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Buda, August 1456

There had once been a thriving town on the eastern side of the River Danube called Pest, a bustling commercial centre that flourished thanks to its position on the flat and fertile Great Hungarian Plain, its crops and livestock feeding not only Pest but also the rest of Hungary. The town was set to become a large city until the Mongols swept into the kingdom. After smashing the Hungarian army of King Béla, the terrible horsemen of the east devastated Hungary, levelling towns and villages and slaughtering their inhabitants. Pest itself was destroyed and its citizens put to the sword. When the Mongols left a devastated Hungary, King Béla returned to rebuild his kingdom. To restore the realm’s population he invited German settlers to make their home in Hungary, and established a new capital, this time on the other side of the Danube, across from the ruins of Pest, on the limestone plateau that towered over the river.

The new town, Castrum Novi Montis Pestiensis – the Castle of the Hill of the New Pest – was later renamed as Buda, after the brother of Attila the Hun. The Mongols did not return and so Buda’s population grew. The original stronghold was expanded and strengthened to occupy the top of the entire plateau, which was shaped like an elongated triangle. The Castle Quarter on the plateau became a town within a city, filled with churches and the beautiful homes of priests, nobles and merchants. Craftsmen, labourers and their families lived at the bottom of Castle Hill, many earning a living by working in the vineyards that surrounded the city, or tending the fields and herds of cattle that filled the plain on the other side of the Danube. It had been over two hundred years since Pest had been destroyed by the Mongols, but during the summer a new settlement had sprung up on the site of the old town. Not a town of stone but a sprawl of canvas, with hundreds of tents filling the area adjacent to the Danube opposite the city of Buda. And flying from the pavilions of the Hungarian lords who had answered their king’s summons to present themselves at his capital were a host of different coloured banners showing red and white lions, black boars, silver double crosses, white swans and black eagles. Field stables dotted the encampment and around it were enclosures filled with cattle to feed the thousands of soldiers awaiting orders to march. To where, no one knew as the Ottoman threat had disappeared following John Hunyadi’s defeat of Sultan Mehmet at Belgrade the previous month. Hungary and all Christendom had breathed a huge sigh of relief, albeit tinged with sadness, at the news that Hunyadi had died of the plague soon after his crowning triumph.

Hungary in summer was very warm, sometimes oppressively so, but it was pleasant enough in the royal palace atop Castle Hill with its marble floors and columns, large, airy rooms and wooden ceilings. The teenage King Ladislaus held court in the grandiose Roman Hall in the palace, but more intimate gatherings were usually held in small rooms in the stronghold’s northern wing. Ladislaus, curly brown hair falling to his shoulders, sat at the head of the ornate table which was supported by thick oak legs. Beside him was his mentor, protector and captain-general of Hungary, Count Ulrich of Celje. Near the count, and given the honour of sitting next to the king, was the Pope’s ambassador, the Spaniard, Cardinal Juan Carvajal. The ambassador had sailed down the Danube from Vienna after hearing about the great victory at Belgrade, to be told of John Hunyadi’s death on his arrival at Buda. His original mission had been to impress upon the king and his allies that the removal of the Ottoman threat should not be the prelude to the outbreak of civil war in Hungary between the royalists and the followers of John Hunyadi.

The Spaniard watched as a servant poured red wine into his silver chalice.

‘It is produced locally, your eminence,’ said the king, raising his own chalice to the cardinal. ‘To the Pope’s health.’

Carvajal smiled and toasted the pontiff’s health, as did the others seated at the table.

‘Excellent wine, majesty,’ commented Carvajal.

‘I’m sure your eminence did not travel all the way here just to sample Hungary’s wines,’ said the fat individual at the other end of the table, provoking a frown from Count Ulrich.

Baron George Rozgonyi was the same age as the cardinal, though Carvajal was lean and restrained in his lifestyle, unlike the Hungarian noble who over-indulged in everything, from feasting and whoring to fighting.

Carvajal put down his chalice. ‘You are correct, my lord. I am here as the representative of His Holiness to appeal to you all not to waste the great miracle that occurred at Belgrade.’

‘Waste?’ Rozgonyi shot back.

‘His Holiness is desirous that Hungary should avoid descending into civil strife, my lord,’ explained Carvajal.

‘The death of John Hunyadi has lessened tensions greatly, your eminence,’ said the tall individual with thick black hair and a square jaw seated next to Rozgonyi.

His name was Nicholas of Ilok and he had long been an enemy of John Hunyadi. A powerful baron whose lands were in southern Hungary, he had resented Hunyadi being made regent of the kingdom, a post he desired for himself. Ten years younger than the cardinal and Rozgonyi, his resentment and sense of injustice had disappeared when he heard John Hunyadi was dead.

Count Ulrich nodded to the young king.

‘We too desire peace, your eminence,’ said Ladislaus, ‘though we also desire the papacy’s support to achieve it.’

Carvajal was perplexed. ‘I do not understand, majesty.’

‘The Hunyadi family is now weak, your eminence,’ said the red-faced man beside Nicholas. We can deal with them easily enough. But does the Pope still support the renegade Leon Muller?’

The question had been posed by Ladislaus Garai, who was not only a baron, but Palatine of Hungary, a position of immense power and prestige, second only to the king himself.

‘Leon Muller?’ queried the cardinal.

‘You heard,’ sneered Rozgonyi. ‘The renegade who sits in Szeged like a stinking dung heap. We all know he was the lapdog of Pope Nicholas.’

Carvajal smarted at his tone. ‘The late Pope, God rest his soul, was fond of the Count of Thrace, it is true, and sent him aid in his battle against the Ottomans. Pope Callixtus also has a favourable opinion of the man who fought beside John Hunyadi at Belgrade.’

‘Man? He is nothing but a lowborn wretch who deserves excommunication, banishment and death on the scaffold.’

All eyes turned to the handsome man with immaculately combed black hair who had spoken the words with venom. His green eyes settled on the cardinal, fixing the Spaniard with a hard stare. Count Ulrich chuckled.

‘This is Duke Gottfried of Swabia, your eminence,’ stated the king’s captain-general, ‘who has brought an army of valiant crusaders to fight the Ottoman infidels.’

‘The king also appointed him governor of Szeged,’ added Rozgonyi, now quite drunk, ‘a city illegally held by Muller. And he’s no noble, as my friend Duke Gottfried has pointed out.’

‘Duke Gottfried holds a legal document appointing him governor of Szeged,’ said the king, his voice soft, even childlike, ‘which means Leon Muller’s occupation of the city is not only illegal, it is treasonous.’

‘And treason carries a death sentence,’ grinned Rozgonyi.

‘Perhaps I could visit Szeged to persuade Count Muller to leave the city and thus avoid bloodshed,’ suggested Cardinal Carvajal.

‘No,’ hissed Gottfried. ‘He must die.’

The king, Ulrich and Rozgonyi were nodding in agreement but the cardinal noted that Ladislaus Garai and Nicholas of Ilok were staring into their chalices. After a few seconds, Nicholas looked at Count Ulrich, the power behind the throne.

‘Hungary cannot afford to be plunged into civil strife, your grace,’ Ulrich said to Gottfried. ‘Leon Muller has the support of the Hunyadi family and any move against him will only prompt the Hunyadis to rally to his cause.’

‘So what?’ said Rozgonyi dismissively. ‘There is no John Hunyadi to lead the family’s army, which has been weakened in the recent battle with the Ottomans and the subsequent pestilence at Belgrade. We should march against the Hunyadis and Leon Muller and rid Hungary of another plague.’

‘I am in agreement with your lordship,’ smiled Gottfried.

Cardinal Carvajal took a sip of wine. ‘When did your grace arrive in Hungary?’

‘A while ago,’ answered Gottfried evasively.

‘And got only as far as this city before the Ottomans were defeated,’ said the cardinal. ‘How sad you and your fellow crusaders must be, your grace, to have missed the opportunity to fight the infidels, leaving it to protégés such as John of Capistrano and John Hunyadi to win a place in history and earn the love of the Lord.’

‘What’s he saying?’ asked a drunken Rozgonyi.

Gottfried bristled at the implied insult. ‘I obeyed the king’s order to remain at Buda until the royal army had been assembled, your eminence.’

‘Is John of Capistrano also dead?’ enquired Count Ulrich, eager to change the subject.

‘My wife wrote to inform me he is at Ilok,’ said Baron Nicholas, ‘though sadly he is in a greatly weakened physical and mental state.’

Carvajal crossed himself. ‘Alas. I fear his great age and the years spent living as a poor preacher have finally caught up with him.’

‘We all mourn for Friar John,’ said Baron Garai earnestly, ‘but the fact remains that affairs in Hungary need to be settled sooner rather than later.’

‘Beginning with the traitor Leon Muller,’ said Duke Gottfried.

‘We should march on Szeged without delay,’ roared Rozgonyi, whose inebriation made it doubtful he could stand unaided, let alone ride a horse.

‘I agree,’ said Gottfried, who seemed to have taken control of the room.

The cardinal glanced at the king and Ulrich, who were both nodding like lapdogs. But their reaction came as no surprise to Carvajal. Duke Gottfried was a Habsburg, the powerful dynasty whose tentacles were spreading into every corner of Christendom. The Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick, was a Habsburg, as was King Ladislaus and Count Ulrich. Habsburgs ruled Austria, large parts of Germany and now Hungary. No wonder Duke Gottfried could speak so candidly in the presence of the King of Hungary. Indeed, the German’s apparel made him look more the ruler than the pale and timid Ladislaus.

All those at the table wore clothes designed to show they were both wealthy and members of the aristocratic élite. As in every other aspect of life, there were strict rules when it came to the clothes worn by nobles, churchmen and commonfolk. All men wore a doublet, but to appear in public wearing only a doublet, together with shirt, hose and footwear, indicated an individual was either dressing informally, or engaged in physical acts, such as labouring, and thus showing his social inferiority. A man was not considered properly dressed unless he was wearing at least three layers of clothing: shirt and hose, a doublet, and a gown or its equivalent. This rule enforced the social hierarchy since the poor could not afford all three layers. But even if a commoner by some dint of good fortune was able to purchase all three items, the materials used in their manufacture indicated a wearer’s wealth and social position.

Everyone aside from the cardinal was wearing a doublet with padded upper sleeves to give the appearance of wide shoulders and a narrow waist. That said, not even the finest tailor in all Christendom could fashion a doublet to give George Rozgonyi or Ladislaus Garai a narrow waist. But they both wore silk doublets with metallic threads, the upper sleeves padded with cotton rather than cheaper wool. All the nobles wore doublets with sleeves that opened from the wrist to over the elbow, fastened with laces and buttons, as well as short robes made from dark crimson velvet and lined with ermine. But Duke Gottfried’s attire was on a whole new level of sartorial excess. His doublet was gold silk damask with a metallic thread, and his short robe was a loose, voluminous affair of golden-yellow damask lined with silk, closed with brass hooks and eyes.

‘I do not agree,’ retorted the cardinal. ‘May I remind everyone at this table that the Ottomans have suffered a reverse in fortunes, but they have not disappeared. To plunge Hungary into civil strife would only allow the sultan to rebuild his army and launch another assault on Christian Europe. Peace in Hungary is surely better that war.’

Ulrich leaned in to whisper into the king’s ear.

Ladislaus cleared his throat. ‘We are also desirous to see peace prosper in Hungary, your eminence. We will therefore extend the hand of friendship to the Hunyadi family, on condition it surrenders the cities of Szeged and Belgrade to the crown, and also withdraws its soldiers from Transylvania.’

Rozgonyi grunted something unintelligible, Baron Garai shrugged his approval and Nicholas of Ilok nodded.

‘And what of Leon Muller and his band of cutthroats, majesty?’ probed Duke Gottfried.

The question took the young king by surprise and he floundered for a reply. It was left to Count Ulrich, the most powerful baron in all Styria, the domain immediately south of Austria, and the man who ruled King Ladislaus and therefore all Hungary, at least those areas not under Hunyadi control, to reply.

‘The Swiss mercenary and his fellow mercenaries will be ordered to leave Szeged immediately,’ stated the count. ‘If they refuse, they will be declared outlaws and a price will be put on their heads. If they prove intransigent, they will not leave Hungary alive.’

‘It seems a poor return for years of fighting the Ottomans,’ reflected the cardinal.

‘Hungary cannot tolerate an army of mercenaries operating outside the crown’s control within its borders, your eminence,’ said Baron Garai.

‘Leon Muller was hired by John Hunyadi and was loyal to the former regent,’ stated Nicholas of Ilok. ‘Now Hunyadi is dead, his loyalty is only to himself. It was a gross miscalculation on the part of John Hunyadi to make the Swiss mercenary Baron of Szeged.’

‘That commission is null and void, my lord,’ said Count Ulrich. ‘Duke Gottfried has been appointed to that position by the king.’

‘So the good people of Szeged are exchanging one foreign military leader for another,’ remarked Carvajal mischievously.

‘My army will not be billeted at any cost to the citizens of Szeged, your eminence,’ said Gottfried testily. ‘As soon as a new administration is put in place, I will be leading my army across the Danube to do battle with the infidels.’

This brought a smile to the cardinal’s face. ‘The Pope will be greatly heartened to hear this, your grace.’

‘And I will be marching beside him,’ slurred Rozgonyi.

‘The whole army camped around this city will be marching south to the Danube,’ declared Count Ulrich, ‘which is why it was mustered at Buda. But first, we will clip the wings of Hunyadi power and remove Leon Muller from the city of Szeged.’

‘How long will that take, my lord?’ asked the cardinal.

‘I expect the matter to be resolved in a matter of days, your eminence,’ replied Ulrich.

The Count of Celje was right, though not in the way he had anticipated.
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Hungary had once been covered in forests – great expanses of oak, ash, poplar and elm stretching as far as the eye could see. Between the oceans of green were blue slivers: the rivers of Hungary. The greatest were the Danube, the Tisza, the Drava and the Sava. Over the centuries, the forests receded, to be replaced with fields, pasture, vineyards and orchards, and a host of villages and towns. But forests still filled the highlands, and great swathes of trees still grew on hills and along waterways, for people still needed wood. Wood to burn, wood to build and wood for fighting. Wood was used to create polearms, arrows, crossbow bolts, bows, crossbows, shields and hand guns. In Swiss lands, forests and woods were closely guarded by communities. Trees were managed, protected and harvested carefully to ensure a never-ending supply of firewood, materials for construction and ash for the pikes and halberds that were crucial to the Swiss way of war. But whatever the land, wood was essential for the preservation of life, not only for burning to keep warm, but also for cooking. Coal and charcoal were used in the workshops of metallurgists and armourers, but wood was the material that allowed civilisations to thrive.

Leon sniffed the air. ‘Not long now.’

He and nearly five thousand others had left the wood just after dawn, the sun rising in a clear blue sky to signal another hot day on the Hungarian Plain. Like the previous two nights, the soldiers had slept in the trees by the side of the Danube, horsemen watering their horses in the river and men washing and relieving themselves in the great waterway. They had lit no fires and the war horns had stayed silent for fear of alerting enemy patrols. But thus far, they had encountered no hostile forces.

‘You smell that?’ said Leon.

‘Wood smoke,’ replied Rudy beside him.

Wilhelm stared north. ‘They will be sending out mounted patrols soon.’

The slight northerly breeze provided welcome relief to the thousands of men marching in full plate armour from their necks to their knees. Like everyone else, Leon had the visor of his sallet raised to save his head cooking when the temperature began to rise.

‘Do you think he will be in camp?’ asked Ulrich.

‘Who, Gottfried?’ said Leon. ‘No, he will have been given a room in the palace in the city.’

‘So we don’t get to kill him today, then,’ grumbled Wilhelm.

‘We might get lucky,’ said Leon. ‘But today is all about provoking the enemy into marching south to lay siege to Szeged. Then we will kill him.’

His words brought smiles to the faces of his friends, all of whom were eager to rid the world of Duke Gottfried of Swabia, the Habsburg who had attacked Szeged when they had been fighting Sultan Mehmet’s army at Belgrade – where Gottfried and the army mustered at Buda should have been, not making war on defenceless women and children. All those who had fought at Belgrade with Leon wanted revenge for the attack on Szeged, especially as Leon’s woman, Sasca, the mother of his child, had been killed defending the walls of the city. Leon wanted revenge more than any, but he told his commanders that they and their men must put all thoughts of vengeance out of their minds. They had a job to do first.

Szeged lay a hundred miles south of Buda, the sultan’s army had been defeated and all Christendom was celebrating the great victory over the infidel, so no one would be expecting an early morning assault on the camp pitched on the eastern side of the Danube, opposite Buda itself. Leon had not seen the camp, but he knew its layout from experience. It would be elongated in shape, its tents and pavilions being pitched near the Danube. The pavilions accommodated lords and senior commanders, with men-at-arms, squires and pages sleeping in smaller, conical tents. The common soldiery slept in either small tents, or shelters fashioned from branches. Civilians who followed the army set up ovens to bake tarts and pastries, cooked food on spits and sold cheese, bread, wine and beer from barrels to the troops. The soldiers themselves also cooked their own food over fires, the result being a permanent cloud of wood smoke hanging over the camp, being dissipated only when the wind blew. The early morning breeze began to drop as the army marched north, disappearing entirely as the day warmed and Leon’s army drew near the enemy camp.

Leon marched with his friends on the left flank at the head of the Dragons, the foot soldiers raised and trained in Wallachia and now exiles from their homeland. In the centre were Commander Peter Hewen’s Wolves, a formation containing Swiss soldiers from the leagues, supplement by recruits from Wallachia and Hungary. On the right flank marched the Veterans, the best formation in Leon’s army. Commanded by Ugo ‘Scarface’ Aarberg, it was also the largest formation in the army. It numbered eight hundred Swiss soldiers, to which were attached five hundred of Jean de Maingre’s French hand gunners and six hundred of his crossbowmen. The stocky Frenchman marched alongside ‘Scarface’, the two of them having fought beside Leon for years. The same could be said for many among the ranks of the Veterans, dozens of whom had served under Sigmund Thyg before Leon had joined the army of Schwyz.

The three columns were widely spaced, their right flank open and unprotected. The fields and pasturelands of the Hungarian Plain extended to the eastern horizon, the fields filled with ripened wheat that was being harvested. The ground adjacent to the trees that flanked the Danube was mostly grass given over to pasture. But any cattle and sheep would have been requisitioned to feed the army camped further to the north and so the area was empty of livestock.

Leon stared ahead and saw nothing, which troubled him. He had no wish to march right up to the camp itself, as he had no intention of fighting among tents, wagons and animal parks. It was an indication of the lax security of the soldiers of King Ladislaus that he had seen no mounted patrols, or even a single scout.

Wilhelm read his mind. ‘Their horsemen are more concerned with ensuring no one deserts or steals their animals than keeping watch for hostile forces.’

Ahead, on the left, the imposing Buda Castle perched atop the limestone outcrop loomed into view.

‘Perhaps they are still asleep,’ suggested Rudy.

Ulrich used his halberd as a pointer. ‘Not all.’

The sun glinted off the helmets of a group of stationary horsemen around two hundred paces away.

‘Signaller,’ called Leon.

Seconds later the war horn sounded, followed by more war horns being blown among the Wolves and Veterans, prompting the horsemen to turn around and gallop north.

Leon breathed a sigh of relief. ‘So far, so good. Form line.’

The Dragons halted and its companies began to form into line formation, the change in tactics reciprocated among the Wolves and Veterans. Then the unbroken line of pikemen and halberdiers, with crossbowmen and hand gunners in the rear, began to slowly walk forward.

Leon’s senses heightened when he saw a mass of tents in the distance, and then saw figures running to form into line. Just a few at first but then more and more as drums and trumpets sounded among the enemy. Leon’s foot soldiers continued to walk forward in silence, maintaining their formation, every pike held in the vertical position. As every Swiss soldier knew, the keys to success on the battlefield were iron discipline, retaining formation and offensive action. There was another principle that Leon was deliberately ignoring: move as quickly as possible to close with the enemy. But he had stressed to his commanders that their men should move slowly to allow the enemy time to organise their forces.

Those forces were now a long black line directly ahead, banners among them showing a red double cross on a white background, three gold stars on a blue background and a white double cross on a red background. To Leon’s chagrin, he could not see a yellow banner emblazoned with three black lions denoting Duke Gottfried’s coat of arms.

‘Perhaps he will be among the horsemen,’ he said to himself before lowering his visor.

Around him, hundreds of others did the same as the enemy ahead began to surge forward. Leon smiled when he saw through his vision slit arrows being shot from the enemy ranks. Not disciplined volleys but random shots, the missiles arching into the sky and then dropping sharply, all falling short. Then the enemy charged, a tactic that instantly nullified the foe’s missile troops. The foe’s charge was haphazard, ill-disciplined and destined to fail. Leon raised his left hand to indicate the signaller behind him should blow his war horn. The low, mournful sound was repeated among the Dragons and then the other two formations to signal the charge.

The distance between the foe and Leon’s soldiers shortened rapidly as the two sides closed on one another. The pikes remained upright until just before impact, when they dropped to the horizontal position, their points directed at enemy faces. Many of the enemy were not wearing armour or helmets so quickly had they had been torn away from their breakfasts. The Hungarians were armed with a variety of halberds, spears, swords and battle axes, but they were clustered in small, separate groups gathered around their banners, and as such became lambs to the slaughter.

There was a series of sharp cracks followed by shrieks and screams as pike points were driven into enemy faces before halberdiers rushed forward. As they had done countless times before, the pikemen had forced a breach in the enemy’s formation, such as it was. This allowed the halberdiers to rush forward either side of the levelled long shafts to do as much damage as possible against a disoriented foe.

The halberd was a simple weapon. Eight feet in length, the ash shaft was topped with a steel head that had an axe blade, a spike and a hook at the back of the axe blade. In the close confines of a pike press, the majority of the killing was done by the spike. Big, swinging movements were impossible in a dense formation, and so Leon and hundreds of others were restricted to using the halberd as a thrusting weapon, primarily for stabbing. Thrusting a halberd forward also allowed a man behind to support his comrade in the front rank, as happened now when Leon blocked a chop by an enemy war hammer, holding the foe’s weapon in place to allow a halberdier behind him to lunge forward and drive the spike of his weapon into the opponent’s unprotected groin. There was a high-pitched shriek and the battle axe fell to the ground, allowing Leon to step over the fatally wounded men to drive his spike into the back of a man wearing no armour whose courage had failed him. He died after Leon wrenched the spike from his body and he fell flat on his face, his eyes lifeless, blood oozing from his mouth.

The enemy, half-armed, disorganised and poorly led, were now running, after a brief but bloody clash with soldiers superior to them in every way. And rather than pursuing a beaten foe, Leon’s soldiers dressed their ranks and the war horns sounded the retreat. Hundreds of Dragons about-faced and paced south. On their flank the Wolves and Veterans doing the same. They moved at speed because they knew that the enemy was not finished with the raiders. Leaving a tidemark of enemy dead and wounded on the grass, Leon’s troops withdrew rapidly. They did so because they knew more enemy soldiers would appear. Sure enough, horsemen began to muster behind them. It is easy for a foot soldier to grab a helmet and polearm and rush to repel attackers, but a horsemen requires his horse to be saddled and his armour fitted if he is a man-at-arms. All this takes time and by the time several hundred horsemen had mustered in their companies and appeared outside the camp, Leon and his soldiers were at least a mile south of the tent city. And then they halted.

The Dragons, Wolves and Veterans formed a square next to the trees that flanked the Danube, only three sides of the square being composed of pikemen and halberdiers, the fourth side, adjacent to the trees, being left open. On the other three sides of the square the defenders formed into four ranks. In the first rank, kneeling under the long pike shafts, were halberdiers, ready to dash from the square to disembowel enemy horses who got too close. The subsequent three ranks were composed of pikemen holding their weapons at an angle of forty-five degrees in the second rank, at waist level in the third rank, and at head height in the fourth rank. Crossbowmen defended the corners of the square, the most vulnerable parts of the formation. The balance of halberdiers waited behind the pikemen, ready to defend any part of the square under pressure.

In the centre of the hollow square, Leon stood with his senior officers, French hand gunners and crossbowmen already infiltrating through the trees.

‘Take care of yourself, Jean,’ Leon instructed his old friend.

‘We’ll be fine,’ smiled the squat Frenchman, pointing up at the sky. ‘Let’s hope the enemy does not possess too many archers, otherwise the sky will soon be filled with missiles.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ Leon reassured him.

‘Just make sure your men don’t start shooting too early,’ ‘Scarface’ told Jean.

‘You look after yourself, Ugo,’ said Jean. ‘My boys know their trade.’

‘God be with you,’ Leon told him.

Jean marched off, turned and smiled. ‘God is always with us, mon brave, because he is a Frenchman.’

‘He’s right, Outcast,’ said Peter Hewen. ‘We stay here, and the enemy will shower us with arrows.’

‘Have faith,’ smiled Leon. ‘Not a single enemy arrow will fall on this square.’

Wilhelm laughed. ‘Have you found God, Leon? I have never seen so much blind faith.’

‘It’s all that time he spent with that old friar before we fought the Ottomans at Belgrade,’ commented ‘Scarface’. ‘The old man obviously made a great impression on him.’

Leon was going to reply but heard war horns sounding. The enemy were approaching. Wilhelm, Peter Hewen and ‘Scarface’ instantly sprinted back to their commands, leaving him standing alone in the centre of the square. He looked behind to see all the French soldiers had disappeared into the trees. It would not be long now. His plan had worked thus far, but like all battle plans, once in motion, the man who had devised it often became a helpless bystander to its implementation. He paced over to where the Dragons held the north-facing side of the square, pushed through the ranks to take his place beside a kneeling Antonio, once a scrawny Italian page, now an experienced captain. His friends, Wilhelm, Rudy and Ulrich, were now senior officers in the Dragons and no longer had the luxury of fighting as low-ranking soldiers. As commander of the army, Leon was supposed to direct tactics, but his men would think little of him if he remained inactive in the centre of the square.

Antonio, visor raised, pointed at the horsemen cantering towards the square.

‘A mixture of men-at-arms and light horsemen, lord. There are foot soldiers behind them.’

Leon glanced right, staring at the flat land to the east, which appeared empty. He knew the enemy horsemen would attack first, seeking to break into the square using their lances. But Swiss pikes were eighteen feet in length whereas a man-at-arms carried a lance around twelve feet long. The pikes would keep the horsemen at bay and frustrate the enemy, who should have formed a reserve and waited until the hand gunners, crossbowmen and archers had weakened the static defenders before launching their assault. But the men on horseback were lords, the sons of nobles and men-at-arms who were the friends and allies of the lords they rode with. The notion they would stand by and watch their social inferiors take the initiative was anathema to them. So the horseman formed into line, levelled their lances and cantered towards the sparkling square, the sun glinting off whetted pike and halberd points and burnished plate armour.

The horsemen would envelop the square, their left flank sweeping around the northern side to assault its eastern and southern sides. And behind them the hundreds of foot soldiers would add their weight to the pressure being exerted on three sides of the formation. The horsemen broke into a gallop as they approached the square, the ominous rumble of their mounts pounding the earth suddenly being drowned out by the sound of hundreds of hand guns being fired.

The hand gun was a crude, inaccurate weapon but was effective enough when fired in great numbers. Five hundred bullets raked the right flank of the enemy horsemen, scything down those riders closest to the trees and causing dozens more horses to rear up in alarm or to bolt left and right. The horsemen in the centre and on the left flank continued their charge, as the French crossbowmen in the trees began shooting at the enemy foot soldiers behind the horsemen. Using goat’s foot levers to load and reload their weapons, the crossbowmen shot three volleys in half a minute, eighteen hundred iron-tipped bolts striking the densely packed ranks of the enemy. This resulted in not only dozens of men being knocked down as they were hit, but also foot soldiers halting before swinging right to move towards the trees. They halted for a second time in the face of unremitting volleys of crossbow bolts, a withering blizzard of iron-tipped missiles that shattered bones, pierced flesh and struck faces. The enemy archers, none wearing armour, shot a desultory volley before either withdrawing at speed, or sheltering behind the large pavise shields favoured by the Hungarians and shuffling backwards as bolts thudded into the leather-faced wooden screens. When they did so, Jean’s crossbowmen ceased shooting. The enemy foot soldiers had no time to reorganise before a fresh sound filled the air.

As enemy horsemen lapped around the square, jabbing their lance points at halberdiers crouched in the front rank, only to find their weapons could not reach them, they tried to lop off the points of pikes with their swords or axes, but the steel langets riveted down the top of the ash shafts defeated their efforts. The pikemen, in turn, jabbed their points at the horsemen, dozens of individual duels breaking out around the square. Leon had given strict orders that the halberdiers in the front rank were not to leave the square. He did not want any of his soldiers intermingled with the enemy horsemen when relief arrived.

That relief galloped in from the east: eight hundred blue-uniformed Albanian horse archers led by Skanderbeg. The horsemen slowed when they neared the square, companies riding forward in single file to shoot at Hungarian riders. They shot not at men in the saddle but at their horses, animals collapsing to the ground when struck by one or more arrows. The Hungarian riders instantly broke off contact with the square and galloped north, abandoning their foot soldiers in the process. Those Hungarians on foot were soon peppered with arrows, horse archers loosing volley after volley to saturate the dwindling number with missiles. After a few minutes, the survivors abandoned their positions and routed north back to camp. The horse archers did not follow, instead, forming a screen a hundred yards north of the pike square that was now breaking apart. The Dragons, Wolves and Veterans were already withdrawing south at speed when Skanderbeg pulled up his horse in front of Leon.

‘You have it?’

Skanderbeg leaned forward and patted one of his saddlebags. ‘In here, lord.’

‘Then please deliver it, and have a care. Do not take any unnecessary risks.’

The Albanian grinned, saluted, turned his horse and dug his spurs into its flanks. The beast galloped away and Leon began running in the opposite direction. The Frenchmen had exited the trees to join their comrades, leaving the ground littered with dead and dying Hungarians and horse carcasses. He had been right: not a single enemy arrow had fallen on the pike square.

He ran to catch up with the three columns of foot soldiers moving parallel to each other. It was now very warm, and there being no wind, he was sweating in his plate armour and sallet. A brief, straightforward battle and standing in a pike square had been relatively easy; the prospect of a forced march in full armour in summer heat was a different matter. The objective was to put as much distance between the enemy and themselves as possible, which meant marching at speed during the hottest part of the day. Skanderbeg’s horse archers would provide a strong rearguard to ensure the Dragons, Wolves and Veterans were not molested by enemy horsemen. Leon was not unduly worried about having to fight a rearguard action; he was more concerned with putting distance between his soldiers and the forces of King Ladislaus. So he and thousands of others moved at speed.

He caught up with the Dragons and fell in beside his friends in the front rank of the column.

‘We thought you had decided to stay in Buda and explain the responsibilities of being Baron of Szeged to Duke Gottfried,’ said Wilhelm, like the others, his visor raised, his halberd resting on his right shoulder.

They were marching alongside an unending expanse of trees extending south into the distance, where they would make camp when they had covered around twenty-five miles. There they would quench their thirst in the Danube, sleep among the trees next to the river and set out again at dawn the next day. It would take them four days to reach Szeged, by which time their haversacks would be empty and they would be half-starving and exhausted. No one would be left behind. Any suffering from sprained ankles would be given a ride by Skanderbeg’s horsemen, who would ride straight for Szeged instead of staying with the army. There would be no mercy extended to those who had had the temerity to raid the royal army camped at Buda.

‘Gottfried brought a crusader army into Hungary and all he has done is to lay siege to Szeged while we were away fighting for pampered individuals like him,’ said Leon bitterly. ‘Did he really expect we would not retaliate after his base actions?’

‘I doubt he thinks of us at all,’ remarked Wilhelm.

Ulrich laughed. ‘We will be uppermost in his mind now.’

‘I hope so,’ said Leon, ‘otherwise we have wasted our time.’

‘Killing the enemy is never a waste of time,’ grinned Rudy, his long face now tanned from years spent fighting in the heat of Thrace and the Balkans.

He and the others were no longer the young men who had fought for Schwyz in the Swiss civil war. They were now battle-hardened veterans and the twelve years of near constant fighting showed in their careworn faces. Wilhelm in particular looked concerned.

‘Is something troubling you?’ Leon asked him, taking short breaths as he and the others set a hard pace.

‘The troops we fought today were not German, they were Hungarian,’ he said, ‘which means we attacked the king’s soldiers.’

Ulrich was unconcerned. ‘So?’

‘So, that makes us guilty of treason,’ replied Wilhelm.

‘Are you training to be a lawyer?’ queried Leon.

‘It will not just be Gottfried who will be marching south to seek revenge,’ cautioned Wilhelm. ‘King Ladislaus will be with him.’

‘The boy king?’ scoffed Leon. ‘I met him once. He is not an individual who inspires confidence, believe me.’

‘And you think Laszlo Hunyadi will be any better?’ asked Wilhelm.

‘Better than the current king? Yes,’ said Leon. ‘Besides, the king will move against the Hunyadi family now the man who made it such a force in the land is dead and the Ottoman threat has been dealt with. That makes us allies of the Hunyadis, whether we like it or not. We cannot keep wandering from kingdom to kingdom, from city to city, forever.’

‘Why not?’ asked Rudy.

‘Because eventually, my friend,’ replied Leon, ‘we will run out of places to go, and then we will be cornered like rats. We need to put down roots.’

‘We are mercenaries, Leon,’ said Ulrich, ‘and mercenaries go where they can earn money.’

‘Those days are over, my friend,’ Leon told him. ‘We are not just fighting to kill Duke Gottfried, we are fighting for our homes.’

‘So we are going to kill not only Gottfried but also the king and his supporters,’ remarked Wilhelm.

‘That’s a lot of killing,’ remarked Rudy.

‘That’s what we do,’ chuckled Ulrich, his thick legs pacing across the grass seemingly effortlessly. ‘We are good at it.’

Leon did not tell them he had set them and everyone in his charge on a dangerous path. John Hunyadi had made him Baron of Szeged but he was now dead and his power had died with him. He had little faith in Laszlo Hunyadi, the angry young man set against the world, becoming a major political force in Hungary. But combined, his own army and the forces of the Hunyadi family would act as a counterbalance to royalist forces, bringing about a stalemate in Hungary, and after that a general peace. It was always better to bargain from a position of strength, after all. Leon knew that if he meekly submitted to the king’s demand to quit Szeged, he would be sacrificing the lives of all who served under him. That he was not prepared to do.

*****
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Buda, bathed in summer sunshine, looked beautiful beside the blue waters of the Danube. A thriving commercial centre and capital of the kingdom, two imposing structures towered over the city of King Ladislaus. Both were on the escarpment that housed the city’s Castle Quarter. One was the imposing castle and the other was the Church of Our Lady. The first church on the escarpment had been built four hundred years earlier but had been completely demolished when the Mongols had laid waste to Hungary. After the Mongols had returned to their heathen lair, a new church was built on the same spot as the old place of worship. The new church was taller, more impressive, a structure of flying buttresses that dominated its external architecture and created more stability by redistributing weight from heavier and higher levels and floors. It featured pointed arches that created more space by building vertically. Inside the magnificent structure were ribbed vaults that allowed the church to have high ceilings and large stained-glass windows. Ribbed vaults placed in parallel fashion provided structural support for the church’s magnificent, rounded roof, which was topped with red tiles. The church spire was the tallest structure in the Castle Quarter and was topped with a crucifix to leave no one in doubt about the religion that was practised in the kingdom.

The cavernous interior was bright and light. The large stained-glass windows flooded the church with magical, coloured light, thus representing the Holy Spirit, and also illustrated stories from the Bible. The coloured frescoes on the walls also told holy stories, and even the gargoyles and other stone ornaments decorating the church conveyed Christian messages. In an age of widespread illiteracy, imagery was a powerful tool to tell religious stories.

In an ironic twist, the Church of Our Lady was reserved for the king, his nobles and the wealthiest merchants who had homes in the Castle Quarter. The quarter itself, its streets cobblestoned, clean and quiet, was not a place for commoners, beggars or religious fanatics, all of whom were denied entry. There was a Dominican monastery in the quarter, its monks dressed in black capes and habits, with white scapulars suspended from the shoulders, leather belts and rosaries. The white symbolised purity and the light of Christ, black denoting penance and mortification. The monks went about their business in silence with heads bowed, moving out of the way of soldiers who patrolled the Castle Quarter in order to ensure order and calm was maintained at all times.

It was a high-ranking officer of the garrison who waited patiently outside the Church of Our Lady for the service to end. The doors of the church swung open and the young king exited accompanied by Count Ulrich, his barons and commanders. None were wearing armour, Ladislaus himself sporting a black velvet hat with a gold plume. Count Ulrich recognised the officer with a helmet in the crook of his arm and summoned him over. The king was conversing with the grey-haired archbishop of Buda when the officer halted in front of Ulrich, saluted and held out a sealed letter.

‘The camp across the river was raided earlier, lord. A rider under a flag of truce delivered this after the attack. It is addressed to Duke Gottfried.’

The king stopped talking to the archbishop and turned his attention to his mentor.

‘What is happening?’

The officer bowed to Ladislaus. Ulrich waved him away and turned to the king.

‘It would appear the camp across the Danube was raided while we were receiving the Word of God from the archbishop, majesty.’

The ears of those nearby pricked up, including those of Duke Gottfried himself. The handsome German frowned and then registered surprise when Count Ulrich held out the letter to him.

‘This is for you, your grace.’

‘What the hell is going on?’ asked George Rozgonyi bluntly.

‘The military camp was attacked earlier,’ explained Ulrich.

‘Attacked by whom?’ queried Nicholas of Ilok.

Ulrich watched Gottfried break the seal on the letter.

‘We are about to find out, my lord.’

All eyes were upon the German as he read the letter, cold fury etched on the duke’s face.

‘Ill news, your grace?’ asked Nicholas.

Gottfried tossed the letter on the ground.

‘I would read it,’ said the king.

Ulrich hurried to pick up the paper and hand it to the king, who, to the consternation of Duke Gottfried began reading it aloud.

While I and thousands of others were fighting for the future of Hungary and in defence of the Holy Church, your grace has spent the summer languishing at Buda, no doubt in the intimate company of catamites and those lords who prefer to drink and whore rather than defend their homeland.

After God had granted me and others a great victory at Belgrade, resulting in the destruction of the sultan’s army and the saving of all Christendom, I returned to Szeged to discover that you and a fat oaf named Rozgonyi had attacked the city. My city. Defended by a paltry number of soldiers, women and children, even they were able to defeat your pathetic efforts, though you and the fat oaf did manage to slaughter a group of innocent women and children camped outside the walls.

I know you are more suited to killing innocent civilians than fighting on the field of honour. So incompetent and cowardly are you and your soldiers that all Swabia is held in contempt in the Swiss cantons. Go back to Swabia, Duke Gottfried, and play at being a soldier, for I tell you that if we ever meet on the battlefield again, I will not extend Christian charity to you for a second time but will kill you like the base dog you are.

You will never possess Szeged and nor will you ever defeat me in battle. Take your fat friend with you when you travel back to Swabia with your tail between your legs.

I remain, your eternal enemy.

Leon Muller of the free Swiss people and also Baron of Szeged.

‘I’m going to disembowel him,’ roared Rozgonyi.

‘This insult cannot be allowed to go unanswered, majesty,’ insisted Baron Garai.

‘An insult to Duke Gottfried is an insult to us all, not least your majesty,’ said Nicholas of Ilok.

The king glanced at Count Ulrich, who nodded.

‘I agree,’ said Ladislaus. ‘Count Ulrich will lead the army south, seize the city of Szeged and bring the renegade Leon Muller back to Buda where he will face trial for treason.’

‘There will be no need for a trial, majesty,’ stated Rozgonyi, ‘because Leon Muller will die when we take Szeged. However, I will bring his corpse back to Buda so it can be displayed on a gibbet for all to see.’

‘You are the lion of Hungary,’ smiled the king, who then looked serious. ‘We must send out patrols to ensure the renegade and his raiders are not loitering in the area.’

There was no need, as Leon and his men were already well to the south of the city when King Ladislaus convened a council of war and issued orders for men to muster to their banners prior to marching south. Count Ulrich as captain-general of the army instructed the single bombard and cannon stored in the city be prepared for the march south, along with ammunition and gunpowder. The following day, archers, crossbowmen and hand gunners made their way to the city arsenal where they were issued with ammunition. In camp they had been allocated minimum amounts to reduce the likelihood of individual soldiers selling ammunition to the small army of hawkers who infested military encampments. The city authorities were delighted the army they had been forced to support with food for several weeks was departing, knowledge of the pestilence that had devastated Belgrade and Zemun also being uppermost in everyone’s mind.

The king issued orders for rations to be prepared for the forthcoming siege of Szeged, civilians being hired to drive the wagons that would transport the tents, pavilions and supplies south. Cattle and goats were requisitioned to supplement the hard biscuit, cooked meat, lard, cheese and grain that would sustain the army on the march and during the initial period of the siege. To fortify spirits, beer and wine would also be accompanying the troops. Once at Szeged, foraging parties would seize livestock and recently harvested wheat from the many villages that surrounded the city.

The camp next to the Danube burst into life and those nobles who had been offered accommodation in Buda now returned to their men to promise them revenge against those who had dared to attack the king’s soldiers, and to promise them rich pickings when Szeged had been taken and given over to plunder. They told them the city was rich, filled with young women, and would fall easily, and when it did they would be allowed to take what they wanted in accordance with the laws of war. The defenders of Szeged were traitors who deserved no mercy. Chaplains delivered searing sermons, stressing to soldiers they were doing God’s work and as such, the walls of Szeged would crumble in the face of their righteous cause, just as the walls of Jericho had succumbed to the Israelite army in Biblical times.

The raid on the large encampment had barely registered among the great mass of the soldiery. A few hundred troops had been mustered, there had been a brief battle with the attackers, during which royalist troops had been worsted before the raiders had beaten a hasty retreat. Only the German crusaders were seething and desirous of an immediate march south to pursue the raiders, which Count Ulrich forbade. It took a week of preparations before the army was ready to depart, by which time it was September and the fierce heat of summer had abated. The king, pale and thin, rode beside his captain-general at the head of thirteen thousand soldiers, the long column including cannon, a bombard, chaplains, smiths, leatherworkers, armourers, cooks, butchers, tailors, servants and camp followers stretching over ten miles. The ground was firm, which meant the royal army made good progress: at least ten miles a day. It would arrive at Szeged in ten days. It would then take a few days to establish siege lines around the city and organise a blockade of the River Tisza that flowed past Szeged.

Two days after the army left Buda it began to rain – not a gale or downpour, but a steady drizzle that went on for hours. The column was then subjected to heavy rain during the following days, which slowed the rate of advance as tracks became rutted and wagons got stuck in mud. King Ladislaus caught a chill, prompting Count Ulrich to take him back to Buda so he could recover fully. The departure of their king did not lower morale because the Hungarian lords and Duke Gottfried wanted revenge against Leon Muller. In any case, neither the king nor Count Ulrich knew anything about how to wage war or conduct a siege. Their absence meant the campaign was left to the professionals, who licked their lips at the prospect of plundering a rich city.

*****
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Leon returned to Szeged tired, grimy and wet, he and the rest of the army having been caught in a downpour the day before they reached the city. Nevertheless, despite the drenching he was delighted with the raid, which had given the enemy a bloody nose for insignificant losses. Better still, Skanderbeg had delivered the letter to the enemy and had returned unscathed, he and his horsemen providing security for the column of foot soldiers. The march back to Szeged had been easy. The terrain of the Great Hungarian Plain comprised fertile flatlands criss-crossed by meandering rivers to create the perfect conditions for cultivating crops and sustaining livestock. Those crops and livestock supported not only the population of Hungary’s second city, but also Leon Muller’s professional army. But when Leon and thousands of others reached the city after hugging the western bank of the River Tisza, there was another army camped outside the walls.

Leon momentarily froze when he saw the ramshackle collection of tents, makeshift shelters and a few carts and wagons adjacent to the river extending west for a few hundred yards. The Dragons instantly halted and their captains automatically ordered their men to lower visors, while crossbowmen loaded their weapons. Skanderbeg rode to where Leon was standing with his friends, pulling up his horse and saluting his lord.

‘I don’t see any banners,’ said Wilhelm.

‘They are civilians,’ opined Rudy.

‘Yes, but what are they doing here?’ asked Leon. He looked up at Skanderbeg. ‘Find out what is going on.’

Ulrich pointed his halberd ahead. ‘No need, here comes the enemy general.’

Leon turned to see Henri Russell riding towards him, accompanied by a pair of horsemen.

‘Stand down,’ Leon told Skanderbeg.

Before the Frenchman arrived, ‘Scarface’, Peter Hewn and Jean de Maingre joined Leon, Ugo Aarberg being as blunt as usual.

‘What’s that rabble doing here? We don’t want a repeat of what happened at Belgrade. I have no desire to witness my insides dropping out of my arse.’

‘Neither do I,’ remarked Wilhelm dryly.

Henri halted his horse and jumped down from the saddle. He handed the reins to one of his escort, walked over to Leon and embraced his friend.

‘Welcome back, mon ami. I rejoice you are unharmed, that you are all unharmed. The mission was a success?’

‘Who are they?’ asked ‘Scarface’.

‘And good day to you, Ugo,’ smiled Henri. ‘You will be delighted to know your charming wife thrives, as do all the wives and children in the palace.’

Leon frowned. ‘I hope they are not the new followers of John of Capistrano come to extort money and food from the city.’

Henri laughed. ‘I have no knowledge concerning the whereabouts of the Franciscan friar. No, the young men behind me are here to follow a new prophet.’

‘God save us,’ groaned ‘Scarface’.

‘It is God who has sent them to serve you, Leon,’ said Henri, ‘of that I have no doubt.’

Leon was taken aback. ‘Me?’

‘Your fame has spread far and wide, mon ami,’ Henri told him, jerking a thumb behind him, ‘and these two thousand souls wish nothing more than to serve in your army.’

Peter Hewen was impressed. ‘Two thousand?’

‘All young men in their prime,’ replied Henri, ‘though being wholly deficient in weapons and armour.’

‘Why are they camped outside the city?’ asked Leon.

‘They arrived two days ago,’ Henri told him, ‘but frankly, even Szeged would struggle to accommodate them plus the army, especially if the city will soon be subjected to a siege.’

‘He’s right, Leon,’ agreed ‘Scarface’. ‘They will just get in the way here. Best send them to Zabatka.’

Zabatka was a town some twenty-five miles to the southwest of Szeged that was owned by the Hunyadi family. After his return from Belgrade, Leon had sent Alfonz Horvath, the Hungarian who had distinguished himself when Szeged had been attacked by Duke Gottfried, to garrison the town. Thus did Leon expand the territory given to him by the late John Hunyadi. Zabatka had been established when, after the Mongol invasion, nearby villagers fleeing to the elevated plateau surrounded by water rather than staying on the plain, established a town in the process.

‘You had better speak to them first,’ advised Henri. ‘They are here because of you, after all.’

‘A wash and change of clothes first, I think,’ said Leon.

It was just past midday and so he had just enough time to embrace his son and daughter, wash, shave and change into clean clothes before heading into the city’s Lower Town, to the largest marketplace, in the company of ‘Scarface’ and a dozen guards. Henri organised the entry of the new arrivals into the city, much to the consternation of many of the residents. As hundreds filed into the square, citizens fleeing to their homes, businesses closing and even priests bolting the doors to their churches, Leon ordered a handcart to be wheeled into the centre of the paved square.

‘Scarface’ was horrified. ‘You are going to address them here?’

‘Of course, Ugo.’

‘I was thinking a balcony would be more sensible, just in case things turn ugly.’

Leon laughed. ‘Are you doubting my oratorical skills, Ugo?’

‘No, just your common sense. We don’t know anything about these men, such as where they have come from and what their intentions are.’

Leon walked towards the cart, turning to smile at his deputy.

‘We know they have left their families and homes to be here. We know they have no weapons or armour and are dressed in basic attire. Do you not recognise them, Ugo?’

His friend screwed up his face. ‘No.’

‘Are they not replicas of the army of Schwyz and the soldiers of the Swiss leagues? They have come home, Ugo. Have faith.’

‘Faith is for monks and nuns,’ grumbled the veteran, ordering his men to circle the handcart Leon now stood on. He drew his great sword and rested the blade on his shoulder. Just in case.

Leon waited until everyone was in the square before speaking. They pressed in close around the cart, much to the chagrin of ‘Scarface’, all with young, eager faces and fire in their eyes. They presented a shabby appearance in their simple doublets, patched smocks and woollen hose, but all had sturdy limbs and no infirmities.

‘I am Leon Muller, Baron of Szeged,’ he began, speaking in German, their native tongue. ‘First of all, I would like to thank you all for being here. Second, you will no longer be required to sleep on the ground but will be marching to the town of Zabatka a short distance from here. There you will begin your training to become professional soldiers. This training will be arduous but you will all have full bellies, regular wages and proper clothing. Those who pass the initial phase will then be issued with weapons, armour and helmets.’

He saw an ocean of grins and nods greet his words and knew he had them. It was a universal truth that young men, wherever they lived and whatever their religion, loved war. And successful generals were never short of recruits. The key was to ensure those who had flocked to his banner did not become demoralised or bored during the coming months, during which the weather would deteriorate when autumn gave way to winter. Regular rations and warm clothing would keep them happy for a while, but good leadership would turn eager civilians into good soldiers.

‘Tomorrow will be the first day of your new life and the first step you take towards becoming soldiers in the finest army in the world, an army that has never been defeated on the battlefield. Among you are future officers and commanders in that army, for advancement is dependent not on privilege or accident of birth but on ability and courage alone. Sleep well tonight and begin the new day with your heads held high as you march towards your destiny. God be with you all.’

Leon jumped down from the cart as the square erupted in cheering. He wore a broad grin as he paced across the cobbles, ecstatic young men parting to allow him to exit the square.

‘Fine words,’ admitted ‘Scarface’ beside him. ‘But I can think of one man who will be far from happy with this sudden surge in recruits.’

He may have been illiterate and devoid of culture, but Ugo Aarberg was remarkably perceptive – a man who could instantly and accurately weigh up a situation both on and off the battlefield. And whereas Leon was at heart an idealist and even a dreamer, ‘Scarface’ was a realist who saw the world for what it was: a brutal, unforgiving place where only the strongest survived.

‘Scarface’ was right. Ezra Mordecai, the Jewish paymaster of the army, the man who ensured the thousands of soldiers in Leon’s battle-winning force were paid promptly and regularly, who worked closely with Henri Russell to organise the billeting and feeding of not only soldiers but also their horses and draught animals, was not a happy man. He had never fought in battle, carried no weapons and was of medium height with a lean build. He looked small compared to the strapping, powerful commanders in Leon’s army when he attended councils of war. He matched only Jean de Maingre in height, though the Frenchman was squat and powerful like a warthog. The truth was that Ezra Mordecai was out of place among such professional killers, but when he spoke they all listened for all knew that without money, their units would fall apart. Ezra Mordecai was the keystone of the army. He sat at the table they all gathered round for council meetings, perusing the voluminous notes before him and twisting one of his side curls. Always a bad sign.

The city and army were in a buoyant mood. Leon’s raid had been a success, the harvest had exceeded expectations, the weather had mostly held so all the wheat had been harvested and transported to granaries and barns without getting wet, and word had spread that the hundreds of young men who had arrived out of nowhere to make camp outside the city walls would be leaving for the town of Zabatka. What they would do there no one knew or cared. Out of sight, out of mind. But in the great hall where council meetings were held, French, Swiss, Albanian and Wallachian banners hanging on the walls, the mood was sombre as everyone stared at Ezra.

‘Problems, Ezra?’ queried Leon.

His friend looked up from his papers and frowned. ‘You have informed me the vagrants who appeared outside the city a few days ago are to be turned into soldiers.’

‘They all,’ nodded Leon. ‘They are to be formed into a new unit rather than be allocated to existing units.’

‘An additional two thousand soldiers,’ lamented Ezra, ‘all of whom will require clothing, armour, weapons and helmets. I assume you intend to pay them from the moment they swear fealty to you?’

‘Fealty?’ said Peter Hewen.

‘It means swearing allegiance to a lord,’ snapped Ezra.

‘They will be swearing fealty to each other, not to me,’ said Leon.

‘What has this to do with anything?’ asked ‘Scarface’, reaching over to grip a jug to pour wine into his goblet. ‘We have two thousand new recruits and within a year they will be fully trained soldiers.’

Ezra leered at him. ‘Not if they do not have any weapons or armour. May I remind you, general, that we are no longer in Wallachia where we had the considerable profits of a salt mine to call upon.’

‘But this city is a royal salt depot,’ Leon shot back.

Wilhelm pointed at Ezra. ‘He has you there.’

Ezra’s black eyes regarded the commander of the Dragons with disdain.

‘Firstly, no one has “got” me, as you so quaintly say. Szeged might be a royal salt depot, but that will soon change when the king halts the shipment of salt to the city. No salt means no taxes for the army, which means no money for weapons or armour.’

Rock salt was mined in the mountainous eastern area of Hungary and then shipped to the city in boats on the River Maros, which joined the River Tisza at Szeged.

Leon discounted Ezra’s concern. ‘The mines are controlled by the Hunyadi family and they will not allow any interruption in shipments.’

‘Let us say you are correct,’ said Ezra. ‘Even with the taxes levied on salt and commerce, the revenue is not enough to support an additional two thousand soldiers.’

‘Increase taxes, then,’ suggested Skanderbeg.

‘The solution of the economically illiterate,’ scoffed Ezra.
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