both her smooth, precious tits. 
 Her vulva’s hair was definitely not so luxuriant. Her breasts were neither so full nor so jiggly. She was not the same woman as he had lain with only minutes ago! 

I have a harem, he thought, and then, less aggrandizingly, I am being used for stud service! 
 He was puzzled, but not angered. Her caresses were perfect, just ungentle enough for him—he did not care to be fondled as though he were breakable—and he did not announce his discovery. Instead, he toyed with her clitoris, which was more prominent than her predecessor’s, and pressed her breasts with something less than gentleness. She was soon gasping, lying back and pulling him to her, begging to provide the sheath for the broad sword of steely-hard flesh now jutting from his crotch. 
 But he teased her, crouching over her and just touching the soft lips of the wet slash between her wide-flung thighs. 
 She whimpered, writhing; he kept withholding cock from her. 
 But she would not allow that. With a sudden lurch, she rammed her richly arched mount up and trapped his cockhead between slippery soft cuntlips that fed it swiftly back into her anxious passage, all moist and slippery. 
 An absolute lubricious frenzy raged through her entire being. Her throat erupted gasping, keening little moans as she hunched and ground her flaming body upward. Her hips flung up and down, slapping him. 
 Spurred by her fervor, he split her with a pummeling drive—and then was even more astonished. The libidinous lady immediately groaned, then squealed as her body squirmed up in a spasm he knew announced her climax. Around his implanted staff, her vagina contracted chaotically, again and again. Convulsive spasms of the supreme lust shook her. His prick was squeezed wetly, with intoxicating power. 
 Then she lay weakly, recovering. He was still until she showed signs of life and reawakening vigor. A thought crossed his mind; Blanche’s predecessor in this bed, whoever she’d been, had not seemed to achieve a spend. 
 And then Guy, without wondering who he had thus fucked a short time ago in this same soft Syrian divan-bed, began to pound her bouncy rump into it with great driving thrusts of his hips that slammed and crammed her full of hot male meat until he was spurting forth his seed for the second time that night. 


 




 


Chapter Eleven – The Bargain


 

 When Guy awoke in the morning, in a strange, sinfully soft bed in a lady’s chamber, it was just in time to see Lady Blanche depart, her lovely blonde hair streaming from a slender chaplet down over the shoulders of her multicolored Syrian gown. 
 Then she was gone, thinking him still asleep. She rose early, he mused, knowing it was just dawn; he always woke at dawn. Candles were not plentiful, and they were expensive. Life revolved around the day. One arose with the golden sun, dined at dusk or earlier, and was abed soon after dark. Life rose and set with the sun. 
 He rolled over, in the soft-stuffed bed he deemed unfit for a man or any strong folk—and was instantly reminded of last night’s activities. Aye, he mused, two women. The Crusader was gazing down at a long strand of red hair. He soon found a shorter, curly one lower in the bed; a pubic tendril from that unusually full bush in whose lair he had first housed his cock last night. 

Red, by the wounds of Christ!

 Certainly there was not a red hair anywhere on the head of Blanche of Jerusalem! 
 * 
 The mystery was still in The Crusader’s mind a few hours later, as he and Blondel, along with a trio of squires and a chief squire to some Tyrian knight, explored the city. 
 Tyre. Ancient Tyre. It was incredible to Guy of Messaria that he trod narrow streets that had been laid out fourteen centuries before the birth of Jesus the Christ! 
 The Muslims had held the ancient city for over four hundred years before the crusading Franks of 1124 at last wrested it from them. Their Tyrian guide showed Guy and his companions the temple of Herod the Great; the Christians spat. They saw “Frankish Syrians” walking unconcernedly among robed, dark-visaged Syrian Syrians; Arabs and Turks flowed along among them too, and veiled women with eyes like pools of oil. There were churches, aye—but mosques, too, in this strange old city. 
 Mighty, peninsula-based Tyre boasted two ports to speed swift ships on their way, and had once, in its days of great glory, been mistress of the seaways. 
 Now it was a city of great memories, inhabited by several peoples of two religious beliefs, ruled by a man from the West, a man whose people existed and traded and sold side by side with those Guy thought of as the enemy. They moved about within a mass of color, their voices a constant undercurrent of several languages. Marvelously woven carpets of intricate designs and beautiful colors hung from tall frames in the bazaar; everywhere were the bright and juicy fruits of the Levant, and scandalously thin-spun, sinfully clinging garments of silk in many colors, including the shellfish purple for which Tyre had been far-famed for many centuries. The price of purples was ridiculous, but less so than elsewhere in the world. 
 Examining cloth-stuffs dyed with the superb royal blue, Guy was struck with an idea. His speaking Arabic to the old Syrian with the wrinkled face did not startle her; many Franks here spoke her tongue. Aye, she had what he wanted. She showed him them, in several colors. Guy bought two fluttery silken scarves of June-sky blue, each the identical twin of the other. And he remembered to bargain, else she’d have sneered at him. Negotiating, haggling, was not just a fact of life among her people, it was one of life’s pleasures. He had coin, of course; the troops were paid four bezants monthly, and Guy had sold some of his personal booty besides, in another part of this same sprawling bazaar. 
 He tucked the scarves out of sight and moved away from that booth when the blond singer, the king’s troubadour Blondel, approached with the others. 
 They returned that afternoon to the palace, a magnificent structure carpeted and tapestried and furnished with spectacular, with unbelievable luxury and splendor. There was even an unfathomable system of pipes and conduits that brought water running into the great palace of a city whose culture and luxury transcended any European concepts of luxury and convenience. Too, the place seemed actually crowded with servants. 
 Richard’s senior squire Reynald de Poitou had been confessed, and had kept long vigil in the palace chapel. Now the occasion of his being created Sir Knight by the Marquis Conrad of Montferrat was scarcely less ceremonious than had he received his spurs in his homeland of England. He stood before the priest in that same chapel. 
 Conrad was there, resplendent in cap of red velvet and matching boots, over a shirt of linen, white, with gathered collar and cuffs. Present too were other happy onlookers, ablaze with color. They listened while Reynald swore that he was both sinless and contrite of heart, that he humbly believed himself worthy of entering knighthood, and they watched while his sword was blessed. He swore to use it to defend Holy Mother Church and to respect her priests; to protect women and poor; to assail the wicked; to shed for his brethren the very last drop of his blood. 
 Then the candidate went to kneel before Marquis Conrad. 
 The Protector of Tyre gazed down at him. “Reynald de Poitou,” he began in a quiet, dramatically pitched voice, “I have listened to thy vows of chivalry, and am well pleased with their sincerity. Search ye now thy heart, and reply me this on thine own conscience. Had ye aught reason for accepting those vows other than thy Christian desire to uphold faith and chivalry?” 
 Reynald did not lift his bowed head. “Nay, my lord.” 
 “Then rise, Reynald, that the lords and ladies here assembled may invest thee with the outer symbols of thy chivalry.” 
 Striving to maintain a solemn mien, Reynald stood. Those around him did not bother to disguise their delight as they smilingly crowded in to present him with his knightly trappings. First, the golden spurs were buckled in place. Next they secured his protective hauberk around his slender, muscular form. Then came belt, and gloves, and collar—and finally the newly blessed sword. It slid into its sheath, slung by belts both over his shoulder and around his hips. 
 Looking much the knight but not yet truly so, Richard’s Squire of the Body knelt again. 
 Conrad of Montferrat bent, leaned down, and dealt Reynald an open-handed but not harsh blow betwixt neck and shoulder. “In the name of God and, all his saints,” he intoned, “I proclaim Reynald, Knight!” 
 A chorused shout rose all about, and the men held aloft their swords to renew—loudly—their own vows of chivalrous knighthood. And to congratulate Sir Reynald de Poitou, knight bachelor. 
 Afterward, there was another banquet in the great hall, all splashed with the bright clothing-colors of the diners crowding it, as well as those of the battalion of servants who fetched them food and drink. They brought water bowls of silver, too, and delicate cloths for the wiping of greasy fingers, rather than themselves bending to proffer their hair for that purpose, as servants did in the less splendid castle keeps of Europe. And there was a plate for every diner, with none obliged to use thick hard slabs of trencher bread as dishes. 
 Guy looked around nervously. Even the noble Viscount of Ellandun appeared out of his element and less than comfortable, trying to observe the eating habits of Conrad and Isabella and their Tyrian knights and barons without seeming to. A Christian lord of civilized England, overwhelmed and ill at ease amid Oriental splendor . . . and the true civilization of a people ancient and cultured when Britannia was peopled by screaming barbarians daubed with blue paint, long-haired men who provided easy victories for the invading legions of Caius Julius Caesar. 
 It was the Romans brought culture and civilization to England; before Rome, Tyre was. 
 This was not a good time for the men from Ellandun and Poitou and Normandy and Messaria, and Conrad knew it. He smiled to the lovely woman beside him, his lips moving close to her pearl-wound mass of dark red hair. She listened, but without sharing his smiles, and without once directing her gray eyes toward Guy of Messaria. 
 But another nearby did look at him, and more than once her bold gaze was met by the dark, steady eyes of The Crusader. 

We both know, Guy thought, again meeting Blanche’s eyes. Later, Later. Aye, later, and this time he had a plan, for he was no overimpressed studding-stallion to service in the dark, saying nothing to the serviced. 

Later, my lady, he mused, later . . . my LADIES! 
 And later it was, once again in the darkened room, and the silent, enthusiastic lovemaking with a partner he knew to be a sex-possessed woman. Still he could not see her face well enough to recognize her. She yearned for his hands all over her writhing nakedness; she received them. She sought his mouth with hers, his hands with thrusting surges of her breasts, his cock with her hand; she received them all. Deep inside her, her snugly-sheathing vagina longed for the penetrating gift of his prick. That she received too, the hard-throbbing maleness of him far back within the hot squishy depths of her convulsing cunt. And he sucked her arm until he knew it bore a bright red mark that would color her flesh for hours. 
 Once he had pumped her full of his seed, he strove on for her final completion. But it seemed impossible for her to achieve, and at last she gently moved him from her. Then it was that Guy wound the blue scarf loosely around her neck and received her kiss. Then, just as she’d done on the night previous, she drew about her the long dark cloak, lifted its hood, and left the room. 
 Guy went at once to the window. By the light filtering through that deep niche in a wall thick as a man’s length, he examined what he had taken from her: several hairs from her head. They were red. 
 He was back on the soft Syrian divan when the door opened and the hooded, cloak-enveloped woman entered. The scarf was there, he saw when she threw back her hood, but even in the dark he could see that her hair was pale. Blond. The Lady Blanche, then. But it had not been she before. 
 She came down onto the bed after dropping the cloak, teased his chest with her soft hair, and commenced to caress him. 
 He moved impatiently. “Again? You’ve exhausted me already, Blanche. Twice, after all . . .! There must be time before a third bout this night. Perhaps in the morning. . . .” For how could she know he had not just spent twice into the warming nook of her conniving predecessor? 
 “Perhaps we can cure your . . . exhaustion,” she murmured. 
 The willing blonde went sliding down along his sprawled body to apply her clever lips to his long, limp penis. Knowing she’d soon bring it up like a knight’s proudly borne lance, he seized her hair to pull her head up from his groin. 
 “Why, my lady, must I satisfy both of you each night of my stay?” 
 The naked woman’s eyes were invisible in the darkness, but she was long seconds in hesitation before she began to plead ignorance of his meaning. The Crusader interrupted. 
 “Must I see if those two red hairs I drew so recently match any in your fair head, Blanche?—or lead you to the window to prove that the scarlet mark I sucked on a womanly arm but a short time ago is not on yours?—or tell you that your breasts are more firm than those of her you . . . share me with, like . . . like sisters sharing a choice pomegranate?” 
 Again, she answered him for a long while only with her silence. Then she sighed; her shoulders slumped. “You must not speak of this, my lover.” 
 Guy let her hear his chuckle. “Your lover, aye—and who else’s? And why must I speak not of my knowledge and the trick played upon me?” He closed a big hand around her wrist. “I offer you a bargain, Blanche, Lady Blanche. I’ll hold my silence . . . and you tell me the identity of the other woman, she who gave you scarf and cloak that you might get yourself pumped full of my seed as she did!” 
 Blanche’s gasp was genuine. “I cannot!” 
 Guy leaned back. “Then I shall talk much of it.” 
 “Oh, Guy—and compromise a lady’s virtue?” 
 “VIRTUE! Ah, no, milady, ’tis you and she who compromise your ‘virtue’! I shall but brag on how we’ve made so free of it.” 
 “You are cruel,” she cried, and he knew from the sound of the words that her lips were pursed poutily. 
 “You don’t seem to understand, darling. I am angry.” 
 She ran her hand up along his inner thigh. “Oh, Guy . . .” 
 “Stop it. Who is she?” 
 Silence. Another attempt; another rebuff and demand for the other’s identity. She sighed in frustration. 
 “Guy . . . my lover . . . it were dangerous for you if I tell you,” she warned. “And for her. And me.” 
 Guy nodded. So he had suspected. But he would make no guesses aloud. 
 Then did the noble Blanche of Jerusalem swear: Guy would have a token of both women when he departed Tyre. 
 “Aye,” he agreed, “and see that she receives this second blue scarf . . . and wears it, as I leave.” 
 “I—will try,” Lady Blanche said softly, and again her hand teased up his thigh. 
 “Blanche?” 
 “Hm-mmm?” 
 “Suck it high and hard, darling,” he said confidently, lying back on the divan, “so that I can plug you with it to the lungs!” 
 She lowered her head to his groin, and he groaned, with a convulsive twitch, when she scooped all of his soft but already lengthening organ into her wide-open mouth. 
 He sighed and fondled and manipulated her tits as she sucked his cock and pushed it around in her mouth with her tongue. 
 He squeezed her breasts, turning the firm gourds in his hands. Feeling her nipples lengthen and tighten under his manual stimulus, he smiled. Those flower-petal tips thrust out more and more, as if with minds of their own, desirous of further caresses and pressures from his fingers. 
 Her head slid up and down his cock, which was lengthening too as she worked to reinvest it with strength and blood-filled stiffness. He could feel it thickening, growing, now exerting pressure against the clasping inner flesh of her face. Her hot, intense suction and moving lips exerted an inexorable effect on his glans, on his libido. As she sucked and moved her head up and down so as to fuck her face, her gentle, knowing fingers pressed his tight, slippery balls and rolled them between forefinger and thumb. Her mouth was like a mobile cunt . . . but better; the warmth was the same, and the moistness and cloying snugness, even the soft pliancy of her oral tissues. But no cunt moved like this, applied suction this way! 
 More and more of that quivering poker of flesh emerged from her face as it grew, and grew, filling both of them with a consuming desire for its plunging friction. 
 His hands clamped the fullness of her breasts, fingers and thumbs digging in until she moaned around her mouthful of masculine hardness. She sighed and trembled at the painful pleasure that now assailed her tender breasts. Their nipples became swollen buds, straining out in engorged sexual arousal and longing. 
 Then he jerked. His cock popped wetly from her mouth and she squealed in pain and shock as he used her tits as handles to drag her up along his hard male body. 
 His mouth bruised hers. His teeth nibbled sharply. His tongue plunged in to explore the sweet cavity that had so recently contained his new erection. She squirmed; his hands still clutched. 
 He rolled her from him, turning with her, onto their sides, and then she was on her back and he was crushing her down, holding her lips with his while he reached down between their nakedly pressed bodies for his big, thick-swollen, heaving quarterstaff of a cock. 
 “Unngh!” she groaned, jerking as he spread her thighs and plunged into the dark cleft of her pale-furred pubis. 
 The plumbing probe worked its way into the soft wet hallway of her tight, humid crevice. He worked it in, little by little, spearing up her cunt, until he was gradually, soothingly enfolded and enveloped deep in the soft, hair-fringed moistness and heat of her vagina. 
 She gasped and wriggled. She could feel the fullness of her belly, the thick inner pressure of his prick’s hot dome, splitting her labia and filling her juicing channel. She grunted and sighed and shivered—and willingly spread her tremulous legs even wider. 
 He began to jerk atop her, deep-shafting her dilating pussy in an insistent, forceful rhythm. 
 With a relentless rutting vigor, his pounding groin rose and fell between the bare flesh of her plump thighs. Each lunge speared the full length of his massive weapon through the love fluids that had swiftly begun to flow inside her. Her breasts shook and shuddered wantonly all over her chest. The steady advance and retreat of his tightened, muscular buttocks sent him in so far as to pound her cervix with the swollen head of his cock. 
 She began to move rapturously with him, in concert with his body, even as he assaulted her so ruthlessly with it. 
 He drove his organ into her vaginal depths with mighty blows. The truncheon of hot muscle worked almost savagely in her. She had deceived him; now he would rape her. But she was not unhappy at this violent treatment of her tender passage. It set her blood afire and made her grunt with her efforts to skewer herself on it. 
 Her breath came in spasmodic gasps as she rose to a crescendo of feeling. Her hands slid over his sweat-filmed back, then plucked and tore at his hips in her frenzy to get herself well stuffed with male hardness. 
 But he had even more for her than that. 
 His hand slipped beneath her, forced its way under the superb curvaceousness of her rolling butt. Partially withdrawing his pummeling prick from her slit, he slid a finger up into its flowing lake of lust-fluids. Then, that finger slipped up her anus until its little mouth was wide-parted and he was implanted far up inside her hotly squirming asshole. 
 She groaned aloud and quivered in a mingling of pain and delight. 
 Screwing strongly into her cunt, he slid his finger slowly out of her tight back-slot. Her whimpering voice rose higher and higher, nervously, apprehensively, and he felt her muscular anus tighten in an automatic effort against his withdrawal. 
 Then, with a new freedom of movement, she clamped her legs around his tight-cheeked ass, arching her hips and sighing with pleasureful sounds that were a joy to hear. Her smooth-skinned, strong legs thrown over his butt, she fucked herself up and down the rigid rod that was so extended and fiery inside her. That way, her loins and sweat-wet arse-crease were upturned, uptilted invitingly. . . . 
 Trembling, squealing, she spent her lusts in a jerking climax. 
 Immediately his thick hot finger went sliding up the hot tunnel of her back again, so that she jerked and groaned, doubly filled in her contracting furrows. 
 His cock drilled into the wet orifice of her pussy, his finger worked away in her writhing rectum. She sighed, writhed her hips, and sighed again in a commingling of pleasure and discomfort. He pounded down and pushed up, immersing finger and prick in the delicate folds of her contiguous canals. 
 He did not pause in his panting deep plugging of her until he had spurted her full of semen, and then he went to sleep while still lying atop the quaking woman, and he awoke in the morning before her and again fucked her hard and fast and deep, this time from behind. 
 A happy Lady Blanche was walking with her legs well apart when she at last left that room. She wore one pale blue scarf; carried the other. 


 




 


Chapter Twelve – The Princess!


 

 The red galley with its leopard sails appeared in the southern harbor of Tyre that third day, and ashore came Richard the king, with his wife Berengaria and his sister Joanna. Those miscreant revelers he had rounded up in Acre’s fleshpots remained behind, commanded to remain aboard the three ships accompanying the ruddy-bearded king. 
 Guy received the word just after noon, and was told it came from an angry King Lion-heart; they were leaving, and at once. Conrad well knew that the king of the English supported old Guy of Lusignan for the throne of Jerusalem and that Richard was not even so much as his friend. Conrad refused absolutely to send so much as one man-at-arms to join the crusading force. 
 Within the hour Guy and Blondel and Ellandun and the others were down on the docks. Reynald de Poitou was proud in his golden spurs, though Richard had told him that he himself would knight Reynald again, that this time it “might be conferred by a man of honor!” Behind them rose lovely and ancient Tyre, with none but pleasant memories for all save the king. Conrad was nowhere to hand; word was that Richard had lost his head and indulged in name-calling, and Tyre’s proud protector would not see off such a man. 
 Richard did turn hopefully when the page came racing down to the dock, but the youngster’s eyes were on Guy of Messaria. He bore a gift. 
 “For you, Kingsaver,” the youth said, and Guy accepted the gift. The page wheeled and hurried off. He had obviously been bidden to tarry not long enough to answer questions. 
 “Aha!” Blondel de Nisle cried, grinning all over his handsome face. “A gift for our womanizing Guy—he fair made the ladies of Tyre blanch, my liege!” 
 Richard’s smile looked strained. “Well, perhaps someone has happy memories of our visit here, anyhow,” he said, and swung his arm in a broad gesture. “Aboard, Guy, you and your fancy quiver.” 
 A quiver it was, and a very ornate one indeed, superbly worked leather decorated with strips of colored leather—and wound about with a band of curious construction. Guy examined it once he was aboard the king’s galley, Trenchmer: the band was a slender braidlet of human hairs, mingled blonde and dark red. Smiling, The Crusader looked back up at Tyre’s high-perched palace. Beneath him the ship was already moving out of the harbor. 
 There on a palace balcony, railed about with iron in an ornate arabesque pattern, stood two women. Each wore, fluttering in the gentle sea breeze, an identical scarf of sky-colored blue. One of them was the blond Lady Blanche of Jerusalem. Beside her, with a gold chaplet around her piled, pearl-bedizened red hair, stood Conrad’s wife Isabella. 
 The leopard-sailed ship slid out of the harbor and began to move down the coast. 
 At her stern stood The Crusader, gazing back at the receding city. For two nights, Guy now knew, he had surmounted the body and seeded the womb of the Marchioness of Montferrat, Isabella, heiress to the crown and throne of the Kingdom of Jerusalem! 
 Guy Kingsaver smiled. There will be another time, my lady, he thought, and though we must be careful, next time there will be no such deception as this! 
 So he had lain with noblewomen, he mused, running his hand over the smooth leather of his new quiver, and now with a marchioness who was also a princess! A stable hand from Messaria, a mere village of tiny Cyprus, Guy Peter’s son! His smile broadened. 

A princess, he thought, and a passionate one at that! Oh, I do hope we meet again, my lady redhead!

 Then he turned, still wearing his smug smile, and seconds later he received another surprise: the king had also brought Leila up from Acre! 
 Guy was glad to see her, to have her hurl herself against him and squeeze as though to crush him. But he was not so enthusiastic as she, and, later, he proved too to have less sexual need than she . . . 


 




 


Chapter Thirteen – Impasse


 

 Few understood why they were not marching inland on Jerusalem, for few among the crusading host knew aught of tactics, and even among them none was so expert as Richard Coeur-de-lion, King of the English and now supreme commander of the third great Crusade. But now, having been moved into refortified and deserted Jaffa, no man among the Franks understood why they were not at least marching down the coast, past Ibelin to Ascalon, for they had heard of that plan. 
 But in Jaffa they remained. The proprietors of the floating whorehouses just outside the harbor became progressively richer, and more than one man experienced pain when pissing, or developed a sore or two in his genital area. There was some heavy drinking, some gambling—which was totally illegal by the king’s edict—and some argumentation that more than once developed into fights. 
 The mixed-nationality army that was the hope of Christendom was restless. 
 In the palace of Jaffa slept Queens Joanna and Berengaria and their ladies, as well as servants, cooks, and those men detailed by the king as guards. Among the latter was Guy of Messaria. A small room had been turned over to him and Leila. The Crusader furthered his linguistic studies and his sex life and did little else, for there was no guarding to be done. 
 The King of the English was meeting frequently, even hawk-hunting with a tall, not unhandsome Turk. The slender man was Saif ad-Din al-Adil, called Malek al-Adil and, as he was brother to Sultan Salah ad-Din, or Saladin, Richard’s new “friend” was called Safadin. 
 Richard the Lion-heart had a plan, and it was one that some called insane and some treasonous and some dotty and others a king’s privilege. The brother of the leader of the Turks was without wife. The sister of the leader of the Franks was without husband. It was as simple as that, but it was complicated, too. 
 If Saladin would only give his half of the kingdom of Jerusalem as wedding present to Joanna, Richard proposed, then he himself would give to Safadin the Christian half, the strip along the coast. Of course Tyre could not be promised, but certainly the crowned regents of Jerusalem would have, suzerainty over it, and its protector Conrad. The Christians and the Muslims would each respect the others’ holy places, and pilgrims of both faiths would be allowed to go where they would without molestation. 
 Without really knowing why, Joanna was introduced to the rather shy Safadin, and was seated beside him at a dinner presided over by her brother, resplendent in his wedding attire. The former queen of Cyprus and the Turkish emir got along quite well, and Richard was pleased. Joanna, when he advised her of his scheme, was not. She, too, was a member of the family of Plantagenet, and in her veins, too, flowed the rich blood from the fantastic Eleanor of Aquitaine. Joanna shared both Richard’s amber hair and freckles—and his temper. 
 “MARRY! That—that MUSLIM! Never!” 
 “God’s balls, not so loud,” her brother snapped, glancing about. He was sure the others had heard her outburst; he was correct. Guy and Leila were in the room immediately beside Joanna’s far larger one, and they heard it all. 
 “LOUD!” Joanna shrilled. “I’ve a RIGHT to be loud! All I said was that he was charming, and I admitted I rather LIKED the man. But—MARRY him! Holy Mother of God—you must be mad!” 
 “Becoming so rapidly,” Richard advised her. “Think, Jo. Think. We would unite two enemies, gain the throne of Jerusalem, bring peace to this land, and a lasting peace, at that! This be no duchy or county you rail against, sister of mine, but a great kingdom—and how great and rich it would be in the hands of the sister of Richard and the brother of Saladin is completely—” 
 “UNBELIEVABLE!” she interrupted, with her breasts leaping up and down beneath her brocaded over-gown of white satin—a gift from the Turkish negotiator: Safadin. 
 “JOANNA! Devil take it—THINK!” 
 “I AM THINKING! I am thinking that NOTHING on EARTH could persuade me to marry a MUSLIM, poor addled brother of mine. IT CANNOT BE!” 
 “You would be the heroine of the world, the uniter of—” 
 “I’d be the LAUGHING STOCK of the world, you mean . . . the uniter of Christendom and Islam—which is IMPOSSIBLE!” Then she added the name by which the Turks called him, curling her lip, “Malek Ric!” 
 “DAMN!” Richard roared, and that was all that Guy and Leila heard save the loud closing of a door. 
 * 
 “Greet him, O my letter,” Richard the king wrote to Saladin the Sultan, “and tell him that Muslims and Franks are reduced to the last extremity, their towns destroyed and the resources of both sides in men and goods are reduced even to nothing. Surely we have had enough of this state of things! It is only a question of Jerusalem, the Holy Cross, and our old territories and possessions. Jerusalem we are resolved not to renounce so long as we have a single man remaining; as to the Holy Cross, to you it is naught but a worthless bit of wood, whereas it has great value in our eyes and the Sultan will be doing us a great favor if he restores it. Everything will then come aright of itself, and we shall enjoy a pleasant rest after our long toils.” 
 At the same time, the king also wrote to Safadin, urging him to soften his warlike heart. He also advised that he, Safadin, had found favor in the eyes of Joanna and that there must be another meeting to discuss a few additional details. 
 And October dragged on, with the army doing nothing. 
 Safadin agreed to meet with his Frankish friend in two days; his brother replied less tractably. 
 “To us Jerusalem is as precious,” the Sultan of the Turks wrote the King of the English, “or more precious, than it is to you, in that it was the place whence our Prophet made his journey by night to heaven, and it is destined to be the gathering place of our nation on the last day. Do not so much as dream that we will yield it up to you. As to this land: it belonged originally to us, and it is you who are the aggressors. When you seized it, it was only because of the suddenness of your coming upon us and the weakness of those Muslims who then held it. So long as the war shall last, Allah shall not suffer you to raise one stone upon another. Finally, as regards the Cross, its possession is most profitable to us, and we should not be justified in parting with it—unless it be to the advantage of al-Islam:” 
 “Jerusalem is, in other words,” Humfrey of Toron said after he had made the translation, “as sacred to them as it is to us—perhaps even more so, as he says. As to the True and Holy Cross—” 
 “I heard his words,” Richard snapped impatiently, “and I understood. And may the living God blast his beard and his rotting genitals!” 
 And October dragged on, with the army doing nothing. 
 The king and Safadin and their retinues spent a long day together, a-hawking and conferring. Richard was as temperate and diplomatic as he knew how to be. Nothing could be more important a goal than a truce, he told the Turk through his translators, save only a permanent peace. Nothing, then, was so weighty a matter as the marriage of Saif ad-Din al-Adil and Her Grace Joanna. 
 Accordingly, then, were Safadin to make the gesture that a stubborn woman would not . . . were he only to convert, to renounce al-Islam and embrace Christianity—after all, the Muslims did recognize Jesus as a prophet, even in their faith . . . in that event, certainly the King of the English, who was also Duke of Normandy and Poitou and Aquitaine as well as sole leader and commander of the Christian force in Palestine, could persuade the Pope in Rome to grant a special dispensation, and the marriage would be the greatest social and political event of the century! 
 “I will think on it,” Safadin said. He and Richard shared drink, and Safadin decamped, to think on the matter. 
 And October dragged on, with the army doing nothing. 
 Richard paced and muttered and planned. Old Giacinto Bobone, a man no less than eighty-five years of age, had been elected Holy Father in Rome only last March, taking the name Celestine III. Sure that the old man possessed the heart of a chicken and the brain of a gnat, the lion-hearted king smiled, thinking how he would have Celestine’s signature on a special agreement to the marriage of a Christian queen and a Muslim emir . . . faster than Celestine could have said a Paternoster in his old parish of Cosmedin! 
 But while Safadin was apologetic where Joanna had been apoplectic, his decision was the same. He could not forsake Allah and Mahomet for Adonai and Pope Celestine. He was sorry. 
 Joanna would not marry a Muslim, and Richard dared not force her. Safadin would not become a Christian, and none could force him even had anyone considered it. They were at impasse, after all their negotiations, with October mostly used up, and there would be no truce via Richard’s ingenious—or insane—manage de convenance. The matter was at an end. Safadin al-Adil rode away into the hills of Palestine again, and a few days later Richard was nearly taken or killed. 
 With his hopes for alliance through marriage dashed, the king was out exercising his hawks, working out in his mind his next course of action. It was a sunny, hot day, the hawks were beautiful, and the king drank more midday wine than was his wont. He was resting when his ears, alert even when he was nearly asleep, reported the pounding approach of galloping horses. 
 He himself shouted the warning. Within seconds he and the few knights accompanying him were up and racing for their horses—which was when fully a hundred Turks came bucketing over a rise and swooped down on them with leveled lances. 
 Suddenly William des Preaux thrust his own head-encompassing helmet down over the Lion-heart’s face, gave him a shove, and ran toward Richard’s Sicilian horse, Fauvel. 
 “To me, men!” Sir William cried, “protect your Malek Ric!” 
 His valiant trick worked. The Turks swerved their horses. A few minutes later three Christians were dead without the spilling of a drop of Turkish blood, the King and a few others were galloping madly and desperately toward Jaffa, Richard having left his jewel-studded gold belt behind in his haste to preserve the freedom or life of the most valuable Christian in Palestine—and William des Preaux, surrounded by Turks, was passing his sword to the smiling man on the black horse, the man with the black cloth wrapped around his pointed helmet. One of the dead squires wore his arrow in his throat; the shaft was striped twice with scarlet. 
 William des Preaux, who Richard the king said was the most valiant man ever to walk the earth, rode away into captivity, admired even by his captors. The King of the English, overwhelmed and angry as he rode into Jaffa, was handed his gold belt by one of the knights bachelor who had accompanied him. The man received a king’s kiss and a golden cup in reward, and that night Earl Robert of Leicester and Bishop Hubert of Salisbury pleaded with the king. 
 “Without you, milord king,” Hubert Walter said passionately, “all of Christendom is lost! For when the head is parted from the body, the members, those members are no more sufficient to themselves, and they straightaway fail, and languish!” 
 Richard the king stared at the palace floor, scowling. 
 He came suddenly to his feet with the sinuous grace of a great cat, despite his size. 
 “The better part of two months has gone by in negotiations that have availed us absolutely nothing! The moment Safadin and I ceased our parleying, the infidel hen’s piss tried to kill me and took the most valiant man God has ever allowed me to meet! Spread the word, then—for on the morrow we leave this soft life, and march against the unbelieving swine! Robert—advise the barons we counsel in one hour! Milord Bishop . . . Hubert, old friend . . . thank you for reminding me of my purpose in being here.” 
 The Bishop sighed. “Thank Saladin,” he said quietly, as he left his rejuvenated king. 


 




 


Chapter Fourteen – The Storm


 

 Only a short distance away in that same palace, The Crusader was indeed enjoying the soft life spoken of by his liege-lord. And he was far happier than angry, mortified Richard, who could not even seek solace in the arms of his wife. 
 Naked, Guy lay on his stomach on the carpet he much preferred for sleeping to the oversoft Syrian divans. Behind him, Leila too was naked, and engaging in a task that both of them loved. 
 The hot little tip of her wriggly tongue slid up and down, up and down the crease between his muscular buttocks, spreading her soothing saliva over all that smooth surface. Then she let it shoot out of her loving mouth to flick over the orifice of his tender anus, and he groaned. 
 His cock responded fiercely, inflating and lengthening until it throbbed and jerked and he thought the skin would split. God, what a sensation, her slickery little tongue spearing into the snug hollow of his parting buttocks! 
 Her hand slipped around and in, under his pillow-propped body, to cup his balls and relieve their weight, hot and tight and loaded in his anxious, aching scrotum. 
 Her tongue slid in, seeming to grow still thicker in the slender track of his anus. 
 She tongue-fucked her man up the ass, jabbing hard and fast with her wet warm tongue. His anal mouth trembled and clamped in automatic protest at her intimately lingering licking. With his asshole helplessly expanded to accept that wrigglingly loving tongue, licking and slicking around up inside him, she played fondly with his sweaty bollocks. 
 Desire and the near-torturous superbness of what she was doing became an almost unbearable urgency within him. Could there be a more marvelous sensation than this—lying here with a loving woman’s gentle wet tongue paying soft licking homage to one’s asshole? 
 Beneath him, becoming more and more pained, his cock stood out like a bar of heated iron. The engorging blood pounded in it, and his head roared. 
 With a half-strangled moan as of pain, he turned over. His hugely swollen organ leapt upward like a curveting stallion, visibly throbbing. Then it slapped down onto his belly, aimed straight up at his chin and showing her its veined and violently distended underside. It could not be more erect; it would stand up, not out, even if he rose to his feet. Which he was not about to do. 
 “Oh, woman!” he gasped. “You’d best make that just as wet with your sweet mouth . . . for it’s not my tongue that soon goes up your ass!” 
 “Ummm,” she hummed, with a shiver of pleasure. 
 Then she bent, her lips moist and yearning, parting. 
 The head of his fleshy cudgel trembled when she stuck out her tongue and began licking it. Her wet, warm tongue slid smoothly along the tumid shaft, wetting it from base to tip and back again, while he trembled. Then she eased her ovaled mouth down over the red-knobbed tip and pushed, pressing her head down and down so that her soft, purple-tinted lips were forcibly dilated into an even more strained “O.” 
 Using her tongue to smear his desperately needy cock with her saliva, she slurped at it, bobbed her head up and down its stalk, tickled his balls with both hands. Lust jolted through him with the fury of a raging storm. 
 He came rushing up into a sitting position in a supple burst of energy that tightened the muscles of his stomach into visible drum-tautness. Grasping the lovely Syrian girl firmly, he pressed a long mouth-moving kiss on her damp lips. 
 “Now,” he told her with sparkling eyes, stroking one sleek-skinned breast until she crowded it into his hand, “on your hands and knees, my love, with your tail in the air!” 
 “Slap it a few times?” She trembled at the pleasant thought evoked by her own hopeful request. 
 “Another time,” he promised. “Right now I want in you!” 
 She moved swiftly. On her hands and knees on the carpet, his coppery-skinned, sensuously curved woman poked high the solid, oval sumptuousness of her tight-creased rump. He moved up to his knees behind her just as swiftly. He reached for those lovely rounded buns with both hands. 
 Big hands opened those ovals to reveal their valley and the tight little hole to her anal depths. His bulging prick nosed toward it, touched it, kissed her coiled sphincter with its swollen head. Instantly a shiver ran all through her. 
 The salacious maid whined and whimpered, feeling the plump and engorged crown of his rectum-reamer commence to wedge itself into the impossibly tight ring of her anus. It was big, and hot and unyielding, and it felt twice as broad as it was. Its size made her grunt as she began to spread around its insistent tip. Holding her steady with both hands, he pushed. 
 Again she gave a groaning grunt. She felt skewered on a thick rod of swollen flesh like a heated lance that shoved aside the silken-soft tissues seeking to dispute its entry into her tiny aperture. On in he came, and on. She trembled. Then, with an arse full of cock, she sagged with her dark-haired head and dark-crowned tits dangling. 
 Pulsing with life, his hard-driving prick was buried deep up her back, prodding her bowels. As he paused before beginning the rearward fuckery that both of them knew she both feared and loved, they heard the whistle of a suddenly risen wind outside. 
 After a while he pulled, slowly, letting his feverish cock ooze ever so slowly back out of her back’s form-fitting sheath. And reversed it, sinking it again far up inside her tight hot asshole. She accepted him, to the hilt, with only a slight catch in her sigh. 
 Then he began fucking her ass. 
 He fucked her hard, buggering deep, driving his spike to the very depths of her tight, humid-walled rectum in a frenzy of heat and lust. Her buttocks shook and quaked with the impacts as he plumbed the deep narrow crevice. Her breath hissed through her teeth. Elongated into pointed cylinders, her breasts swung and danced beneath her bowed body. 
 Outside, the voice of the wind took on an angry howling tone. 
 Inside, The Crusader ground in and circled his hips to make his aching organ circle round and round in her bowel chamber. His skewering bone stretched and nipped the tenderest of inner flesh until she moaned and whimpered in delight with the masochistic beauty of it, the pain melting into the pleasure in a rising admixture of lust and receding discomfort. 
 “Uh—oh,” she gasped in a sighing voice, “it—it’s becoming better and better . . . and better!” 
 She began to move with him, jamming herself back to flatten her buns against his thighs. Her tremulous mouth gave forth little cries of intense pleasure at the burning between her legs that brought forth the burning liquor of her vagina. It drooled forth from that burning, unused hole. She was gasping steadily, squirming, wriggling her firm young rump with furious energy in an ardent and open-mouthed love of his deep penetration. 
 Outside, the excited voices of many running men rose to compete with the howling of the wind off the Mediterranean. 
 Guy was punching up her back now with all his might. She was wet in her rectal tunnel, and wide open to him. 
 All her excited lover wanted now was to spurt off and send a scalding stream of sperm deep into the flailing, funneling hole he fucked. He began boring into that hot hole of her haunches with furious, plunging thrusts. The sound of flesh smacking flesh filled the room and challenged the screaming of the wind. Her body was jarred violently by the impact of his steady hunching. 
 Propping herself on one hand, she reached up with the other to grasp one dangling breast cone. She treated it savagely, at the same time grinding herself back onto the shaft up her back. 
 She made a throatily gargling noise, straightened her back, stiffened her entire body, and he knew she was enjoying one of the rearward orgasms she said were so extravagantly good. He pounded harder, driving in and out of her gripping anus as if it were a well-spread cunt. 
 Then he groaned aloud, and a geyser of semen shot up her ass. She sighed and jerked as his cock seemed to blow apart inside her. Hot liquid jets boiled up her back passage. His lurching bone spat hot juice into her until it oozed whitely out around his entrenched shaft. 
 Sagging weakly, holding her with tender hands wet with sweat, he heard the wind and the shouting voices outside. 
 At last the words took form in his brain, now it had thrown off its lust-madness. Together, Guy and Leila went naked to a window. His hand lay on her naked rump; her hip was against his. He caressed the cheeks from the center of which now oozed his liquid seed as the two of them gazed out at the wild elemental scene outside. 
 The quay was full of yelling men. Well offshore, at anchor with sails furled, the ships bobbed and lurched violently. Waves came rushing in high to break viciously, spuming white, against ships and shore. Wood and rope and leathern reinforcements creaked. The storm was mainly a seaward one—and one ship, its anchor chain broken, was careening madly in toward the shore just below Jaffa’s new walls! 
 “Our supplies!” Guy gasped. 
 But then he nearly smiled. No, it was not a supply ship that was in such deadly peril. The vessel was one of the old ships so popular among the soldiers who nightly rowed out, one of those filled with “dancing girls”—who did most of their dancing in the horizontal position, with legs spread. 
 The wind howled in. The ship was swept helplessly landward. Men streamed along the shore toward its destination, shouting and waving their arms. Aboard the old galley, women’s voices rose in terrified screams. The ship rushed on, a totally helpless toy of the wind and wild sea. 
 Then, with a preliminary grinding and a terrific splintering crash, the ship tore its bottom out less than thirty feet from shore. Lurching wildly, it spun halfway around in a high spray of white frothing sea water. Guy saw women hurled overboard by the impact, scantily dressed or wearing nothing at all; others leaped into the dark waters, shrieking. 
 Trembling, Leila slid an arm around her lover’s hips, and pressed close to his big warm body. 
 The soldiers were rushing cheerfully to the rescue of the whores. Some were no more than slaves, tricked or forced into their present status, and many were very pretty indeed. Hair and billowing garments fluttered and spread out like colorful fans on the lurching, foaming waters. 
 Already the storm was shifting, rushing northward along the shore. But it left behind one dying ship . . . bobbing bodies, both dead and alive . . . and a band of delighted men, who with good cheer and much fondling aided the girls and women from the sea. 
 Guy started; Leila looked questioningly up at him. 
 The woman that German knight was carrying ashore, her brown hair streaming down—it was Luisa! Heedless of his fingers clamping hard enough to bruise Leila’s backside, The Crusader shouted. But his voice was only one of many, and he was far from the grinning knight from Almain and his clinging prize. Surely the man had no idea how clever and treacherous she was, and that she was a convicted traitor! 
 Then, even as Guy whirled and started for his clothing, he heard the alarms. Shouts, trumpets, urgent drums. A Saracen attack! 
 Leila stared with great sad brown eyes as her man raced to drag on his clothing. She fetched him his quilted hauberk with its baked-leather finish, held it for him. Once again he was a soldier. Once again, the naked daughter of Islam knew, she was forgotten. She watched him run from the room to hurl himself into battle, and she sank down weeping. 

Saladin must have guessed or learned our intention to march on the morrow, Guy thought as he rushed out of the palace into streets crowded with running, milling, half-dressed people. Now, on the last day of October but two, the eve of the eve of All Saints, the Saracen had taken advantage of the wind’s noise and the shouts to launch an attack! 
 Rather than run for a horse as the knights who filled the streets were doing, The Crusader hurried up onto the runway a few feet below the top of the city’s east wall. From there, through the crenels between the protecting merlons, he launched shaft after shaft down into the milling mass of Turkish cavalry. All along the crenelated wall, other men sped their deadly shafts, in the main from clunk-sizzz crossbows. 
 The Cypriot archer had the satisfaction of knowing that his long, hard-shot arrows carried no less than three Saracen knights from their mounts, to fall beneath the pounding hooves of their comrades’ horses. The man called the Human Crossbow did not pause to exult or congratulate himself, but loosed another arrow into the shouting, screaming horde below. A return shaft whizzed past his cheek; another pinged off his helmet, which was unlike a knight’s, but left his face bare. 
 Around him, crossbowmen subjected the attacking Turkish cavalry to a deadly, continuous hailstorm of hissing bolts. Horses screamed and lurched or reared in the flowing press of men and mounts. Saracen fell from their saddles silently, or groaning in agony, or crying out their pain and terror. Mailed legs kicked under the swirling skirts of their white robes as they toppled helplessly. But the howling horde of attackers seemed to take no note of their own losses. Their own arrows whished upward; around Guy, men fell. 
 Then the gates were flung open. The great bridge dropped with a terrific crash across the ditch Richard had ordered dug outside the city, all around the walls. Pennons and surcoats fluttered, lance points glittered, horses bolted forward. 
 “GOD WILLS IT!” the shout arose from Frankish throats, and indomitable knights galloped from Jaffa into the Saracen host. Lances were leveled as deadly skewers, with swords and axes and maces close to hand. 
 Soon lances and swords, maces and axes were smeared with gore to the grips and dripping blood that spattered surcoats and armor and the caparisons of the horses. And soon hooves were sliding on flowing blood, most of it Turkish. 
 Guy saw a Saracen gallop his wiry roan mount out of the clangorous melee, saw him raise a trumpet toward his lips. He lifted it; Guy lifted bow and sighted along the nocked arrow; the Turk turned his way, tilting back his head and sucking up a great breath with his trumpet to his lips; The Crusader loosed his shaft. 
 The Turk never blew the signal that would have called a retreat from slaughter. Guy’s arrow drove into the mouth of the trumpet and its owner fell backward over his horse’s croup. His trumpet flew, bounced, rolled. Thus was the Turkish retreat thwarted, and thus the slaughter was allowed to continue. Perhaps another hundred Saracen lost their lives as a result of that one bowshot. 
 An arrow staggered Guy when it struck his chest, but his padded hauberk absorbed the point before it reached his undershirt. He sent another Turk rolling on the ground with an arrow in his face, but now the fighting cavalry was so mingled that The Crusader considered trying to drop from the wall onto a riderless horse to continue his participation in the battle become rout. 
 But then, after many minutes, another of Saladin’s emirs ordered the retreat. By that time many more of the Turkish attackers had died. The trumpet blared; the yelling Turks fought or fled their way clear of the bloodthirsty knights of Christendom. Worse than beaten off, Saladin’s cavalry galloped away into the night. Mounted knights swept after them, heedless of aught but the scent of death and the opportunity to increase its red toll. 
 Richard had to order his own retreat signal sounded; he knew well what would happen to knights who charged off into the darkness after a numerically superior enemy! The crusaders would become separated, then surrounded, then slain or captured to become miserable prisoners or far more miserable slaves. 
 Very few Christian knights, archers, or men-at-arms lost their lives on that night of the storm and Saladin’s ill-advised attack. But the “moat” and the area beyond were littered with Turkish corpses and the feebly moving bodies of the wounded. Riderless horses milled about, some having followed their retreating comrades. 
 Re-entering Jaffa in triumph, the blood-splattered King of the English advised his men in bellowing tones that they marched inland on the morrow, rather than down to Ascalon. They cheered. Glancing up, the king saw a tall, powerfully built man whose chest sprouted a Turkish arrow and whose hand grasped an overlong bow. The man was descending from the wall, and Richard pointed with his naked sword. 
 “Ye come with us tomorrow, Guy Kingsaver! A new garrison will be left to hold the city—and to protect my ladies wife and sister, who remain behind with all their households.” 
 Guy nodded, understanding. He would march with the Christian host; Leila would remain here. 
 Despite his weariness, The Crusader hurried back to spend one last time into Leila’s ever-receptive belly before he marched or rode off once more, with only men for company—men and death. He relished every moment of that night’s second lovemaking, bodies intertwined and moving sinuously, that he might relive it on the long womanless days and nights ahead. 
 In the morning, Leila wept—but helped him pack. 


 




 


Chapter Fifteen – Two Turks . . . and a Virgin


 

 The light of morning, clad in a robe of azure and gold and promising another sizzling day, suffused over coastal Palestine. Once again the earth groaned beneath hooves and tramping feet as the Hope of Christendom marched forth into hostile territory. The heightening sun struck fire from the helms and shields and armor of the Christian host. 
 Behind them, sailors from the fleet as well as a goodly number of the crusading army remained to hold Jaffa, where now dwelt Berengaria, wife to Richard and thus Queen of the English, despite their estrangement, and Joanna, his sister, and the ladies of their households—including Leila. 
 During a rest pause, called to preserve the strength and health of the footmen, Guy found Geldemar. He broached to his Austrian friend the subject of what he’d seen last night. Guy described the armorial bearings of the German knight he had seen carrying Luisa ashore to safety. 
 Geldemar nodded. “Oh. Aye, I know him—or knew him. But Sir Egilbert was slain last night, Guy, and I’ve seen no such woman.” 
 “Slain—in the assault?” 
 The knight from Wertheim shrugged. “How else?” 
 How else indeed! Suppose that Luisa . . . But while a thorough check turned up an illicitly brought girl or two, there was no sign of the Lady Luisa de Vermandois. Guy sent word to Richard, who dispatched a flying squadron of mounted men to apprise the garrison that Jaffa should be searched for the traitorous noblewoman. 
 The Crusader had an idea she’d not be found. Had Sir Egilbert died in the Saracen assault, or—? He might have, and before that he might also have discovered the slut’s identity and sent her off to Hell where she belonged. But he might not have done . . . and he may well have died otherwise than in the battle, too. 
 Guy of Messaria could not help thinking that Luisa had most likely contrived to stay alive once more. He wondered if their paths would again cross—and if both of them could survive a third encounter. 

We both have ample reason to hate, he mused, as the army tramped inland beneath a blazing Levantine sun. 
 Along the road that ultimately led to hill-bound Jerusalem, little Yazur provided camp for the Christian host in a great sprawl of tents and striped pavilions surmounted and flanked by fluttering pennons—and the cross-blazoned banners of the Crusade. Here there were no olive or orange trees, but rocky plain stretching out into the foothills of mountains to whose slopes clung, tenaciously, strange-smelling trees called cedar. 
 The supply route back to Jaffa must be secured and protected, Richard said, and the king personally led the reconnoitering squadrons. Two guardian fortresses had been raised by previous crusading forces, the Casal des Plains and the Casal Maen. Both formidable piles of stone had been maintained and staffed by the Knights of the Temple for more than a half-century before falling to the great Islamic conqueror. Now, Richard saw with a sigh that hissed out between clenched teeth, that same Saladin had nearly ruined the fortresses, and that recently. 
 They must be repaired, the King of the English said, and refortified, and garrisoned. Strong garrisons and strong walls would protect his army’s communication lines and its flank. There could be no thought of marching farther inland, toward Jerusalem, until this road was secured—and the two castles with their breached and pulled-down walls were part of the key. 
 Grumbling, once again forced to become laborers rather than soldiers and brave liberators of the Holy Land, the Christian host went to work rebuilding stone walls and towers. Pouring sweat, grunting and straining, cursing the heat and the insects and—aye—their leader, the Hope of Christendom spent two long weeks in the repair of the fortresses. 
 Will the Short, son of Will of Lancashire, had left behind his wife and three children and the patch of land he held for his baron, to come here to an unknown land and do his duty for the True Faith. His wife had wept, and his sons and daughter, but vowed that, aye, they would continue to work the land and milk the cow and two sheep, and somehow keep the cottage in repair, too, while paying the rising war taxes. And Will Will’s son had marched off to the coast, there to clamber aboard a ship for the first time in his life. He had spent a great deal of time suffering from seasickness, and had feared for his life in more than one storm, and had sprained a wrist in the great storm that scattered the English and Norman ships between Sicily and Cyprus. He had suffered from the heat, and sweated in his armor as he lofted arrows at the Accursed Tower of Acre, and taken a wound in a skirmish with Saladin’s cavalry and another in the battle and great Christian victory of Arsuf. After that he bore a red-edged white scar on his left cheek, and he walked with a limp. But he marched with his king and companions to Arsuf, for he was God’s man, and this was God’s work. At Casal des Plains, he pitched in right heartily with others in the construction of the bastion’s walls, and he kept sword at hand, lest there be a sudden attack from the Saracen. 
 And a little serpent called an efa was disturbed by the moving of the jumbled rocks in which he had taken up residence, and he crawled swiftly and angrily forth and bit Will Will’s son, called the Short of Lancashire, and Will the Short died. 
 Guy, son of Peter of Messaria, was one of four or five men who noted that single, lonely death. He thought about it that afternoon as he sat on a shelf of rock high up a hillside, one of many sentinels scanning the surrounding landscape for sign of the enemy. To The Crusader came the thoughts he’d had on the death of a woman, little more than a girl, named Rosamonde, whom he had perhaps loved; at least liked much, and been loved by her. 
 She had died of the fever in the camp before Acre, futilely and to no purpose, and an embittered Guy Kingsaver had arrived at an enormous decision, and a philosophy that was to affect his life ever after. Now his own words came back to him, on a hillside in Judea, and he muttered them aloud, for there was none to hear—save God, if He listened. 
 “God does not care. Death is something that happens. I shall LIVE! I shall live every day, all my life, and if it is short, then by my faith I shall have been here!” 
 But as The Crusader looked around at the inhospitable scape of an alien and hostile land, he wondered: Is this living?

 The rock land was not good for man or beast, he mused, and he had another strange thought that blazing day. This was the Promised Land. For this had the children of Israel fled Egypt and spent long years trekking through alien and equally inhospitable lands, dying along the way in their great numbers? This was Moses’s prize, this was God’s gift to the Chosen People? 
 Guy wondered. Had he been one of those following Moses across the hellish trek from Egypt, and their leader had brought them here, smiled, indicating this barren ugliness, and said, “Here, here is the land the Lord has given us” . . . Then I, the Crusader thought, might well have reached for my hilt to sword the man who had led me on an impossibly long and perilous journey to . . . this.

 As Richard the king said, Jerusalem itself was not necessary to the Kingdom of Jerusalem. But now Guy wondered, and perhaps there was heresy in the thought, but did the Kingdom of Jerusalem matter? 

And do the widow and sons and daughter of Will the Short matter, he puzzled, and if so—to whom? Their baron was probably galloping his horse across their crops in the hunt, for he had not joined the Crusade. And his son might well have raped Will the Short’s daughter ere now . . . 
 The Crusader rose. Very alone, he climbed the hill, wearing quiver and sword and frown. 
 He topped the ridgebacked hill—and was shocked, mentally and physically, by the arrow that slammed into his chest. He looked down at the shaft. It had driven through the cloth of the sleeveless tunic he wore over his knee-length mailcoat, but he felt only the blow of impact. The mailcoat had contained the point so that probably his under-tunic of scarlet wool was untouched. As was his chest, though there might be one more of many bruises he had gained in this land. 
 There was no cover; he dodged sidewise even as his right hand whipped past his hip to the quiver slung across his right buttock, went to one knee even as he fitted arrow to string and began pulling. In this position the Human Crossbow held his outsized weapon crosswise; with his strength he was just as effective this way. 
 Meanwhile his eyes were darting about, down the opposite side of the ridgeback hill. He had no need for looking far. There was no great attacking force, but only two armed and armored Turks—and what was apparently their prize. They and the plump Syrian woman were no more than thirty feet down the hillside, on a nearly level natural terrace. 
 More than two hundred feet below, the hillside leveled out and fed into a plain—and there, in a clump of sullen-looking and rather raggedy evergreens, was a tiny house. The area around it looked deserted, save for the two Turkish warhorses standing near . . . and two slaughtered sheep. 
 Even as he drove a long arrow at the Turk with the bow, Guy’s brain was drawing its conclusions. 
 Some stubborn Palestinian peasants lived in the little house, supporting themselves by means of a few crops and their sheep. Perhaps there had been but the two; perhaps there were more, fled or elsewhere. There was a stockade of cedar poles; its gate was open. And the girl had fled up the hill and been overtaken? 
 Time enough to worry about that later; The Crusader had missed in his hastily loosed shaft, but its singing by had spoiled the Turk’s aim, too, as Guy had intended. When caught by surprise, The Crusader knew, the best course was to get off an arrow. No matter if it struck home; it disturbed the enemy, could usually be counted upon to cause him to miss. And the second arrow would be in him before he had his own set to string. 
 So it was now; maintaining his grip on the tugging girl’s wrist, one of the Turks was cursing and waving his scymitar. He had neither bow nor quiver, probably having left them with his horse when he discovered the fleeing girl and pursued her—if that, indeed, were the way it had been. But the other man was fitting another arrow to his bow, one eye on the Frank who had taken them by surprise—and whose accursed armor had saved his unbelieving life. He began to bend his bow. 
 In that instant Guy of Messaria drew string to cheek and opened his fingers. Visible as a rushing continuous line as it whipped down the hill faster than any horse could gallop, the ironheaded stick whipped past the bent Saracen bow, beneath the arm that extended it, and plunged deep into the man’s left side. 
 His cry was a great, throatily groaning insuck of breath. Eyes and mouth bulging, he fell backward, jerked, flailed, rolled, and went over the edge of the little terrace. He rolled and tumbled dustily down the hillside until he fetched up against the bole of a stunted evergreen tree the shape of an arrowhead. 
 The second man intelligently bent the girl’s arm up behind her back—and joined it there. He stared at Guy over his shoulder, forked black beard writhing in a curse. The generously proportioned girl, whose face was shaped like the full moon and whose hair was very long and very black, gleaming blue in the sunlight, opened wide her dark eyes and screamed. She did so automatically, not thinking that a Frankish archer was not likely to understand her pleas in Arabic—much less heed them! 
 But Guy did. He lowered his bow. “Step forth, son of Allah,” he called in Arabic, “and die like a man!” 
 Both Turkish male and Syrian female looked surprised; then the man smiled. “Not likely, Frankish dog, and you with ready arrow! Drop it and come fight like a man!” 
 Guy stared at them a moment, the plump young woman in her white robe with something in front resembling an apron, in red and green, and at the fork-bearded man behind her, scymitar in hand and eyes narrowed beneath his pointed helmet of shining steel. The Crusader glanced around. He could see for miles, and he saw no one. 
 Without bothering to glance down the other side of the hill at his own companions, he moved quickly down the hill. With bow in hand. 
 The Saracen backed a little, drawing the twisting girl, who suddenly screwed up her face and made a thin squeaking sound of pain as he tightened the unnatural angle of her arm behind her back. Then Guy was on the little terrace, laid there by nature, a scrubbily grassed shelf no more than five feet across, and downsloping at that. At two body’s lengths, he stared into the other man’s eyes. And considered driving an arrow into them, over the girl’s shoulder. 
 Then The Crusader dropped bow and arrow and in the same motion drew his short sword from his left hip. It was less than two feet long, shorter than the other man’s scymitar. Only then did Guy drag the arrow out of his chest armor. 
 The Turk flung the girl from him with a snarling chuckle. Wearing a smile and standing with legs aspraddle, he crooked his elbow and moved his wrist, twirling his curved sword lazily, arrogantly. The man wore pointed helmet with camail of chain, a long sideslit mailcoat, and over it a shortsleeved white robe. Like Guy, he had no shield. 
 Despite the fact that the other man had steel blade, Guy of Messaria wished for a stout quarterstaff, rather than his shorter sword. He considered snatching up his bow, which he had used as quarterstaff before, and against a sword at that. 
 But the Turk rushed him, blade rising as he came, blazing back the sun, and starting its descent as he rushed near. 
 Dropping to one knee, The Crusader extended his own blade like a spit. But the other man was fast, and he curbed his rush, at the same time lowering his scymitar. It must be a foot longer than my blade, Guy thought, but without despair. Then the man was cutting his blade in a great sidewise slice, and Guy whipped his extended arm back with a desperate jerk. The scymitar whished by, its wielder partially turning with the great force of his swing, and Guy swung his sword as swiftly and forcefully as he could. But it was on the backswing, and though it bit into the man’s robe at his waist, his armor turned it. 
 The Turk spun swiftly around in a maneuver that put him out of reach, then crouched slightly, taking up a defensive posture. He had rushed the Christian and found him no easy kill; now he would wait for the other to attack. Let the Unbeliever try to get past three feet of good Damascus steel with his little sword! 
 Guy feinted and in a rushing silvery arc the other man’s sword was there to meet his arm; Guy whipped it out of the way and wished swords were as equipped for such shieldless combat as were good wooden quarterstaffs, which a man might swing to parry another’s lunge or swing, and hold with both hands to block a blow or push strongly. 
 Then The Crusader’s eyes narrowed. The other man had far more blade, which made him deadly, but certainly Guy was stronger. In which case . . . 
 He worked it out in his mind in seconds, as he and the other man crouched glowering at each other, the Saracen waiting for the other’s move. 
 Guy made that move. He started forward, swinging in a wide cut from the right, then whipped his sword to himself and brought it slashing back in time to parry the other man’s blade. 
 In that same instant, Guy slammed his doubled left fist into a hooked Turkish nose. 
 Blood spurted over swarthy face and The Crusader’s knuckles, the man grunted out his pain and wavered, and Guy rammed into him with his shoulder. As they went down, the Turk landing hard on his back with a grunt, Guy swung his sword sidewise into the dark face. The Turk’s sword flipped out and over the edge of the level area to slide down the slope; more blood spurted from his cloven cheek and broken teeth; reflexively he clutched his attacker. 
 Saracen and Crusader went over the edge of the terrace to slide and roll down the hillside. Unable to break the man’s two-handed grip on his body as they rolled and skittered over the scrubby hillside grass, Guy clamped his left hand about the blood-slick mail covering the other man’s neck. His fingers clamped. 
 Perhaps a score of feet below the natural terrace, the Turk’s hands left Guy’s body to grasp his left arm, and as a little depression brought their dizzying descent to a halt, The Crusader obligingly released his grip on the other man’s neck. And, struggling to one knee, completed the ruin of the Turk’s face and his death with a sword chop that clove forehead and nose and mouth and chin. 
 Panting, half blinded with sweat and spattered with the other man’s blood, Guy of Messaria got to his feet. He gazed down at the dead man for a moment, before squatting to wipe his sword and bloody left hand on the hem of the white Saracen robe. Then he lurched to his feet, moved a few feet back up the slope, picked up the other man’s scymitar. He climbed back up the hillside, gathering up his spilled arrows as he went. 
 She still lay sprawled at the inner edge of the long ledge, against the slope of the hill. Large brown eyes met his like those of a frightened doe. Frightened, he saw, as he set foot once more on the terrace, but not terrified. 
 “Bismillah,” she said, without screaming it. “In the name of Allah!” And she added, “Do not kill me.” 
 “Why should I kill you?” 
 She blinked in surprise. “You are a Frank.” 
 “I am not of the Frankish land, but of Cyprus,” he corrected her. “And even Franks do not slay fallen and unarmed women. Were you their woman?” 
 Her eyes flashed angrily. “No! Down there is my home. Less than a year ago, the Sultan’s men came to take my brother into their army. But a month ago, my father died. Today those two found me. They slaughtered two of my sheep and said that I would come with them as their woman. Iran.” 
 Guy nodded, dropping his gaze to a plump brown leg emerging from the rucked-up hem of her robe of white homespun. “You have more sheep, and your crops are there unmolested, and though I would bid you bury their saddles and bridles, you now have two fine horses. Would you stay?” 
 She nodded, her face still surprised, uncomprehending. 
 “Then stay,” Guy of Messaria said, “and in peace. Perhaps none others will come upon you. Perhaps your brother will return and you can take up your old life.” He spoke evenly, but his brain and stomach were churning. She was not unattractive, overweight but nevertheless less plump than many men preferred. He had not been long without a woman these past four months, and now it had been over two weeks. 
 She sighed, and he could not help watching the stirring of the bodice of her robe. “He must return.” She gazed up at the tall, powerfully built foreigner who spoke her tongue. “You killed those two?” 
 He nodded without speaking. 
 She shuddered. “It was the will of Allah. Your coming was the will of Allah. Perhaps it is his will that you abandon your warlike companions and take up peaceful ways on a farm?” 
 Thunderstruck, Guy blinked. Perhaps she missed her brother for reasons other than sibling love and the need of a strong man for the work? (But here in al-Islam, it was the women who did most of it anyhow!) She had issued an invitation, an incredible one. Perhaps she was as much in need as he? 
 He shook his head. “No. That cannot be. You could come with me, if you want. My companions are just over that hill. You would work, but you would not be a slave.” 
 “Your woman?” 
 “No. There can be no such, when we are in the field. We are at war with your Sultan—” 
 She shook her head so violently that her blue-black hair whipped her face and shoulders. “Not MY Sultan! He is a Turk, and from Egypt!” 
 “Um.” Guy nodded. And he decided, mentally cursing himself for being more noble than any nobleman. “Then return to your farm, daughter of Islam, and Allah yihhftzek. I shall neither slay nor rape you.” 
 She blinked, gazed at him, and her eyes took on a new expression: hurt. Tears began to seep down her plump tan cheeks. 
 Frowning, Guy squatted. “It is done,” he said. “I am sorry about the corpses. What troubles you now?” 
 She shook her head, sobbing. With a long sigh, The Crusader started to rise. I should have thrown up my tunic and her skirts and fucked her as they’d have done, he thought. What a fool you are, Guy Peter’s son of Messaria! The next woman I come upon, friend or foe, tearful or not, I shall plug her with good cock and ride her like a mare!

 “I was frightened,” she whimpered, seeing he meant to leave her, “but I knew that I was going to know what it was like, at last. And you, Frank-from-Cyprus-who-speaks-the-tongue-of-Allah, do not even want me!” 
 The Crusader stared down at her. Then he unslung sword and quiver. Starting to drop them at his feet, he took caution and carried them a couple of yards away. And returned, and squatted before her. He placed his hands on her broad round hips, very soft under the dirty white homespun of her robe. 
 She met his eyes with her own tear-filmed ones. Then she gave her head a hair-flying jerk to hurl away the tears, and slid both her small brown hands up his arms, up the tight-fitting long sleeves of his tunic, and under the short, loose ones of his mailcoat. 
 “You will not take off your armor?” 
 He shook his head. He dared not. He was on a hillside, in enemy country. No. He would fuck like a soldier. 
 While their eyes remained fixed on each other’s, as if attached by threads too slender to be seen, she pressed his biceps, under his armor and through his tunic of crimson wool. It was sweat-damp, and the sleeves were dusty. So was she, and her white robe. The sun slashed angrily down at them, Allah’s sun in Allah’s land. But Guy’s hand made its way from her plump hip down her plump thigh to the hem of her skirt. Then his hand was gliding back up, this time along her smooth tan leg. Caught and drawn along by the long archer’s cuff of leather on his arm, her skirt rose with it. 
 She shivered and emitted a swiftly muted little gasp when his fingers slid into a veritable forest of thick, curling hair completely covering a thrusting love mount that radiated fervent heat. 
 Now it was her hand that wandered, sliding up under his tunics of mail and wool. Guy of course wore leggings, but they were front-slit for convenience; soon her warm, rough-palmed little hand was curling around his penis. It responded very quickly to her touch and to what his own hand was doing, rising in little jerks like the arm of a powerful catapult, eager to hurl both its fluid missile and itself into her breach. 
 Now he was stroking his caressing fingers up and down her hair-protected vulva, tickling aside that thick curling bush and slipping in between firm, close-pressed lips, parting them to discover their moist inner surfaces. She moaned and a lustful flush of sensuality played over her contorting face. 
 His delving fingers played with the soft labes of her crack, probed and widened the ragged inner lips, until she was jerking, almost wetting herself as he fondled and stroked and pressured, pinching her teasingly and pushing his fingers about, up inside her sopping pussy. 
 She was warm as a heated pool inside, and just as wet. 
 The writhing girl did not cry out or so much as wince when his fingertips came into contact with her hymeneal barrier; she merely gave a little gasp and clutched his cock. It was violently swollen, elongated, and throbbing hotly away in her grip. 
 With his other hand, he pressed the front of her rough white robe. Her breasts were small and shockingly hard, considering the fleshiness and softness of the rest of her body. Obviously her farm supported her appetite, but Allah had seen fit to give her the hard conical tits of a smaller woman. 
 He flicked her breast, finding no nipple. But as she moaned and wriggled, dragging hard at his thick organ, a virginal nipple burst forth from the hard cone he fondled and pressed against his hand through her robe. 
 The Crusader did not want her naked. He did not want to see those tiny tits above her large belly, which began just below them, at the base of her ribcage. Nor was he interested in prolonging this lovemaking, virgin or not; Guy of Messaria simply wanted to fuck. 
 It was her desire as well. That she showed by tugging with pointed urgency at his prick, while lying back and opening her legs wider and wider. 
 He furled her skirt up, now, to reveal richly rounded tan thighs and a great black thicket of tightly curled pubic hair. His manipulations and the new, wider parting of her legs had split the ripe mound beneath that fur, so that now he was seeing her parted labia and the glistening, raw, red flesh inside. 
 She gasped when he withdrew his hands to tuck up the short skirts of his mailcoat and tunic; although she had held and fondled and rubbed it, it was her first glimpse of his angrily turgid penis. It stood tall and thick and proud before him, angry in appearance with the deep flush of its blood engorgement, a thick quarterstaff standing above a pair of heavy seedpods like turkey eggs. 
 “It—it’s pink!” she exclaimed. 
 He smiled, remembering that Leila had wondered at the color of his cock, saying that she and others of her Semitic sisters had discussed the probable color of Western organs. 
 “So are you inside,” he said, moving between her willingly spread thighs, “and twice as beautiful. Now we link pink flesh with pink flesh—” 
 “Yes! I have waited fifteen years—when was ever a girl so old before she knew the feel of a man inside h—unnghhhh!” 
 Holding the base of his throbbing staff of love and lust firmly between his fingers, he had steered its plum-tip into her curly black tangle and nuzzled its moist tip into her tight, slightly parted slit. She broke off her talking in a grunting groan and lay back, half sitting with her legs extended out across the little terrace, her back against the hillside. 
 “Were I of your people,” he murmured, easing himself in very very slowly, “I would continue squatting, pretty jewel. But it is not our way—and you are going to feel my weight.” 
 “Let me feel your weight!” she said urgently. “Let me feel your great staff in me! Let me expand around it, and let my maiden’s blood grease its way into me—I shall not so much as cry out!” 
 She trembled as she felt the round head slide deeper into her fevered slit, widening the cleft between the puckered lips more and more. And her cunt was ready for it! With no heed for her maidenhead, she hurled her hips suddenly up to him with a fluid swiftness that gobbled nearly every inch of his cock down her greedy uncharted channel. 
 “AAGGhhh!” she cried out, falling back, and then she looked very contrite. “I—am sorry,” she gasped, “I—I promised not to—oooh!” 
 Smiling, Guy leaned out over her. Supporting himself on his palms, he pressed his mouth to hers. Her lips took his greedily, her mouth sucked his tongue as if to swallow it, and her arms enwrapped him in an embrace that spoiled his intention and his balance; he crushed down onto her, armor and all. She only groaned. The sound was nearly lost in his mouth. 
 He was still atop her, breathless in the constriction of her tight virgin’s cunt. The muscular mouth of her belly was like a noose, trying to strangle his bloated organ to death. She was hot enough inside, too, to melt iron—but her feverish recess did not melt The Crusader’s iron erection. Trembling with the glorious sensation of it, he could feel the sucking soft lips around his thick penile base, her inner muscles and previously unstretched membranes clutching at the blood-filled knob of his hot, thrusting cock. 
 He was suddenly happy that he had committed the priest-damned sin of masturbation last night. Else he might be spraying forth his liquid seed right now, in the vising grip of her vaginal jaws and chamber! 
 Slowly, slowly, he drew back, making her shiver and compress her mouth as straining tissues and bloodily holed virginal barrier again slid along that great hot shaft of pure maleness. He eased it back in just as slowly. And he held it there, for a long while, and drew it out once more. And again returned it to her. 
 “Are you sore, do you hurt?” he asked quietly. 
 The sun flashed from her rapturous eyes. “I am entranced; I feel only you inside me, and it feels more good than anything I have ever known.” 
 Again he smiled. “Now,” he said quietly, rocking his hips with only the head of his penis inside her, “now, we fuck.” 
 “Ah—yes!” And her eyes sparkled. Her arms tightened and her hips surged, knees rising as she pressed the dusty hillside grass with her bare soles. 
 He stroked hard into that clinging cleft between her hotly jerking loins, driving far into its greedily sucking deeps with a subtle squishing sound. Whether the flow he felt all around his delving bone was blood from her ravaged maidenhead or lubricating oil from her long-sheltered vagina he had no notion. Nor, any more, did he care. He drove deep into the heated confines of tight, unused cunt, stretching her all around his heavy wedge of hardened flesh. 
 Again he withdrew from the gasping girl, not quite taking leave of her this time. Then, while he was still, poised over and not within her, she sent her groove up again in search of his great plug. She was writhing now, thrashing, plunging, rolling in a delirium of wanton craving lust and her total thrill of at last getting a man inside her. 
 Like a tight wet ring her hungry cunt gobbled its way up and down his shaft. She writhed, her eyes aglitter with a lustful concentration, her soft young body trembling with emotion—and desire for more hard pummeling of her core. Nestled between the apex of her soft lower lips, her clitoris throbbed and throbbed. She hunched to make his curly pubic hair abrade that sensitive bud of passion, liberated by her people’s rite of female circumcision. Strong, clinging cuntal walls strove to pull his thick bone deeper into their hungry clutch. He stiffened, and his balls seemed to burst. 
 It was a strange occurrence, a coincidence, with these two total strangers: as he groaned and began to pulse out warm liquid spurts into her, she too went into the exquisite spasms of total satisfaction. 
 After a time Guy knelt up over her. They looked into each other’s eyes. Then he placed his hands on her robe over her diminutive breasts, and pressed them. She lowered her lashes, knowing that this was his silent farewell. 
 He left her tenderly, feeling as though the war was nothing that affected them, forgetting the circumstances of their meeting and the two Turkish corpses lying in the sun on the hillside. He was just at the top of the ridgeback hill, looking down at his own people, when she called. 
 She was asking him his name! 
 On the point of telling her, he changed his mind, decided to give her a gift to warm her thoughts in future: “Richard,” he called down to the large-eyed girl. “King of the English—your people call me Malek Ric.” 
 And then he started down the other side of the hill, toward reality. 


 




 


Chapter Sixteen – Butcher and Crusader


 

 The army was large and the land unsuited to support it. Day after day groups of men and wagons were forced to go farther afield in quest of grass for their horses and fodder for the pack and wagon mules. 
 It was at an isolated place called ibn-Abrak that the Saracen flying squadron came galloping down on a party of foragers. Surrounded in an area that made defense difficult and flight impossible, the Westerners prepared to defend themselves as best they could. The twenty Knights Templar of the escort swung down from their horses, formed a little circle of mail and shields and ready weapons, and prepared to go to their deaths with as much cost as possible in Turkish lives. 
 The swift Saracen cavalry charged, loosed their arrows in great volleys, and galloped away—only to return with another volley. 
 The ground trembled and roared beneath pounding hooves like Allah-sent thunder, full of portent. Again and again they charged, like waves breaking on a lofty headland. Sweat poured, dust billowed, blood flowed. The men of the foraging party fell dead and wounded, knowing that even their stout armor and helms could not long protect them from the screaming Turks whose force far outnumbered theirs. 
 Then hopes rose, for over a spur of rolling land came galloping mailed knights with their squires. Armor and face-masking helmets shone and gleamed in the sunlight; pennons fluttered bravely from lowered lances. The reinforcements thundered in a cloud of dust down on the attacking Saracen. Above the newcomers streamed the bright banner of Robert, Earl of Leicester. 
 With a terrible crash accompanied by the groans and screams of horses, the shrieks and gargling death cries of steel-pierced men, the reinforcing Christians slammed into the enemy. Cheers rose from the foragers and the remaining men of the Templar escort, and they fought with renewed energy and enthusiasm. 
 And then more Turkish cavalry arrived on the scene, and now down a long hillside a half-mile away came a company of Saladin’s black foot-soldiers, the Mamelukes. 
 The black-helmeted Turk on the black horse drove two red-banded arrows into the sergeant in charge of the forage gatherers, then rode in grinning, his scymitar cutting a swath above his head and ready to do the same through the Christian lines. 
 Just before his charge, Leicester had sent his junior-most squire back to apprise the king of the attack in progress. Thinking mainly of the battle he loved and without any notion that the number of the Turkish horse and foot would become so great, Richard nodded, smiled, and waved at those around him. 
 With five squires, Ralph of Ellandun, the newly knighted Sir Reynald of Poitou, and a well mounted Guy Kingsaver of Messaria, the King of the English spurred his horse along a grassy valley and up a long sloping hill toward the scene of the conflict. 
 He reined in at the hill’s crest, staring. 
 Below, his men fought desperately against an attacking force that provided no less than four Turks and Mamelukes for every crusader! The Lion-heart knew that twenty Templars had ridden out with the grass gatherers; he saw that now but eight of them remained able to fight. That number was reduced to seven even as the shocked crusader leader gazed down at them, for the black-mounted man in black helm and armor had vaulted his horse over a wagon and trampled down a white-surcoated Knight of the Temple of the Holy Sepulchre. 
 “Lord king,” a squire pleaded, “wait—do not ride into that! Let me gallop back for more aid—there is too much danger for us to risk your life!” 
 “He speaks well, my lord,” the Viscount of Ellandun said. “You are too important to all of us to rush into such odds.” 
 Richard jerked his head around, and his blue eyes were stricken. 
 “I SENT these men here!” he bawled, in a voice made high with his emotion. “If they die without me, may I never be called king again!” For just a moment he stared about at his seven companions. Then the King of the English clapped golden spurs to the flanks of a shuddering Fauvel, and the great bay warhorse shot down the hill as if launched by a besieging mangonel, his scarlet caparisons flying along his flanks in the wind of his own passage. 
 Without hesitation, Guy of Messaria spurred after the king. And then came the others. 
 The power and athletic tone of Richard’s body was fantastic; his height gave him a reach of arm that was enormously important in combat; his own inordinate bravery and absolute disregard for arrows and swords and possible skill of the opposition made him what he was: the finest knight of his time, superbly mounted on the horse he had taken from “Emperor” Isaac of Cyprus. 
 A horseback tower of steel and prodigious skill and strength, the Lion-heart slammed into the Saracen flank like a battering ram. 
 Horses were hurled aside by Fauvel’s juggernaut plunge among them. The king’s lance drove completely through the body of a Turkish knight, and such was Richard’s strength and attacking momentum that the skewered man was carried eight feet before Fauvel, in the air—until the lancepoint protruding from his belly drove into the side of a second Saracen. With a cry, the second man began pouring forth his life’s blood. So did Richard lose his lance, having created of two enemy knights that for which only the Armenian-Arabic term would suffice: a shish-kebab! 
 On his left another mounted Saracen cut viciously at the red-bearded king. But the leopard-marked shield rose, deflected the curved blade, and then was jammed forward with such force that the Turk went backward off his horse. Another leaned from his saddle on Richard’s right, cutting at the big knight now bereft of his lance. But in the twinkling of a star the king’s great saddle-sword was in his hand, and that foeman lost his arm to the bicep. The flying member trailed blood and shredded mail as it flew to the ground. 
 Behind Richard, Ellandun too had charged into the attackers, and now his sword chopped and chopped in a whipping circle of silvery steel that soon reddened with enemy blood. And in his wake came Reynald and the squires, fighting like knights. 
 Guy Kingsaver had swept his horse aside at the last moment, and its galloping shoulder bowled over two thick-bodied Mameluke warriors. Within less than five minutes, three more of their number were dead or dying with arrows from that wire-bound Cypriot bow in them. A fourth was useless to his fellows, his sword arm completely transpierced by another of Guy’s hard-launched arrows. 
 The Turkish force was screaming and jerking heads this way and that; what had happened? A vast reinforcing host must have come upon them, to smash their flank even as they thought they had an easy victory of tired Templars and hay gatherers. A score of mighty knights seemed to be cutting a terrible swath through their own cavalry, and surely, judging from Mameluke deaths, another score or more of archers was raining arrows upon them! 
 Sheer momentum and surprise, combined with the savagery of Richard’s attack and the expertise of The Crusader’s yeomanry, had laid low over a half-score enemy in two minutes, and as many more in the ensuing twelfth part of an hour. Already the Mamelukes were breaking, starting to flee, convinced they had been set upon by the entire army of the dread Malek Ric. 
 Others were not so swift to panic. As The Crusader’s eighth arrow plunged into a seventh victim, a scymitar slammed down onto his right thigh with such force that he’d have fallen, had he not been mounted. As it was, the leg sent flaring messages of red pain throughout his body, then seemed to numb. The wielder of that curved blade received such a blow from a sword-swung bow, made heavy and deadly with its winding of wire, that his falcate nose was smashed back into his face, the bones driving into his brain in a death that was almost instantaneous. 
 Turkish knights fled. A blood-mad Richard charged after them, and Fauvel overtook the fleeing Saracen so that the king’s sword was again hewing off hands and arms and heads. 
 Up the westward hill, Mamelukes were fleeing like cattle. A Templar had the presence of mind to call them to the attention of the five or six archers remaining behind the wagons, all partially filled with grass and fodder. Soon Saladin’s black warriors were dying even as they fled, with crossbow bolts standing out of their backs. 
 William of Cumberland, squire to the Viscount of Ellandun, beat off an attack and swung his head ahead once again just in time to see the icy black eyes of a new attacker, fixed on him as the Turk’s jet-black horse carried its black-armored rider forward at deadly speed. A glimpse of fluttering black cloth streaming from his assailant’s pointed helm William of Cumberland saw, and a downrushing scymitar, and then Squire William’s head was sent rushing to the ground and his soul heavenward. 
 “Al-Jazzar!” Ralph of Ellandun cried as he saw the death of his senior squire, and he cost a foeman an arm with a vicious chop even as he jerked at his horse’s rein to bring him about. The valiant English lord Guy had accompanied to Tyre faced the most deadly of Saladin’s champions. 
 Sword struck shield, and sword struck and glanced from armored arm; horse’s shoulder recoiled from horse’s shoulder. Then the two men were past each other and reining back to engage again. A dying Mameluke thrust his sword upward as a great warhorse passed over him, and from that action came another kill for Yarok al-Jazzar. 
 Ellandun’s horse screamed as steel plunged up into his belly. His own momentum carried him forward to his master’s meeting with the Turk, but already he was stumbling. The viscount’s aim was thus spoiled, his blade skirling down the other man’s left arm, striking sparks from the armor. But The Butcher’s rushing crescent-shaped blade swept in just under the base of Ellandun’s steel helmet, bit into the length of mail there that connected his mailcoat with his skullcap—and into the neck beneath. 
 The blow itself was enough to break his neck, and Ralph, Viscount of Ellandun in far-off England, pitched from his saddle, dead before he struck the ground. 
 Across the back of his staggering horse, a triumphantly grinning al-Jazzar met the eyes of a tall Christian who wore no head-encompassing helmet and who held in his hand a wire-gleaming bow of extraordinary length. 
 The smile of The Butcher widened, though his eyes remained cold as they stared into those of The Crusader. Then al-Jazzar’s spurred heels jerked viciously into his horse’s flanks, and the raven-coated beast lunged forward with outstretched neck and rear hooves lashing the ground as though he were an enormous rabbit with tremendous jumping ability, rather than a superbly trained, heavy warhorse—who had not been hampered at all by the arrow The Crusader had once sent into his broad and muscular chest. 
 With swift movements, Guy hooked his bow over the special attachment he’d had added to his saddle, slid the shield mounted on his saddle-bow up along his left arm, and dragged forth the big saddle-sword from its scabbard just before his right knee. 
 And for the third time, Butcher and Crusader met in personal combat. 
 Around them the battle raged, becoming rout as more and more Turks fled or died—or both. But neither Guy of Messaria nor Yarok ibn-Ammar noticed. They concentrated only on each other, knowing that they were fated to meet by what the Arabic peoples called kismet, that on previous meetings that same fate had parted them before they had decided with sword and muscle which was the man deserving of continued life as a hero of his companions, the Turkish knight or the Cypriot squire and yeoman extraordinaire. 
 Their swords swung as if at a common command; both shields rose and the steel blades rang loudly off the interposed barriers. Each man blinked, feeling the shock to his arm, the staggering sensation as his shield arm took the other man’s strength. Far more experienced with sword and indeed several years older, to sword, horse, and armor born, al-Jazzar recovered more swiftly and managed another vicious slash even as his horse slammed into Guy’s. 
 Guy was rocked by the blow of steel against steel; Yarok seemed not to notice. His rushing blade snipped off a piece of The Crusader’s surcoat and grated from the big Cypriot’s armor. 
 Then Guy was swinging his arm with all his strength, above his horse’s maned neck and downward in an arc designed to bite into the other man’s hip. But Yarok was too swift and expert for that; his arm dropped, his black and scarlet shield lowered a foot, and Guy’s steel actually bit into it. As The Crusader jerked at his embedded blade, the other man swung another vicious cut; only Guy’s swiftly jerked up shield prevented his losing his head. 
 He was forced to snap off the point of his sword in getting it free of the other man’s shield, and at the same time the Messarian jerked his heel to send his horse bucketing forward. Another heavy sweep of his antagonist’s scymitar slashed the air just behind his back. 
 Instantly The Crusader reined back, swung his sword arm well out to the left of his body, and sent his horse again lunging forward. He began his slash as his horse careened alongside the other’s, on the side opposite both their shields. Guy’s backhand chop forced Yarok to abandon his own slash and lean far back to avoid being sliced open across the chest; as it was, the robe he wore over his black armor was opened in a long line above his pectorals. Angrily he tried a backhand blow of his own, and that at the Christian’s back, but Guy’s twisting body and slashing sword turned that chop in another great clang of steel upon steel. 
 As if he had not noticed the strength that beat away his sword, Yarok al-Jazzar whipped his blade back, started to cut, but saw that his foe was swinging a similar blow. With tight mouth and set face the Turk swept his own sword across in an intersecting line. This time the clang of steel upon steel was even louder, and it was followed by a long scraping sound—and Guy’s sword twisted in his grip and went flying from his hand! 
 “The Cold Hell summons you, stable-boy yoeman,” the Saracen snarled, and his scymitar flashed up and came rushing down. 
 Guy groaned as the great shield he dragged across his body sent pain flaring through his genitals. Then, in a desperate lunge he shoved the shield forward, with both hands. The impact was surely as if he had been struck by lightning, and had his shoulders possessed voices they’d have cried out at the tearing strain. Less than two inches from The Crusader’s staring eyes, the curved blade of the scymitar chopped down into the top of his shield—and lodged there. 
 At the same time clapping heels to his horse, The Crusader yanked at his shield with all his might. 
 Yarok clung to his shield-lodged sword a moment too long. He was off balance when the shoulder of Guy’s mount slammed into the flank of the Saracen’s horse. Then he released the sword, but he was leaning far out to his right—and again Guy wielded his shield with both hands. It smashed down onto the other man’s shoulder, the hilt of the imbedded sword clanging off his black-wound helmet—and Yarok al-Jazzar pitched from his horse to the ground. 
 Guy Kingsaver had no desire to run the other man down or leave him for the Templar he saw bounding toward them, on foot and ax-armed. Twisting as he kicked free of the stirrups, The Crusader swung off his horse to land in a cat’s pounce less than a meter from the downed Saracen. 
 The little dagger a mounted man wore on his right hip was called “the persuader” or the “dagger of mercy”: the misericord. Guy’s persuader seemed to leap into his hand as he set one knee into the crook of his fallen opponent’s right arm. In another instant the knife’s point was against the underside of al-Jazzar’s chin, where only flesh prevented its driving straight up into his mouth, behind his teeth. 
 “Yield,” Guy snapped in Arabic, “or die.” 
 “Stand aside, man, that knight-killing slime has no claim to chivalric mercy—let me make two of him!” The voice was that of the Templar, his white surcoat torn and spattered with blood, and his ax carried high and to the right, ready for a chop. 
 Guy looked up to meet the man’s eyes. They flared wide when they saw the dark menace in those of The Crusader. 
 “Away, monk, this is my captive and I offer him life!” 
 “As the slave to some unbelieving scum?” Yarok snarled. 
 “We take no slaves, and that you must know,” Guy told him. 
 Battle sounds seemed far off; now there were snorts and the drumming of hooves as a winded horse galloped up. Guy did not again raise his eyes from al-Jazzar’s face. He pressed with his knife, and dark skin wrinkled and dented before its point. 
 Again he repeated the Christian formula in Arabic: “Yield or die!” 
 The Butcher’s face writhed in anger; he squeezed his eyes shut and ground his teeth. Which brought a tiny trickle of blood from the dagger-point beneath his chin. 
 “I . . . yield.” 
 The horse had come to a stop a few feet away, and now triumphant Crusader and captive Butcher looked up at the rider, a man whose face was invisible beneath a vision-perforated iron kettle—surmounted by a twinkling chaplet of gold. 
 “By God’s balls,” the mounted king roared, “Guy Kingsaver has taken Saladin’s best knight!” 


 




 


Chapter Seventeen – The Assassin


 

 Cheered, acclaimed, congratulated, feted, Guy Kingsaver of Messaria made but one request: that the great black warhorse of Yarok al-Jazzar be his. 
 “Aye,” the jubilant King of the English cried, “and his saddle and every scrap of the villain’s armor and arms, even to his underclothing, Guy Kingsaver! And anything you can load your arms with, from my tent, in the space it takes me to stand outside and chant a Paternoster.” The king looked around at his pavilion. His eyes twinkled as his amber beard writhed in a smile. “I shall chant it with all speed, though; thou hast long arms, my friend!” 
 He had both called Guy “ami” and used the intimate form of the French word “you,” tu rather than vous. For a moment there was silence, as the others present realized what this Cypriot had become among them, and what he was to their king. 
 Then they bellowed out another cheer, and all drained still another cup of wine. 
 The cheers were sour to the ears of the man who sat alone in a small tent only a few feet away, laden with chains. Yarok ibn-Ammar al-Jazzar twisted his lips in impotent rage. 
 The Crusader did not avail himself of the king’s offer of looting his pavilion; Guy wanted only that black horse—and the third scrap of black fabric he had taken from The Butcher’s helmet. The celebration continued, for tomorrow they must be solemn and prepare to bury a lord of England, Ralph, Viscount of Ellandun, who had died without issue and thus without heir to his title and lands. All drank considerably too much, including Guy of Messaria, The Crusader. He slept in the king’s pavilion that night—but he knew it not until he awoke next morning with a thick head that pounded with every beat of his heart. 
 Saladin had lost many men in what should have been a minor skirmish at ibn-Ibrak. He had lost more, too; his Mamelukes had fled as many of their number, as well as Turkish knights, had fallen in a battle of no tactical consequence. Now its consequence had become immense—in morale. For to the camp of Salah ad-Din came word that it was Malek Ric and but seven others who had slain some fifty of his men, personally, in addition to the three hundred others who fell there. And there was more. The sultan’s greatest hero, the man most respected by his fellows, had been met in open combat, and unhorsed, and taken—and by the man whose name and exploits were already far too well known among the Saracen. 
 They called him neither Kingsaver nor Human Crossbow nor Guy nor The Crusader; their word for the young man with the overlong bow had become ibn-Iblees, Son of Satan. 
 “The effect on their morale cannot be estimated,” Richard’s Templar adviser told him, a man wise in the ways of this land and its people and the warriors of Saladin. “The sultan has been hard put to keep them together and warlike since Arsuf, my lord Richard. Now, with his own hero and champion in our hands, they will be of far less trouble to us.” 
 Richard smiled at Anselm Mesnil. “Then I will test that new loss of morale among our foes, Sir Knight!” 
 Anselm’s mouth twitched in an anticipatory smile. “We will march on Jerusalem, my lord?” 
 The king sighed. “October ends, my monkish knight, and soon winter begins. Is it true it rains every day here, for month after month?” 
 Anselm sighed. “True, lord king.” 
 “Then Jerusalem will have to wait. But—I shall accuse them of treacherous dealings, attacking a band of men who were only peasants, gathering food for harmless horses!” And with his blue eyes twinkling, the Lion-heart did just that. A little party of men carried the message to the brother of the sultan. 
 Meanwhile Robert, Earl of Leicester, loudly proclaimed in the hearing of many men that he was ready to proclaim the king’s heroic squire “Sir Guy” knight, at such time as the king should permit. 
 Dizzied with success and triumph, Guy had but one complaint; he was once again without female companionship. Aside from that, he was first among the crusading host and looked forward to further adventures in this holy war, as friend to the greatest knight in Christendom, Richard Coeur-de-lion. 
 Confirming the importance of the little battle of ibn-Ibrak that had resulted in the capture of al-Jazzar, Saladin’s brother Safadin sent his reply to Richard’s complaint by swift horse—and the messengers bore gifts. Richard scanned the Arabic squiggles on the Arabic paper, looked to his translators. He listened, nodded. 
 “Tell Malek Saif ad-Din al-Adil that I shall be there,” he said, “and that he shall indeed meet the man he admires.” 
 The couriers nodded, bowed low while making the fingers to heart-lips-forehead sign of Arabic respect, and rode away. Grinning, the King of the English waved a hand. “Tell the Kingsaver he is wanted here, and bring hither that great chest lord Ellandun left me in his will.” 
 A few minutes later both chest and Guy were in the king’s pavilion. 
 “The brother of the sultan, who claims friendship with me, has invited me to dine with him on the morrow, Guy,” the king said, rummaging about in the great chest bearing the arms of the dead Viscount of Ellandun on its side. “He also asked me to bring a man he wishes to meet—yourself.” 
 Guy blinked. His legs had never felt so weak at the prospect of battle; the thought, though, of dining and drinking with the King of the English and the brother of Saladin was far more nerve twanging. 
 “My lord—” 
 “Yes, yes, I know how delighted you are,” Richard interrupted, drawing forth from the chest some very handsome clothing indeed. “Now you must be every bit as prettily dressed as I assure you Safadin will be. Thus—hmm, no, I think not this one—thus, you will please grant your king a boon: wear some of this finery left him by a grateful and valiant baron—whose death you avenged.” 
 “My lord—” 
 “Guy,” the tall king said, straightening up with a bejeweled overtunic whose hem, neck, and sleeves were broidered with satin, “close your mouth; you sound reluctant and your king should hate to have to order you incarcerated for disobeying him. Unseemly, unseemly,” he said, shaking a finger and obviously fighting the smile that tugged at his lips. “Now, doff that tunic and let us try this one on you; Ellandun’s clothes will be big enough, methinks, though a bit short . . .” 
 * 
 The great sprawling pavilion was of pure silk that shimmered in all its stripes. It was ringed about with the pennants of Saladin and Safadin and Turkish barons, and with men assigned as guards while their lord and the lord of the crusaders dined and quaffed fine wines and enjoyed the thumping, skirling music of Safadin’s little orchestra—and the visual stimulation of the best dancing girls he could find. 
 Almost stupefied, The Crusader tried to partake lightly of both wine and the many meats and foods he could not even identify. He sat cross-legged as his robed host did now, staring at the gyrations of young women whose hips and bellies seemed possessed of half as many bones and twice as many muscles as any other women’s on earth. 
 This was the fourth such dancer to enthrall him and his king, while the proud and slightly amused Safadin watched the Westerners as much as he roved his dark eyes over the women. And this was the most beautiful of them all, Guy thought, feeling his throat go tight and his loins twitch. 
 Her mass of black hair and her gauzy, veil-like skirts of pale green and blue and palest yellow swirled around her sensuously writhing form. Again and again her bright dark eyes swept his face and big frame, draped in the handsomest of the clothing bequeathed Richard by Ralph of Ellandun. The heavy, sensuous beat of the drums was like the thump of a great, aroused heart. 
 Guy Kingsaver stared. Now she was again whipping her shoulders to shake her fine round breasts, which seemed like balls mounted but loosely on her shining, gold-necklaced chest. Already she had proven that her stomach muscles were so well developed as to toss a coin from her navel while lying on her back; now Guy stared as the girl’s narrow but beautifully rounded belly writhed and juddered in such a way that her navel seemed to wink at him, again and again. At him, at him, for it was for him that she danced, for him, he was sure, that she shook her beautiful tits, for him that she whirled and rocked and swayed her rounded ovals of arse-cheeks, for him that she stamped the carpeted flooring of the huge pavilion with her bare feet, the little strings of bells around her slender ankles tinkling. 
 He was lulled, and yet excited, aroused, his desire so high that without so much as a touch his penis was thick and tall and erect, rubbing hotly against his belly. For him, for him . . . 
 It was for him, too, that she carried the concealed dagger, and at him that she suddenly lunged with it, her beautiful face twisted in hatred! 
 As one man, the two lords, Islamic and Christian, cried out; as one man the four musicians ended their accompaniment and stared in shock and horror. 
 The slender blade arced in the air, caught the light in a flash of steel, and rushed down at The Crusader’s chest. 
 “Die, Son of Satan!” the girl cried, and brought her arm down with all the strength of her lunging body. 
 Had she struck silently rather than spewing forth that message of hate The Crusader might well have died, frozen in surprise and shock. But her words were like cold water in his face, and he moved in swift reflex. His body he hurled desperately leftward, while his right hand shot out to intercept hers. 
 His big fingers clamped around her wrist just as her dagger plunged deep into the silken pillow where he had been seated. Clamped, and twisted slightly, and jerked. With a cry of rage and disappointment, the girl fell half upon him—and was instantly kicking and scratching, biting and flailing. 
 “Treachery!” Richard the king snapped, pouncing to his feet. But it was obvious that Safadin was as shocked as he, and certainly had this been a murder trap, the attack would have been on his person, rather than on Guy’s. 
 “Treacherous SLUT!” Safadin cried, springing also to his feet. “Guards! GUARDS!” 
 Guy and his assailant rolled from the low cushioned divan where he’d sat. On the carpet he swiftly got her onto her back, bestrode her so that even her sinuous muscles could not get her muscular legs at him, and pinned each of her hands to the floor with his. 
 She spat at him. “Monster! Satan’s spawn! Dog of an uncircumcised Christian—I am Yarok ibn-Ammar’s woman!” 
 Now the summoned guards had burst into the sprawling tent, and with drawn scymitars were looking to their lord. 
 Safadin pointed. “Take this hell-spawned daughter of a syphilitic dog outside and slice off both her tits, then her nose and hands!” 
 The guards started forward. “Malek al-Adil!” Guy suddenly called out, twisting about to look into Safadin’s murderous eyes. “I beg a boon—it was I whom she attacked and sought to slay!” 
 Safadin blinked with a little frown; “a boon,” Richard said, in his best Arabic, which was not good; he and Guy had agreed that The Crusader would not betray his fluency in the Saracen tongue. It might just be considerably more valuable to them, unknown to the Turks. 
 The interpreter swiftly relayed Guy’s words to Safadin, over whose dark bony face slowly spread a malicious smile. He nodded, spoke, twisting his lips around each word. 
 “My lord al-Adil,” the interpreter told Guy, who had already understood, “agrees that her punishment is in your hands.” 
 The Crusader used a strip of the girl’s own fluttery skirts to bind her wrists, mercilessly tightly, before her body. Then he turned her over and advised the interpreter he should like a sword. The man frowned; the guards scowled as the words were repeated in Arabic to their purple-robed lord. But Safadin frowned only momentarily; his honor was at stake, his hospitality had been betrayed. He must now trust the Christian he had welcomed into his tent—and with whom he had shared salt, thus guaranteeing his safety here. He made a gesture. 
 Looking none too happy, one of the guards handed Guy his curved sword. The others stood with theirs at the ready. Their eyes were bright with anticipation—either to watch the man carve up the treacherous wench’s body, or to spill his blood should he make any move other than to punish her. 
 Having turned the hissing but now helplessly bound girl over so that her backside was proffered, beautifully rounded and tightly sheathed in bright yellow satin from which depended the swirling scarves, Guy raised the scymitar above her. 
 Moments later, the watching guards, musicians, and both the Christian and Muslim lords were chuckling. Their chuckles soon rose into laughter, as the squirming girl began to screech and buck . . . beneath the constant hard blows Guy brought down onto her rump, with the flat of the Turkish sword. 
 The groveling, helplessly bound girl trembled, then jerked and went rigid as the next blow of that steel paddle fell. She cried out, jerked and groaned again as he allowed the Damascene sword to slither obscenely over her quivering, tight-clenched backside and off her shuddering, straining body. He swung again; the flat-held sword landed with a loud slap on the fraying satin. Her screeches filled the air. Sweat poured from her body, naked above the hips but for the strap across her back; it held the two gold-crusted cups around the lower portions of her breasts. 
 Her screams became even louder and more frequent as Guy continued to pound her traitor’s arse. Her writhing became first more violent, then enervated as she grew weak with defeat, with exhaustion, with pain. 
 The sword flipped a bit in his grasp; its edge as it landed on the upbulging swells bit into the yellow satin. The eyes of the Turkish guardsmen glittered; ah, now the Christian would cut the very ass off her! 
 But that was not Guy’s intent. He was not happy with the sudden appearance of oozing scarlet on the sun-colored satin. But he struck again, and more cloth tore. More and more of the swollen, oval-shaped cheeks of her rump were exposed. But it was not white, that firm, sleek, soft-skinned flesh, nor was it tan as was her body. His whipping had turned her skin a glowing red. Some dark stripes had been partially crossed by others of his makeshift paddle, streaking the jouncing, tight-pressed ovals a deeper hue. 
 Suddenly his left hand leapt out to tear away the rest of the cloth, exposing her naked arse and her silky upper thighs—and, as she flailed and tried to crawl sidewise on her belly, sleek tufts of oil-black hair emerged, curling back between her thighs. He ran his hand across the whipped bulges of her butt, knowing full well that it was like sandpaper over the sensitive skin, made all the more sensitive by his bringing so much blood to the surface to darken both swollen cheeks. 
 Guy heard Safadin speak, and he smiled. Then the interpreter was repeating the words in good French: 
 “My lord says it is obvious you know how to handle a bitch-woman, and remarks on how convenient it is that she need only be pulled up a bit in order to assume the posture of the bitch she is. My lord Saif ad-Din says further that this scene has excited him as he assumes it has your lordship, and that as the treacherous Joharah is in good hands, they will now dispense with guards and musician—and myself as well—and adjourn behind that partition, where soft women await them.” 
 “Your lord,” Guy grunted, as he hand-slapped one jiggly and very red arse-cheek, “is both wise and kind, but surely no less aroused than I!” 
 He heard Safadin’s short laugh when the words were repeated to him in Arabic, and then the sultan’s brother’s final words: 
 “The man called Kingsaver,” the interpreter told Guy, “is a soldier, and has been forced to fight here though all know it was not at the wish of Malek al-Adil, but he has bested his foe. Thus, my lord says, she is yours by right of conquest, even until judgment day.” 
 “I—shall—use her . . . well!” The Crusader grunted, moving slightly so as to get a knee between the prone dancer’s knees, then thrusting his hand between the backs of her thighs and harshly against the furry, springy bulge he found there. She made a little gagging-gasping sound. A great tremor ran through her body. Then she jerked and moaned, for a thick finger had forced itself into her body. 
 With his other hand, Guy made her shiver in fear, sliding the scymitar up along her back. But it was only the strap of her bandeau he sought to sever, not her skin. The strap parted and its two ends leaped apart because of its tautness. Though they were beneath her, her breasts were bare. 
 Setting the sword well aside, The Crusader looked about. 
 The huge tent was empty save for himself and the sobbing woman who had tried to kill him. Guards, musicians, interpreter had melted away with the servants. Soft whispers and little moans emerged from the cloth-draped partition twelve feet away; behind it, Guy knew, Richard and Safadin were commencing their enjoyment of the warm female bodies Safadin provided. 
 “Hoist your backside,” Guy whispered, and the girl stiffened at the sound of his voice speaking Arabic. 
 “No! I’ll die rather than offer you my vulva!” 
 “You may die anyhow—and if you do not offer this wet slit,” he said, circling his finger in it, “it will be something far larger up—this hole!” 
 “Ahh-anngh!” she groaned, stiffening convulsively as he forced a finger up into her clenching anus; it felt twice as big as the finger in her cunt, so dry and tight was she there. 
 But she said, “No! None can enter me there—and you not at all, Christian dog!” 
 Yanking his finger out of her ass with a speed that sent new pain through her, he used that hand to slap her left buttock. “I am tired of the name calling. Christian I am, uncircumcised I am, dog I am not, but a better man than your former lover—whom I defeated and captured with these two hands!” 
 With slurping noise his finger emerged from her helplessly oiling vagina—and both hands slapped down onto her rear cheeks. Then he opened his clothing and bared a frightfully swollen cock. 
 “One last time—lift your backside that I may enter you, Joharah—for your dancing and the feel of these scarlet cheeks has made me hard as a stallion.” 
 “Then find a mare, Unbeliever!” 
 With a sigh, Guy worked up the saliva in his mouth. He spat into both his hands and used them to smear the saliva over his throbbing staff. Then, bending over with a hand on each of her buttocks so that they were forced apart despite her exertion of their taut muscularity, he spat again, this time directly into the shadowy, deep cleavage. She moaned and twitched. 
 Guy slipped both hands in under her hips and pulled. Despite her bound wrists, her struggles were both powerful and violent. But The Crusader drew her up so that her well-fleshed rump stood high, her chin and now naked breasts pressed hard against the carpet. 
 She struggled. She jerked this way and that. She tried to ram her legs backward to kick him; she tried going limp; she twisted and hunched and flung her butt back and forth. Because of her movements, he missed his target; he set the head of his cock against the little winking hole of her anus, glistening with his saliva. But her jerking and sudden throwing up of her hips sent the bulging flesh-rod downward—and in an instant its spit-smeared head had plunged into the jaws of her cunt. 
 She screamed out her rage, but now his hands tightened, and she shivered as he forced more and more of his violently swollen staff up into the hot, clasping hole of her belly, from behind. 
 Cunt impaled on Christian cock, the daughter of Allah went utterly limp. 
 For a time Guy thought that she had fainted. But he realized that no, she intended to provide only a passive vessel for his pumping lust, that he might enjoy it the less Yet . . . he was sure, and he nodded to himself with narrow, thoughtful eyes. Surely the woman of such as Yarok al-Jazzar was a passionate one—in bed as she had proven to be elsewhere! 
 So he began sliding slowly in and out of her, meanwhile holding her bowed, kneeling body up with his powerful arms while working his hands up her abdomen, onto her ribs. There he found the dangling firm balls of her breasts, and he fondled them as he fucked her with slow . . . even . . . rhythmic strokes. 
 He smiled, feeling her trembling and the automatic responses of her nipples. They hardened, lengthened, quivered. . . . 
 “You . . . you met him face to face?” she asked, in a low, tremulous voice. 
 “I did; I swear it by my God and yours and on my mother’s head,” he muttered in Arabic, knowing immediately that she was referring to Yarok al-Jazzar—but did not want to call his name in this situation! 
 “And—both of you were armed evenly?” 
 “On horseback, with sword and shield. He was the better swordsman; he struck my blade from me. But I unhorsed him before he could cleave me, set the dagger at his throat, and offered him death or captivity. He said the words very clearly: ‘I yield.’ My prisoner, Joharah, and fairly won.” 
 She was trembling violently, her nipples growing fatter and fatter, harder and harder, and more and more vaginal fluids oiling the cock he continued to slide slowly in and out of her from behind. 
 “I bested and won him fairly, just as I did you . . . save that you attacked me when I was unarmed. He is braver than that.” 
 A great tremor ran through her body, like a feverish convulsion. He heard her sob, heard her catch another in her throat. He felt the little pressure of her internally squeezing muscles. And he slid in and out, in and out of that hot and steadily wetter channel . . . 
 Suddenly she brought her linked hands up under her and pressed their palms to the carpeting. Thus she supported herself, head up and long sinuously beautiful back bowing in, and she thrust herself backward until her well whipped rump was as if glued to his lower belly and thighs. 
 “Then fuck, fuck me,” she sobbed, “for you have won us both!” 
 Never had The Crusader heard a voice so husky with aroused sensuality. And never had his heart leaped so, in his heaving chest. 
 The beautiful dancer who had tried to slay him now moved with him, fucked with him. Her groans and moans were partially of defeat and humiliation—but too, they were of unmistakable passion and need for the great club of hotly swollen flesh that skewered in and out of her snug wet slash. 
 He had paddled her backside with a scymitar of shining steel; now he paddled her with his body, and filled hers with steely cock. 
 He pushed hard, slamming and sludging in and grinding his passion-aroused flesh deep into her cunt. His thighs and lower belly slapped hard, with the wet sound of sweaty flesh against flesh, partially flattening the curving, shapely bottom he had sword-whipped. 
 She tried to suck on that meaty staff with the well lubricated chamber of her convulsing vaginal pocket, and she thrust hard back against him. He pumped it in again and again, driving and grinding, crushing her fleshy breasts in his hands as he used them as levers, slapping her lovely reddened butts with his body and maintaining a frantic pace. 
 He pounded his tool into that liquid tunnel of wet heat and she met every mighty stroke with a growing frenzy of passion. The blood pounded through his veins like hot wine. 
 “Mine,” he gasped. “Conquered, defeated—enslaved!” 
 “Thou defeated my lord,” she gasped in a tiny voice, thick with risen passion. “His things are thine; I am thine.” 
 “It will be . . . your . . . asshole next,” he grunted out, with spasms surging all through his system as he lunged in and out of her. 
 A little sob escaped her. “Aye,” she said softly. “As my lord says.” 
 “Move,” he told her. 
 And she obeyed, surging back and forth, masturbating his cock with her jerking body, fucking herself, doing all the work now while he knelt straight behind her, smiling 
 Seldom so excited in his life, he knew that he would remain still while she moved, while she fucked herself on his throbbing pole, and that he would continue to fuck her even after he had spurted into her, and that before dawn he would breach her anal passage, too, and make her like that as much as she obviously loved this rearward tupping. 
 For he was Guy Kingsaver of Messaria, The Crusader and friend of a king, and he had defeated and made captive the greatest and most deadly of Saladin’s knights—and now he had defeated and made sexual captive that mighty butcher’s woman as well! 
 Steadily feeling his prick plunge in and out of her jerking, hunching body and feeling the tightening in his scrotum that meant he would soon fill her Turkish slash with good Christian seed, The Crusader chuckled in triumph. 
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