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    Dedicated to my dear mother, Emogene Batten, who just passed away at the age of 102.  God bless you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Defy time and ye shall experience adventure!

      

    


The holy land, July 4th, 1187.  

A vision unfolded, revealing the strategic port of Acre. This stronghold of Christendom in the East, the economic heart of The Knights Templar, and the center of trade across the whole of the Mediterranean was a sight to behold.  Grand ships filled the harbor, a constant stream of smaller boats ferrying Christian pilgrims, merchants, goods, and crusaders heading to the city or looking to join The Holy Armies.  The whole scene oozed power and strength.  As this image faded, others took its place.  Miles of dry, arid land and sand passed by, broken up by numerous green oases, olive and date groves, and walled cities.  The dreamy vision hovered over the great stone battlements and towers surrounding Jerusalem, then soared over the walls, revealing the beautiful buildings they protected.  The serene scene was interrupted by a vivid montage of ferocious battles being replayed; epic bloody tests won by Christian armies.  The Siege of Antioch, the Battle for Arqa, the Siege of Nicaea, the Battle of Ascalon, The Battle of Lake Antioch, and many more clashes and skirmishes in the Holy Lands.  Some the viewer participated in, and others only known from the graphic tales passed down to Sir Donnavinne of Tripoli by more seasoned knights.  

The slumbering knight sat up abruptly, bidding farewell to these dreams, realizing immediately that the smells that assailed his nostrils were not from the constructs in his mind.           The entire left flank of the crusader army was suddenly engulfed in acrid smoke from a massive, smoldering desert grass fire that hindered sight and then tortured lungs and eyes, making it impossible to count or counter the minor armed assaults that had emerged around them.  The enemy used their well-timed and planned diversion to probe and harass the crusader lines, but the heathen arsonists would get bolder and take more risks.  This was just the beginning.   Sir Donnavinne removed the hobbling from his horse and quickly mounted the mare.  While on the move, he shouted orders to confused knights and foot soldiers as he cantered up and down the lines of their army, directing assets to areas that seemed to be faltering or lacked manpower.  Archers were relocated and rushed into the fray, which stalled enemy advances into their lines, but there had been causalities.  A few arrows narrowly missed taking Sir Donnavinne from his horse, but even those off-target projectiles slammed into soldiers behind him with devastating consequences.  

He could not believe what he was seeing.  It was utter chaos.  The armies of Sultan Salah Ad-Din, or Saladin as the West called him, had set this fire as part of a plan.  Lower Galilee in summer was hot and merciless, without bountiful water or shade, near intolerable and deadly.  Add crippling smoke to the mix, and an opponent could be considerably weakened.  The Sodomite Muslims had used the terrain and the crusader armies’ thirst against them, harassing their 20,000-man army all the previous day and then continuing through the night by chanting their prayers, beating drums, and crashing symbols, anything to cause as much discomfort as possible.  Before dawn, the fires began, just before the bulk of the army would rise and move for the day.  The men were tired and thirsty to the point of collapse long before this day began, but now life had become far crueler.  Though this was a strong army and God was with them, with a mere glance, Sir Donnavinne could feel that their vigor and confidence had drained away from the demoralized Crusaders. Still, the warriors repelled Saladin’s deadly tentacles.  There was a fight in them yet.   

Days earlier, the hordes of Saladin had besieged the Christian city of Tiberias, a beautiful city resting on the shores of The Sea of Galilee.  This prompted a crusader fighting force to be formed and marched in response.  The King of Jerusalem, Guy de Lusignan, had ordered the assembly of an army from the crusader states, and it was done.    This great army consisted of soldiers from The Kingdom of Jerusalem, The Principality of Antioch, The Knights Templar, The Knights Hospitaller, the Order of Mountjoy, The Order of Saint Lazarus, and the country of Tripoli.  It was the latter colors, a shield and tunic of red with a red cross residing within a gold cross at its center, that he, Sir Donnavinne of Tripoli, displayed proudly. He humbly served that country and Raymond III, his lord and friend, whose wife Eschiva had become trapped in Tiberius and was now in charge of the city’s defense against the Saracen invaders that surrounded it.  This military endeavor by the Crusader army was essential but also very personal to Sir Donnavinne and Sir Raymond.

Sir Donnavinne was born in France on July 4, 1156, to Lord Donnavinne and Lady Raymond, sister to Raymond the II of Tripoli.  His mother had been sent to France to marry Lord Donnavinne, and shortly after, her brother had been assassinated, something she never got over.  Life carried on, though, and they bore a son two years later.  Her late brother’s son, Raymond III, a minor at the time of his father’s death, had been sent to The Royal Court in Jerusalem until he reached maturity.  Years later, he returned to Tripoli and took on his role as the Count of Tripoli.  At age seven, a young Jean Donnavinne was sent there to join his uncle, and he grew up with Raymond, who took on the role of more an older brother than an uncle. Both men were educated in language, math, art, and music and trained together.  Raymond was always the better archer and horseman, Donn the far better wrestler and swordsman.  He served under that man now and had for years throughout the holy land, only separated when Raymond had been captured by the Muslims and held in Aleppo for a few years.  Thanks to the Knights Templar's financial influence, he was eventually ransomed and returned home.  Each had saved the life of the other on more than one occasion and knew more about the other than they would ever admit. 

Those close to Sir Donnavinne referred to him as Donn, and the never-arrogant knight was fine with that.  He was distinctively taller than most Knights he had ever rode with or any that he had fought against.   At six feet tall, his appearance dominated a battlefield or room, and his strength matched his size.  Massive muscular arms honed from years of intensive sword and shield use in training and battle, then endless hours spent with spears, axes, chain mace, daggers, and countless other weapons like siege gear got your attention.  There was no muscle on his body that challenge had not accentuated, including his face, highlighted with strong cheekbones, a square jaw, and a forehead with deep lines etched there from long years on the battlefield.  When not tied back, his bronze hair hung below his shoulders, but he kept his face as clean-shaven as was humanly possible in these times.  Hard-earned scars, big and small, were scattered about his body, some wounds treated by himself if there had been no other option and the others by those trained in healing.  Donn recognized no difference in the results.  He had paid close attention to the palace physicians while growing up and had learned the ways of healing on the battlefield as well, especially those used by the East.  His eyes were intense but somehow kind, their greyish-blue color capturing the attention of more than a few female servants or barmaids over the years, though Donn had little time for such things.  He was a warrior.  Raymond III rode up beside Sir Donnavinne, his friend’s voice eliciting Donn’s immediate attention. 

“The king wishes to meet with the ranking knights and lords.  They are setting up a protected circle with mounted men-at-arms and archers.  We are to meet in the middle.”

“Good.  A course of action must be decided upon.  Our strength is being ripped from us one small bite at a time.  Lead on, my lord,” said Donn.

“No need to be so formal, Donn, unless the men are around,” Sir Raymond stated, stifling a chuckle as he turned with his horse.

Donn gripped the reins of his prized destrier.  Most other horses in the army were the more common coursers or rounceys, but Donn had learned which animal would help keep you alive.  He loved his horse, Willow, and she loved battle.  They were a team.  He preferred the mare as many cultures did.  The breed never lowered their ears, averaged 5.5 to 6.5 feet high, and weighed 2,200 lbs.  In the frenzy of battle, they would bite and kick the enemy horses, protecting their lords until the end.  Donn and Raymond wormed their way through soldier and beast alike to arrive at the area set up for the meet.  Once they had entered the prepared position and dismounted, and it was determined that they were the last and final to arrive, the encirclement of horses and soldiers closed tightly against each other. A ring of archers stood, an arrow resting on each bowstring.  Donn surveyed the men around him, representing all but the Knights Templar, who were so engrossed with repelling and holding their positions that they chose not to send a representative.  Guy of Lusignan, King of Jerusalem, spoke first.

“It seems we have the beginnings of a fight this morning.  Not the situation we had hoped for, and we value any input on how we should proceed?” The King’s head and eyes turned to connect with everyone around him, resting on the returning gaze of Raymond the III of Tripoli, still at Sir Donnavinne’s side.

“Sir Raymond, it seems you might have something to say, and we always cherish your wisdom.” Said the King.

“Yes, I do, Sire.”  Sir Raymond said, a bit of bitterness in his voice.  Sir Guy had never been his choice for King. “We are experiencing surgical attacks nearly all around us, and it appears more Sarasin forces arrive each hour.  I would want nothing more than to rescue my wife who defends in Tiberias, my home that we attempt to reach, but I fear this has been a trap from the beginning, and it may well be foolish to continue.”

The King nodded his appreciation of the words, if not the tone, and turned to his brother, Aimery of Cyprus, who spoke next.

“It is becoming more difficult to keep the infantry together.  They are thirsty and exhausted, especially with all the faint attacks, fires, and the rest.  They want to attack or retreat; I do not think they care which,” Aimery paused.  “Soon, they will not be able to do either.”

The king again nodded and delayed his answer to faux inward thought.  “We must hold this army together at all costs.  Tiberias is in peril, true, but Saladin has his eyes on the larger prize, and God commands we keep him from it!”  His voice, firm and unwavering, carried the resolve of his decision. He turned back to Raymond III of Tripoli and spoke again. 

“Raymond, I need you to take men and scout ahead, then report back to me.  These are your lands.  As is custom, you led the vanguard into these lands and will have the right to lead the first division into battle here, but now I need your eyes and council. “

The faces of all those present did not look to be inspired, except for The Bishop of Acre, who was charged with carrying and protecting a piece of the ‘true cross’ into battle.  He relished any opportunity to drive the infidel out of the Holy Land, and the subtlest of smiles crossed his lips.  It did not go unnoticed by Donn.  All present were silent for what seemed an eternity.  Sir Donnavinne knew why.  Nearly this same council had met with the King at the Springs of Saffuriya days ago while the army was camped there.  Water flowed around them, and they enjoyed relative safety.  They also heard that reinforcements were coming from Antioch.  Everyone had been content to remain there until more help arrived, and at first, even the King agreed; then in stepped the Grand Master of the Knights Templar and church representatives like the Bishop of Acre, and somehow, they had changed the mind of the King.  He then commanded that the army march here, a handful of miles from Tiberias, where all water ceased to exist.  Various commanders feebly pressed the King, through his regents, to turn the army back, but after an uncomfortable, waterless night, he still ordered the army onward.  Straight into roasted winds, man and horse drove, dehydrated, weakened, and now harassed by the Ayyubid Calvary on the road to Tiberias.

Raymond dipped his head to the King after his decree, then spoke. 

“I will leave immediately, my King.  I will take Sir Donnavinne and a handful of men with me for speed,” both men rose to leave, but Raymond paused.

“Behind you, there is a large rise,” Raymond pointed out the area to the King.  “Those two high points are called The Horns of Hattin, two ancient volcanic hills overlooking the Hattin valley that stretches five miles to the Sea of Galilee.  You should set your tents atop the larger hilltop and organize men around you until my return.  It will be some time before the other half of the army catches up, and that hill is the most defensible,” he added.

Sir Donnavinne, his head down, asked to add to the conversation.  He was allowed to do so.

“If I may, my King, The town of Hittin is just the other side of The Horns of Hattin, down the Hattin valley.  They have a year-round spring there.  We should send men to find and secure that water source.”

“I will arrange my camp and send men as you suggest.  We appreciate your council.  Now, please go with God and see what lies ahead of us,” said the King.
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The two men left the assembly, gathering twelve skilled men at arms as they forged toward the army presence a mile to the front.  As all forward movement had ceased, travel was slow through the thousands of soldiers and horses. A miserable night spent without water or sleep had weakened the force, and a touch of desperation was evident as the men squeezed through the ranks.  The horses seemed distressed as well.  When they questioned why, they were told that, for some unknown reason, the horses had not drunk water at the Springs of Saffuriya two days earlier. Now, they, too, were faltering.  Had the water been made undrinkable for the horses in some way?  Donn wondered.  They would probably never know.  

There were reports of men who could not go on and were left behind to die or return to the Springs of Saffuriya alone.  Horses had also died, and they passed a small number of these on the side of the road as they continued forward.  Weary knights slumped at their horse’s reigns, sweltering from the heat inside their armor and equipment.  Many of the twelve hundred knights had removed their helmets and heavier portions of their armored protection.  Sir Donnavinne still dawned his thin cap helmet with its nose guard but was down to a chain mail long shirt and his sleeveless “surcoat” with the coat of arms of Tripoli upon it.  The thousands of mounted men-at-arms faired much the same, as they were outfitted nearly the same as the knights were, though not as expensively.  Behind them were five hundred mounted Turcopoles, locally enlisted archers, and light cavalry recruited by the crusader states and the Byzantine Empire.  Far to the rear, they knew fifteen thousand Infantry troops and foot soldiers, the most affected by the heat, thirst, smoke, exhaustion, and hunger, struggled to keep up.  They stumbled along like a sea of plague victims, most having tossed aside all but their weapons, some losing even those without realizing it.  Their blank stares said it all.

“A hell of a way to spend your birthday, eh, Donn?” Raymond questioned Sir Donnavinne.

Donn let out a healthy laugh, the first one he had expressed in days.  July 4th, 1187.  Donn believed he would remember his thirty-second birthday all right.

“Don’t suppose you packed a fruit cake?” Donnavinne asked.

“No,” Raymond answered.  “But perhaps we can pour you a glass of water in a few hours, just a few Muslims to rid ourselves of first.”

“That would be acceptable; I’ll even help with the Muslim problem,” he agreed.

Shouts and screams erupted from both sides of the line as arrows and darts tore through the grass fire smoke, searching for targets.  Dozens of men fell from their saddles in various states of injury or death, several of them from Raymond and Donn’s group.  The attack was sudden, swift, and accurate.  An assembly of thirty Sarasin riders burst into the clear and aimed themselves directly at Raymond III and Sir Donnavinne, swords at the ready and frightful sounds rising from their mouths.  If not for years of trial by battle, the knights might have been driven back or fled, but these men were of a different sort.  Raymond and Donn called for lances, and dozens of mounted knights responded, lining up on each side of them.  They rushed toward the charging heathens, lances and battle swords ready to do their work—and that they did.  In a series of heavy collisions, most attackers were flung from their horses after being pierced by spear tips or hacked from them by skilled slash-and-stab work by the knights.  Swords sang as they collided repeatedly with each other and upon armor and helmet, ultimately tearing into flesh and skull on both sides. Still, the Saracens took the worst of it by far and, in the end, retreated into the smoke and were gone as if they were ghosts.  There was an eerie silence.

Sir Donnavinne stopped his men short of following the enemy, conscious that that was precisely what they wanted.  At this point, everyone was on alert for attack, and Raymond had Donn get a count of their charge.  Other than those killed by the first arrows and darts, there seemed to be no serious injury to their men, something both were grateful for.  Down the line, injury and death had visited infantry and knights alike through similar quick attacks.  Seeing this, Sir Raymond rode up beside Don and spoke close to his ear.

“They are toying with us, tiring the men.  Slowing us down,” he said.

“And attempt to draw us out.  What can be done, my Lord?  Attack?” Donn asked.

“We must hope we can get to your water spring near Hittin.  They have all but stopped our progress here to block us from the water ahead.  Maybe the King’s men have had more luck with the springs, but we must find out,” Raymond shouted.

“Back to the King then.  He should have his camp set up by now.  We know the situation here,” Donn said.

The group took control of their mounts, turned, and headed toward the King’s encampment upon the Horns of Hattin.  Once outside the King’s tent, they dismounted and were ushered into the tent and to the King.

“How do things fare ahead, Sir Raymond?  Asked the King.

“We are stalled.  The enemy attacks and retreats all along our lines and many good men are being maimed or killed by the marauders.  They do not seem to worry about their own losses,” Raymond explained to the King.

“Our men fall from exhaustion and thirst as well.  Even their mounts are faltering,” added Sir Donnavinne.  Any luck at the springs, sire?”  he inquired of the King.

“The devils have also blocked our way to the Hittin spring,” said the King. “They hold it and the area around the holy tomb of Jethro, father-in-law of Moses.  One man returned out of fifty, and he has since succumbed to his wounds.  The area is completely in their hands.  We must break through and get to The Sea of Galilee at all costs.  I leave it to you, my trusted knights.  Find a way!” the king’s command was stern, but there was a hint of desperation.

Sir Raymond spoke first.  

“We will spread the word up and down our lines and to all the State principals.  If it can be done, it will be, by God!” Raymond bellowed.

“My men and sword are at your disposal, Sir Raymond,” vowed Sir Donnavinne. 

“Strike hard and true, my brave knights,” bellowed the King.

The knights took their leave of the king and sent messengers to alert the army of pending battle.  The leaders of each Christian State and group gathered their desired contingents for a first wave of attack and headed toward the front of the long ranks of fighting men.  All movement toward Galilee remained at a standstill.  Scouts reported that overnight carts had arrived, filled with thousands of arrows and full ceramic water jars by the hundreds, which had been distributed amongst the enemy by now.  Even worse news was that the enemy may have surrounded their position or were at least well on their way to doing so.  Donn took in all this new information, issuing orders to keep shields high and ready.  Sir Raymond barked instructions on what defensive formations should be set up before quickly gathering with other leaders.  More men of Tripoli arrived, with many from the different Christian states, and Donn prepared himself and positioned his men for battle, 

The path ahead and the surrounding area had been blocked with stone, brush, carts, and other items, forming a cumbersome maze of obstruction.  A massive contingent of Saladin’s men, both mounted and on foot, awaited.  In a blatant attempt at torment, a dozen barely clad men laughed and played at the center, splashing themselves with water, pouring gallons more over each other’s heads as if they possessed an ocean of it, which they did.  It was a brilliant and sadistic move on Saladin’s part; grown men began to cry at the sight.  Donn looked around and turned to Sir Raymond, urgency in his tone and words.

“We must turn the men loose now, my lord!  Sir Donnavinne yelled.  “If word of this spreads further down the ranks, it will break the men,” he said more quietly.

Raymond thought for a moment, then nodded his head in approval.    

“Lances forward!” he called, and a wall of 200 knights and horses formed in front of all others, lances in hand and at the ready. 

Sir Raymond added his men and himself to the emerging formation, followed by The Knights Templars, who eagerly joined their ranks, splendid in their white robes emblazoned with bold red crosses.  The Bishop of Acre attempted to rally the men by displaying the shard of the true cross to all that could see, producing shouts and cheers up and down the lines as he made his way forward.  Foot soldiers, the worse for wear, looked to gain some inspiration and filed in behind the bishop and the knights as they prepared to charge, now ready to join the fray.  A considerable percentage of the foot soldiers had still not caught up with the main body of horsemen, but those that had were equipped with crossbows, regular bows, swords, axes, maces, and other weapons of choice or availability.  Horses snorted and stomped in anticipation of the action to come.  Sir Donnavinne’s prized mount, Willow, more eager than most, stared down the enemy with her large dark eyes, listening for the order to charge through occasional impatient grunts.  Archers by the turcopole, The Sons of Turks, ran forward and were placed in positions that would best support the attack. 

“A battle for the ages this will be!  Let us show them what a knight blessed by God can do!” Sir Raymond yelled at the top of his lungs, his long sword aloft.

“That we will!” promised Donn just as loudly, raising a mailed arm and fist, joining in the cheers of the others. 

As was his right, Sir Raymond led this initial charge, and on his mark, hundreds of men and horses sprang to action.  The enemy had been prepared for this, and the mile gap between the armies closed to nothing in minutes.  Volleys of arrows and darts from each side passed in the air and then crashed into their intended targets.  The resulting screams of agony by man and beast alike were the first of the battle but would not be the last.  Archers launched projectiles with bloody accuracy.  They tore through armor, finding and tearing flesh and shattered bone.   Men were ripped from their mounts into lifeless piles that wounded horses trampled on in their attempt to vacate the area.  The sides met as two opposing storms.  As the lines collided, crusader lances impaled a hundred Muslims in minutes. Their pierced bodies were removed from their horses by force and were allowed to slide from the blood-greased poles to the ground. Tightening quarters on the battlefield allowed a few knights to skewer more than one of the enemy simultaneously during the charge, but the lance's usefulness ended quickly.  Now, Swords had to begin to perform their bloody work on both sides, the space between the opponents now far too close for much else.  

Sir Donnavinne, sword held aloft, encouraged his men to press on, as did his Lord and friend Sir Raymond alongside him.  A brief look passed between the two conveyed respect, concern, and silent encouragement.  This was not a foreign situation for the pair, but they cared for each other as brothers, so there was always the will to protect the other. The two leaders led by example, pictures of valor as they flung themselves into Saladin’s faithful masses. Their battle horses aided them by attacking enemy mounts with mouth and hoof, and with historic courage, the Christians and their skills proved superior as many hundreds of heathens were felled in short order.  Donn and Raymond were responsible for dispatching dozens of the enemy.  

The Saracen army seemed to falter and retreat as heavy swords wielded by great men detached arms, heads, legs, and torso, driving them back.  It looked for a time as if the field would be theirs, but this sign of victory was fleeting.  Muslim reinforcements began to fill any space that the Crusaders had achieved.  Like worker ants, the Sarasin sacrificed their lives for their leader and to halt the Christian advance.  More Christian ground troops joined in the fight with the knights. They, too, faced what was quickly becoming an immovable wall of the enemy that succeeded in turning their advance into a battle for survival as their ranks were pierced by spears and arrows or destroyed by sword and skull-crushing devices.  Once all forward momentum had been stopped, far more Christian lives began to be lost, forcing a hasty and unsettling retreat.  The Crusader lines were reformed, and they charged again; the result was the same. Countless attacks were made throughout the day, but over and over, no progress could be made, and no territory could be taken from the endless ocean of Saracens.  

At some point, the army became encircled entirely, and the enemy closed in everywhere they could, especially at the rear, where the barely functional foot soldiers fell to arrows and under their swords in the hundreds and fled in the thousands.  These deserters were pursued and slaughtered, most so exhausted and scared that they gave no fight or resistance to slow their doom.   

The King of Jerusalem watched these events in disbelieving terror from his headquarters atop the Horns of Hattin, knowing he had possibly delivered his kingdom to the Saracens.  These high grounds had become the goal of many fleeing crusader footmen being run down by their Sarasin pursuers, and the King witnessed firsthand the fate of the thousands of disoriented Christian soldiers who attempted to surrender, were denied the luxury, and allowed themselves to be hacked down without a fight.  A few in their ranks who still possessed a weapon turned in futile resistance, resulting in a horrible, bloody end.  Saladin’s forces squeezed on all sides, cockroaches to a bread crust in the middle of the night.  

They clawed their way closer to the king and his tents, even as his military leaders were at the front, launching multiple attacks in a frantic attempt to free the bulk of the army to allow it to move forward toward Tiberius. Those who had remained in defense of the King were thinning in number and were destined to be overrun.  There were not enough fighting men left alive to stop Saladin’s army.   

Donn and Raymond were aware of the dire situation.  From afar, they witnessed the death and capture of The Knights Templars protecting the King and realized how inevitable the royal’s fall was.  Their fate was in God’s hands now and could not be changed.  

It took everything Donn, Raymond, and the knights around them had left inside to stay alive themselves, and they could lend aid to no one.  The pair watched between sword strikes and adjustments in their positions as Sir Guy de Lusignan was captured, and then the shard of the true cross was seized and urinated on by the infidels.  Its caretaker, the Bishop of Acre, lay on the ground a bloody mess.  No knight went down without taking as many Saracens with him as he could, but they were being pressed into a killing zone: a waiting sea of black-armored savages who picked off, one by one, everyone still alive around Donn and Raymond.   

On the rise in the distance, Donn noted an imposing bearded figure directing the Muslim horde atop a midnight black horse.  A golden skull cap helmet was pressed to his head above the ears, with a gold mail blanket of connected rings hanging down the sides and draped over his shoulders and back.  More golden metal was riveted at the front to protect the bridge of his nose, and a small pointed spire rose at the very top.  His body armor combined gold and black metal, and a multi-jeweled golden sword hilt and sheath glowed in the sun at his side. This was Saladin himself. The brilliant devil that had conceived this devastating plan.  He could almost make out his unique eyes.  One jade green and the other a hazeled brown.  

Sir Donnavinne’s chest nearly burst with the desire to find his way to the Sultan and end the bastard’s life.  He explored any avenue that could get him to the man.  Now outnumbered a thousand to one, there was no way to get to the Saracen leader, as much as he would have relished the opportunity to end this battle with a one-on-one confrontation.  The troops under Sir Donnavinne and Sir Raymond had been whittled down to dozens, which included a scattered remnant of Templars and others fighting alongside them.  To even contemplate the idea of getting to the sultan was ridiculous.  The thought was a fleeting fantasy.  

The small group had one last gamble at survival, a slim chance to force their way through enemy ranks, or this would be their final fight.  

“Wedge!” shouted Sir Donnavinne.

Without having to think, those who could respond formed into a spear-shaped formation.  This tight wedge of horses and shields split apart the sea of Saracens, forcing a crack that could be exploited once they had built momentum.  It helped that the bulk of the Saracen army had shifted attention toward the King’s position, and as the slaughter was raging there, the distraction had been their chance to escape.   

Sir Raymond, Donn, and a dozen others drove through the mass of light-armored men like a spear striking butter and rode clear at the rear of the Saracen forces.  A quick look behind them proved that their path to escape had immediately slammed closed, and those left behind on foot and horseback were hacked to pieces.  Brave and proud, they fought to the last but were gone in minutes.  A few Muslim riders broke free from the main force to pursue them, and the chase was on.

For miles across the barren landscape they rode, the Horns of Hattin shrinking slowly into the distance.  Their horse’s hoofs pounded the earth in ferocious rhythm, but the Crusaders could not shake the infidel riders, and the enemy gained on them enough to launch arrows at the slower Crusaders on the heavier outfitted horses and riders.  Dodging tactics kept arrows from their targets, but eventually, they would get lucky.  Donn knew what had to be done.  He shouted to the riders ahead that shielded Sir Raymond.

“Protect Sir Raymond.  Get him to his wife in Tiberius if possible.  I will slow them down!  I love you, my brother!” Sir Donnavinne yelled.

“I will fight with you, Donn! Raymond fired back.

“No, my lord.  My brother.  You must survive and tell the tale.”  

Sir Raymond nodded sadly, understanding that they would probably never see each other again in this life, then turned his horse and rode on.

The last two remaining Knights Templar joined Donn to face the approaching enemy. The other knights pressed Sir Raymond forward, preventing any last-minute argument or change of heart from Raymond about leaving his nephew behind. Donn hoped his uncle, friend, and lord would be safe. He would buy them what time he could. Donn turned Willow toward the approaching riders, noting there were five.  

He aimed his horse at the nearest rider, demanding full speed. Willow complied.  Sword in hand, Donn dodged and ducked arrows until he was just upon the Sarasin, then pulled back his heavy battle sword.  The two passed one another in a flash, and as their horses met, he swung down and across his body with all his might, cutting the man clear in half below the ribcage.  He never looked back, just headed toward the next rider, noting that the Templar Knights had split off to attack two of the others.  This rider was ready for Donn and proved to be a good horseman as well.  The pair traded sword strikes for a time; sparks flew from the exchanges.  The horses slammed into each other the entire time to aid their masters, and Willow bit at the face of the Sarasin horse, causing it to move in unexpected ways for the rider.  This exposed the Sarasin for a fatal blow, but before that could be delivered, Donn felt a sharp pain erupt from his left shoulder. 

A third rider had joined the skirmish and succeeded in unleashing an arrow that pierced his mail and flesh from his breast to the top of his shoulder blade.  The force of the impact dropped him from his horse.  He rolled to his feet and surveyed the scene.  Two other infidels lay dead many feet away, but also killed were the Templars that had remained with him, arrows having brought them down as well.  

To survive, he needed to dispatch the man he had been trading blows with fast, then take care of this archer.  Gathering his strength and ignoring the pain, Donn stood his ground as the rider shortened the distance between them at high speed, prepared to cut him down.  Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, Willow charged at the enemy and his horse, rising on her hind legs and forcing the rider from his mount onto the ground in a pile of broken limbs.  It took Donn only seconds to vanquish the shattered man.  

Sir Donnavinne snapped off the feathered end of the wooden bolt at his chest and pulled the arrow through his shoulder from the back, throwing it into the sands and pivoting to search for the last Muslim. He did not have to search long.  Twenty feet away to his right, an arrow pierced his horse’s neck, dropping Willow to the ground almost instantly—her screams loud and sickening.  Anger rose in Donn to a level he could never recall feeling before, and retribution became his only thought.  As the last cries from Willow echoed across the sands in a ghastly screech of death, he knew this man would perish, even if it cost him his life. 

He spun to face the opposite direction and dove to his right, sensing rather than hearing the blade that sang through the air where his head had just been.  The attempt to decapitate him was not only a failure; it was the man’s demise.  The Sarasin had fully committed himself to the swing, allowing Donn to grab the forearm of the attacker and pull him from his horse.  Once the heathen was on the ground and under his control, barbarian instincts of revenge took over.  Donn wrapped his massive hand around a large stone that lay nearby and used it to crush the Muslim’s skull and pulverize it until there was nothing but a stain in the sand where the face and brain had once been.  

The last visible enemy vanquished, Donn dropped to his knees from exhaustion, blood loss, and sorrow.  The loss of all he had believed in and had pledged allegiance to, his beloved horse, and now even his soul for reveling in the mutilation of another human being in such a barbaric fashion was just too much to live with.   Donn knew he should head toward the sea in the distance, perhaps attempt to find Sir Raymond, but he knew he could never accomplish that in his condition, and after the destruction of the Christian army he had just witnessed, he did not care to.  

Donn felt his life force was abandoning him.  Though he thirsted, the thought of drink soured in his mouth.  His spent body hungered, but his rebelling stomach
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