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Szeged, August 1459

It was hot in the castle and so everyone was attired in loose-fitting linen shirts. They met in the main hall, which was bedecked with Swiss, French, Hungarian and Albanian banners. The standards hung on all four walls of the chamber, in the centre of which was a large rectangular table with thick oak legs. It was a few days after the marriage of Ezra Mordecai to Dina Hirsch and all the attendees had over-indulged at the after-wedding feast in the palace. The guests had reason to celebrate, not only the marriage of the army’s treasurer to a delightful young Jewish woman from Szeged, but also the end of the civil war that had raged in Hungary and the death of Duke Gottfried of Swabia. The duke and the other rebel leaders had been killed in the hard-fought Battle of Ajka where Leon’s army had suffered its heaviest losses to date. The death of Peter Hewen had been keenly felt by Leon and his senior officers, his place as commander of the Wolves being taken by the fair-haired Jakob Rot. But now a new threat had raised its head, which was why Leon had summoned his commanders to the warm hall. He tossed the letter he had received the day before onto the table.

‘I received this from Nicholas of Ilok. He is besieged by an Ottoman army and asks for urgent assistance.’

‘Scarface’ puffed out his cheeks. ‘There’s no point. The best option for the baron would be to surrender the town in exchange for his life and those of the garrison and any townsfolk who do not wish to live under Ottoman rule.’

Henri, drinking fruit juice from a silver cup, nodded. ‘I agree. Ilok is a hundred miles south of here and even if the army were here, it would take five days to reach the baron.’

‘We could do it in three if need be,’ said Ulrich.

‘But the army is at Buda, which is a hundred miles north of Szeged,’ stated Wilhelm, ‘which adds another three or four days, by which time the sultan’s bombards would have reduced Ilok’s walls to rubble.’

‘If they have not already,’ said Jean.

Henri reached over to pick up the note to read it.

‘What does it matter if Ilok falls?’ shrugged ‘Scarface’. ‘It’s on the southern bank of the Danube and was bound to be captured by the Ottomans eventually.’

‘I agree,’ said Wilhelm. ‘Even if we organised a relief force, we would not be able to get thousands of men across the river.’

‘A river that is probably filled with Ottoman ships,’ added Jean.

Henri put down the letter. ‘The baron makes no mention of Ottoman artillery, which leads me to assume the besiegers have none.’

‘Whether they have artillery or not,’ said Ulrich, ‘Wilhelm’s point about not being able to cross the river is more important. Ilok is beyond our help.’

Leon saw the nods around the table and knew his officers were assessing the situation from a purely military position. But there were other considerations to take into account.

‘Ilok is of great symbolic importance to all Christendom,’ he announced. ‘It is where John of Capistrano is buried.’

‘That mad friar?’ scoffed Wilhelm.

‘That mad friar, my friend,’ said Leon, ‘is a Christian martyr and will, I have no doubt, be made a saint by the Holy Church. For his resting place to fall into the hands of the heathens would bring shame on all Christendom.’

Total disinterest greeted his words. Ugo Aarberg was scratching his nose, Ulrich was emptying a jug of fruit juice, Wilhelm was yawning and Henri was examining his fingernails.

‘I sent word to Buda alerting the king of the danger to Ilok and to order the army to march immediately to Szeged,’ said Leon.

This sparked everyone’s interest.

Leon was captain-general of all Hungary, which meant he controlled all the kingdom’s soldiers, subject to the king authorising his orders. But the only soldiers of worth were his own mercenaries, which he had absolute control of.

‘The king will bring his uncle with him,’ grumbled ‘Scarface’.

The uncle in question was Michael Szilagyi, brother of Elizabeth Hunyadi, Leon’s lover, and regent of Hungary. A man of limited abilities, he had been responsible for the king’s defeat at the Battle of Körmend in the spring, which resulted in Leon banishing him from the army. The decisive victory at Ajka had been won without the participation of Michael Szilagyi, a fact not lost on the regent.

‘It’s a pity he is not trapped in Ilok,’ opined Ulrich.

‘When he was born, they should have kept the afterbirth and thrown him away,’ remarked Wilhelm.

The others laughed and banged their fists on the table.

‘He is the king’s uncle and there is nothing we can do about it,’ said Leon. ‘But we can do something about Ilok. I will ride to the town to inform Baron Nicholas relief is on the way.’

‘For what purpose, mon ami?’ asked Henri. ‘If the Ottomans control the river, then the town is doomed.’

‘Baron Nicholas is a good soldier and a man of resolve,’ declared Leon.

‘And a turncoat,’ added ‘Scarface’. ‘Perhaps being cut off on the other side of the Danube is God’s punishment on Nicholas of Ilok.’

‘That’s most philosophical, Ugo,’ remarked Henri.

Nicholas of Ilok had been one of the barons Leon had fought when King Ladislaus had ruled Hungary, but he had deserted his allies when Matthias Hunyadi became king after the death of Ladislaus in Prague.

‘The baron adhered to the law,’ stated Leon. ‘When Matthias was crowned king, he left the rebels and pledged his allegiance to the new monarch.’

‘You should wait for the army to arrive before riding south,’ advised Rudy.

‘He has called for help and I will not abandon him.’ Leon was firm.

‘Then send him a note,’ said Wilhelm, ‘and wait for the army to arrive, as Rudy says.’

‘The king will bring Henri’s artillery with him,’ replied Leon, ‘which means the army will take ten days at least to arrive here, and another ten to march to Ilok. I need to see for myself what is happening there. For all we know, the town might have already fallen. If it has, then the Ottomans will strike for this city.’

All looked at Alfonz Horvath, Szeged’s governor and the commander of the city garrison, which totalled five hundred professional soldiers. He had thus far said nothing and now he looked nervous.

‘Don’t worry, governor, we will stop the sultan before he reaches the city,’ ‘Scarface’ reassured him.

‘Focus on making sure the harvest is collected,’ Leon said to Horvath. ‘Ensure the city granaries are full and make plans for the evacuation of villages around Szeged, which are to be burnt before the Ottomans arrive. Should they arrive.’

‘Not until Ilok has fallen,’ said Henri.

‘Which is why Baron Nicholas must be persuaded to hold out as long as possible,’ remarked Leon. ‘If the Ottomans flood across the Danube, they will imperil not only this city but also Belgrade.’

He left the next morning after bidding farewell to his children and his commanders, taking Skanderbeg and a pair of his horse archers with him, each Albanian equipped with a recurve bow and three full quivers. Leon wore simple hose and doublet, a hat to shield him from the sun, a sword and dagger at his hip. He had never become proficient in the use of a sword, which meant the only weapon he was confident in wielding was his dagger with its thin blade and needle point.

It was another hot August day in southern Hungary and so, on the advice of Skanderbeg, every rider had a spare horse to both save the animals and ensure the party could cover fifty miles a day. Because the days were long and hot and evenings were mild, each rider carried only a knapsack filled with food for rations and a blanket fastened to the back of the saddle to sleep under. The route south was crisscrossed by streams and lakes so water would not be a problem. The area was also covered in farms, fields, orchards and vineyards where farmers and villagers laboured under a hot sun to harvest crops and ensure grapes on vines ripened. Szeged, nicknamed the ‘City of Sunshine’, was surrounded by vineyards, some owned by the city governor, which produced a huge quantity of red and white wine. Leon remembered Horvath’s words when he and the others rode by a huge vineyard filled with vignerons.

‘It is impossible to make great wine with bad grapes.’

Leon had never given wine production much thought, but since becoming Baron of Szeged, and on the advice of Ezra, he had invested in wine growing. His pay of a common foot soldier was enough to pay for food and lodging, nothing more. But his title of baron meant he owned land around the city that he leased to vintners, and it was proving a lucrative venture. Ezra attended to his business affairs but he knew from his conversations with Alfonz Horvath that August and September were critical months when it came to wine production. The year’s hottest month heralded the onset of berry ripening when red grapes began to turn a light-red colour, and white grapes begin to turn yellow and gold. A small army of vignerons were cutting away leaves to expose grape clusters to extra sunshine, while others were removing bunches of grapes in a process known as ‘green harvesting’ to encourage the ripening of those left on the vine. The red and white wine produced around Szeged was not only consumed in Hungary, it was also exported to Italy, Germany and Austria. Leon smiled when he considered the Habsburg emperor himself might be drinking wine produced by vineyards he owned.

‘Were the horses for your people delivered safely?’ Leon asked the commander of his horse archers.

‘The Albanian people will be forever in your debt,’ replied Skanderbeg.

After the Battle of Ajka, King Matthias had given all the horses captured in the aftermath of victory to Leon, who in turn had given a quarter to Skanderbeg to mount Albanian soldiers in their fight against the sultan.

‘How long will they be able to withstand the sultan’s forces?’

‘They are not alone, Leon.’

‘Oh?’

‘Skanderbeg, the leader of my people, has forged an alliance with the kingdom of Naples to fight the Ottomans.’

‘He is named after you?’ queried Leon.

Skanderbeg laughed. ‘I like to think so, but he was only ten when I was born, so I doubt my parents were aware of his existence. He is a tented general and I believe he can hold back the Ottomans.’

‘Let’s hope we can do the same,’ reflected Leon.

The ride south was uneventful, the riders passing villagers labouring in fields to harvest wheat, some of which would be exported and a tenth of which would be given to the church as part of the tithe. The signs pointed to another excellent harvest, the fruits of which would be enjoyed by the Ottomans if they crossed the Danube.

On the second day, after spending a night sleeping among trees atop a hill, there were no signs the enemy had crossed the waterway. Nevertheless, Skanderbeg and his men unfastened the leather cases fixed to the front of their saddles and which contained their bows, just in case the party ran into an enemy patrol.

The day was waning when Leon and the others neared the River Danube, the air still and the absence of any activity a telltale sign that something was amiss. Villagers may have been poor and illiterate, but they were very perceptive when it came to threats. The four riders were silent as they trotted through an abandoned village around five miles from the great waterway. The homes and barns were well-maintained and the orchards surrounding the settlement were well tended, but there was not a living thing among the buildings. The village had been abandoned, the inhabitants taking their livestock and anything else of value with them.

‘We should leave the road,’ suggested Skanderbeg, pulling his bow from its case.

There was no sign of any enemy but the air crackled with tension and the hairs on the back of Leon’s neck stood up. Like the horse archers, he had been soldiering for many years and knew the Ottomans were close, either that or they had reconnoitred the village. So the riders trotted across a field, recently harvested, to head for a wooded hill to the south.

When they reached the hornbeams they entered the trees and walked their horses in a southerly direction. It was slow work but prevented them from being spotted by prying eyes. After an hour of threading through trees in fading light, Leon called a halt and he and the others slid from their saddles to rest for the night. The horses were unsaddled, wiped down and then given water from waterskins before Leon and the others ate from their knapsacks.

‘The Ottomans are on this side of the river,’ remarked Skanderbeg, both of them sitting with their backs against an old hornbeam.

‘The main army will still be on the other side,’ said Leon, trying to reassure himself.

‘Unless Ilok has fallen,’ replied Skanderbeg ominously.

‘Unless Ilok has fallen.’

Leon slept little that night, undertaking guard duty and then trying to doze under his blanket, his mind tortured by thoughts of Ilok in Ottoman hands. It was not a mighty stronghold like Belgrade, which was sited at the confluence of two rivers. But it was still a Christian outpost on the other side of the Danube, one which the sultan would have to capture before thinking about launching a campaign in Hungary. Zemun and Smederevo had already fallen to the Turks, leaving only Ilok and Belgrade remaining. But if Ilok had fallen...

The next morning the ride south continued, albeit at a slow pace, the party hugging trees and staying clear of tracks and roads. They did not encounter any civilians, though peasants had an amazing ability to become invisible when given prior notice danger was near. One thing was certain: no one was heading for Ilok judging by the absence of any signs of human life as Leon and the others continued on towards the Danube.

Leon pulled up his horse. ‘I recognise this place.’

He and the others were looking down a valley of grassland with rolling hills on either side. In the distance, slightly hazy in the heat, was the citadel of Ilok.

Skanderbeg nodded. ‘This is the route we took when we were marching to attack the baron we are now trying to help.’

‘We should divert west or east,’ said Leon. ‘I’ll wager there is an Ottoman camp near the river, directly opposite Ilok.’

They veered right to take them into another expanse of trees, sunlight glancing through gaps in the canopy to dapple the forest floor with patches of light green. After half an hour the trees ended and they spotted the Danube, the waterway a bright blue and free of shipping. At the treeline a dismounted Leon scanned the terrain before him. To the left, across the river, stood Ilok, which looked undisturbed, calm. He spotted tents on this side of the river and saw a pair of horsemen trotting from the camp, heading along the northern bank of the river. He saw white turbans and realised they were akinjis: light horsemen.

‘If Ilok is closely invested, how will we get in? queried Skanderbeg, a thought that was also troubling Leon.

‘Let’s take a closer look at the Ottoman camp,’ he said.

It was a meagre affair. Just half a dozen tents, a pair of supply wagons and small field stables. Leon estimated it held no more than a score of horsemen. Enough to patrol the riverbank but not enough to fight off a relief force. But then, any relief force would have to cross the river in boats, of which there appeared to be none, and there was no bridge over the waterway.

They skirted the camp to approach the riverbank downriver of Ilok, halting at the edge of the water to scan Ilok from a distance of around half a mile away. He could see the town and citadel well enough and around them a smattering of tents.

‘Hardly a close siege,’ remarked Skanderbeg.

‘The main Ottoman camp is probably south of the town,’ replied Leon. ‘Whoever is their commander probably wants the defenders to attempt a breakout towards the river, which will save him having to storm the walls.’

He was just thinking out loud and had no idea if Ottoman trenches surrounded the town or if the enemy had cannon or bombards, though if the latter were present they would already be pounding the walls – unless the besiegers were short of gunpowder. His mind filled with different scenarios that amounted to nothing.

‘Of course, our immediate problem is how to get across the river,’ mused Leon.

‘That is simple, we swim.’

Skanderbeg indicated the horses he and Leon had been riding. The two other Albanians were left on the northern side of the river with the spare horses, with orders to return to Szeged if their commander and Leon had not returned by the same time tomorrow.

Even though horses have large lungs which means they stay afloat easily, Leon was nervous as he and Skanderbeg walked their mounts into the Danube, which suddenly appeared very wide.

‘Keep the reins loose so as not to impede his head movement,’ said Skanderbeg. ‘And do not get entangled in his legs, which he will use to power himself through the water.’

The beasts walked forward and water lapped around Leon’s legs and then his thighs. And then the horse was swimming, its head above the surface and Leon lifted out of the water and floating beside the beast, his hands gripping the saddle as he was pulled along. It was the height of summer and so the river current was slow, though after a minute of moving through the water the far bank still seemed far away.

‘Keep hold, and don’t tug on the reins,’ shouted Skanderbeg from a few feet away.

Leon could swim, but the thought of being adrift in the middle of the Danube filled him with dread. The horse continued to swim, however, and the opposite riverbank slowly began to get nearer. The pace was agonisingly slow and he wondered how long a horse could swim for until its heart gave out. His own heart was pounding in his chest as the minutes passed, returning to a semblance of normality when he discerned the horse making contact with the riverbed and then emerging from the water. In his relief he forgot to regain the saddle and place his feet in the stirrups, and so fell into the water as the horse walked up the earth bank.

Grateful to be alive, Leon was glad to stand on firm ground once more, even if he was dripping wet. But the day was hot and so it did not take long for both men and their saddlery to dry out, the saddles being laid on the ground and the horses allowed to graze on grass. Skanderbeg also laid out his arrows on the ground to dry them out, though his bow, which had remained in its case during the river crossing, had floated on the surface during the journey. Then the Albanian flopped down on the grass and rested, to Leon’s confusion.

‘We should get moving as quickly as possible.’

Skanderbeg’s eyes remained closed. ‘We need to rest the horses. The swim was very taxing for them, the equivalent of galloping over several miles.’

‘I will keep watch, then,’ said a disappointed Leon.

They had crossed the river downstream from Ilok and were resting among trees lining the riverbank, making the chances of being discovered by an Ottoman patrol slim.

‘You should get some rest, too,’ suggested Skanderbeg, ‘and work out how we will get into a besieged town.’

*****
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It was easy enough. Two hours later Leon, head down, his wrists bound and being led on foot by Skanderbeg who tugged on a rope around the baron’s neck, trudged towards Ilok. They approached from the east, the town outside the citadel appearing to be devoid of activity. There were no carts on the track, no civilians in the streets and no Ottoman soldiers on view. It was most odd. They walked on, entering Ilok and making their way towards the citadel, where large banners indicated the stronghold was still in the hands of Baron Nicholas. Leon reflected that the baron’s standard symbolised the position he found himself in – a heart-shaped field on a blue background, on which was a grey town wall with a closed door and a grey tower rising from it. Either side were two standing golden-yellow lions facing each other, above each lion a silver shield.

‘Halt!’

He kept his head down when a pair of soldiers appeared to block their way, levelling their spears at him, though not at Skanderbeg, who replied to them in Turkish.

‘Prisoner for interrogation.’

Leon glanced at the pair and saw they were azabs: Ottoman foot soldiers wearing white turbans, with no body armour and equipped only with round shields, swords and spears. Light foot soldiers were usually raised prior to a campaign when they were useful for plundering enemy territory, pursuing a broken enemy and guarding siege lines. On the battlefield against well-equipped professional soldiers, they were useless.

‘You should let us interrogate him,’ one of them grinned, his teeth brown and irregular.

‘I have my orders,’ Skanderbeg shot back.

‘Whose horse is that?’ asked the other azab, pointing his spear at Leon’s horse on the other side of Skanderbeg’s.

‘The prisoner’s,’ said Skanderbeg.

The azab walked over to Leon, placed the butt of his spear on the ground, rested the shaft against his body and grabbed Leon’s hair to lift up his head.

‘Important, is he?’

Leon, who had his dagger concealed in his supposedly bound hands, shook free the rope and thrust the point of his weapon into the azab’s throat.

‘You have no idea.’

The man staggered backwards before collapsing, blood spurting from his neck. The other azab turned to face Leon but also collapsed when Skanderbeg split open his skull with a single stroke of his sword. He let go of the rope and Leon raced to his horse, gaining the saddle and digging the spurs into its side. The northern gates of the citadel were near, reached by a winding track that provided no cover from enemy missiles, or indeed archers or crossbowmen on the walls. The die was cast and the two horsemen galloped across open ground between the town and the citadel, thundering along the track towards the closed gates. Only now did Leon realise that his plan to speak personally with Nicholas of Ilok could result in his death.

He heard shouting and alarm bells sounding and then heard arrows hissing past him. He kept low in the saddle, hugging his horse’s neck as he shouted at the beast to urge it on. The pair of horsemen ascended the slope and reached the gates, Leon’s horse suddenly collapsing when it was hit by an arrow. Leon was thrown from the saddle as Skanderbeg pulled up his own horse, jumped down from the saddle and hauled Leon to his feet.

‘Let us in,’ he shouted in German. ‘I am the Baron of Szeged here to speak to Baron Nicholas.’

The pair ducked low when arrows thudded into the still closed gates, azab archers climbing the slope and shooting arrows as they did so.

‘I am Leon Muller, Hungary’s captain-general,’ shouted Leon, ‘and I demand entry.’

He heard sharp cracks on the walls above and saw arrows landing among the azabs, which stopped them in their tracks. Then one of the gates eased open a couple of feet. Skanderbeg slapped his horse on the rump and it bolted off.

‘No point in all of us dying,’ said the Albanian.

The gate continued to open agonisingly slowly, until there was enough room to allow Leon and Skanderbeg to enter the fortress. They did not dawdle, dashing into the stronghold as more arrows thudded into the thick gates.

‘Close it!’ bellowed a man with a deep voice.

He was around fifty, tall and powerful looking with thick black hair and a square jaw. Dressed in an immaculate blue doublet with split sleeves from the wrist to the elbow, his brown eyes studied a grinning Leon and a relieved Skanderbeg.

‘Welcome to Ilok, baron,’ said Nicholas of Ilok. ‘It is fortunate for you both that I was on the walls when you arrived, otherwise you would have certainly died, either at the hands of the Turks or my own men.’

Leon drew himself up. ‘I am forever in your debt, lord.’

‘Your army is near?’ queried Nicholas.

‘It is on its way,’ answered Leon evasively. ‘Perhaps we may speak in private, lord.’

Ilok comprised two parts. A lower town that had no walls and a fortified upper town, the citadel, that had been strengthened by Baron Nicholas over the years. It occupied a naturally strong position, being located on a hummock just above the southern bank of the Danube. Having an irregular, longitudinal shape, its well-maintained walls were three-quarters of a mile in extent and incorporated both round and rectangular towers. In the western part of the citadel stood the baron’s palace, a structure with four wings, each one of two storeys. In the eastern part was a Franciscan monastery and a church where John of Capistrano was buried.

Leon and Skanderbeg accompanied Nicholas to his palace. There were also storerooms and barracks along the walls, in addition to tents in the stronghold’s grounds where civilian refugees from the lower town slept. In truth there were few civilians, leading Leon to assume the lower town had fallen quickly and easily. Leon glanced at the ramparts and saw the sun reflecting off the helmets of soldiers on the walls and on the tops of towers, though, aside from the excitement of his own entry into the stronghold, Ilok did not have the feel of a place under siege.

The palace was bright, airy and filled with expensive furniture, marble statues and walls painted in soft and delicate colours. In an office beside the reception hall on the ground floor, Leon and Skanderbeg were fed freshly baked bread, butter and cheese and were served with white wine.

Leon raised his glass to the baron. ‘To the king.’

Nicholas smiled and toasted Matthias, as did Skanderbeg.

Both Leon and Skanderbeg tucked into the fare with gusto, having eaten sparsely during the previous two days. Leon found the wine very palatable.

‘The soil, climate and position of the hills around Ilok are ideal for viticulture,’ said Nicholas.

‘What is that?’ asked Skanderbeg.

‘Wine production,’ answered the baron. ‘But all those hills are now in possession of the Ottomans.’

‘How many, baron?’ enquired Leon, tearing off a chunk of bread and smearing it with butter.

‘Five, six thousand,’ replied Nicholas. ‘They are camped beyond the southern walls, with a light screen of pickets in the town and beyond the northern walls.’

‘That is the reason we were able to infiltrate the siege lines so easily,’ observed Skanderbeg.

‘The Ottomans have no bombards or cannon,’ continued Nicholas, ‘so they are content to starve us into surrender. But now your army is marching south, baron, salvation is at hand. That being the case, how is it you risked life and limb to visit us?’

‘I wanted to emphasise the importance of holding Ilok, lord,’ answered Leon, who though he was of the same rank as Nicholas, and indeed was Hungary’s captain-general, still liked to refer to the older man as lord. He was aware he was a foreigner and had no wish to antagonise a man whom he had fought on the battlefield a mere two years before. Indeed, Leon had attacked the baron’s army camped near Ilok, and Zoltan Wass had sunk one of the baron’s galleys on the Danube.

Nicholas sighed. ‘John of Capistrano, the friar who roused all Christendom to action to fight the Turks, is buried in the grounds of this stronghold. My wife, God bless her, is also buried here after dying in childbirth.’

‘My condolences, lord,’ said Leon.

‘I am aware of the symbolic importance of this place, baron,’ stated Nicholas. ‘Though even if John of Capistrano were not interred here, I would still defend my home with all the resources I have.’

‘And what are those resources?’ asked Leon bluntly.

‘Straight to the point, the way you fight your battles,’ retorted Nicholas, taking a sip of wine. ‘The garrison numbers three hundred men, plus another hundred or more capable of using a weapon.’

Skanderbeg was shocked. ‘That few? Where are the rest of your troops, lord?’

Nicholas’ calm demeanour fractured for an instant, before returning. ‘Aside from the soldiers I lost when fighting Baron Leon’s men just across the river, and more when I and the other barons were later defeated outside Buda, you mean?’

Leon squirmed in his luxuriously upholstered chair and avoided Nicholas’ eyes.

‘They are on the other side of the Danube ensuring the harvest is collected and keeping watch on the river,’ continued Nicholas.

Leon raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Judging by the empty countryside he had ridden though when approaching the Danube, the civilians who worked Nicholas’ estates appeared to have little faith in their master prevailing against the Ottomans.

‘When will your army arrive, baron?’ asked Nicholas.

Leon decided to give an honest answer. ‘My troops are at Buda, lord, and though they can be here in eight days, I fear the king will be marching with them and will thus slow the distance covered each day. Just over a week therefore turns into two weeks at the least.’

Disappointment showed on Nicholas’ face. ‘I had hoped your troops would be at Szeged after the victory at Ajka, I will not lie.’

‘The king desired them to stay at Buda, lord,’ said Leon. ‘And in truth I would also be in the capital were it not for a friend getting married at Szeged.’

‘Then it is just as well that this fortress is well stocked with food and ammunition,’ remarked Nicholas, whose attention was drawn to a young girl peering around the open door to the room.

Leon and Skanderbeg turned to see who the baron was staring at, the girl disappearing.

‘Catherine!’ barked Nicholas. ‘Come here.’

Seconds later a tall, fresh-faced girl reappeared, and head down, walked towards the baron. She stood beside Nicholas, glancing at Skanderbeg and Leon. She was dressed in a long red gown with sleeves that covered half her hands and was buttoned at the neck. Her light brown hair was pulled back from the forehead and collected at the back of the head. Leon estimated her to be either eleven or twelve years of age.

Nicholas introduced the girl. ‘This is my eldest child Catherine. Catherine, this is the Baron of Szeged, Hungary’s captain-general, and the commander of his horsemen, the Baron of Baja.’

The girl looked at Skanderbeg and then Leon, her eyes narrowing and then opening wide.

‘The Baron of Szeged? The Swiss demon, Leon Muller?’

Skanderbeg laughed. ‘Your reputation goes before you, Leon.’

‘Apologise to the baron,’ commanded Nicholas.

Leon smiled at the girl. ‘That will not be necessary. Tell me, Catherine, who told you I was a demon?’

‘The abbot of the monastery,’ replied Catherine. ‘He says the Swiss people are devils sent to torment the godly and are beyond God’s love.’

‘That will be enough!’ snapped Nicholas. ‘You are dismissed.’

She gave Leon a wicked smile, curtseyed to her father and scuttled from the room.

‘I apologise, baron,’ said Nicholas sheepishly.

‘Nonsense,’ smiled Leon. ‘She is a feisty young girl who is not afraid to speak her mind. That is a quality the Swiss admire.’

Nicholas took a sip of wine. ‘These are not Swiss lands, baron.’

‘You obviously made a bad impression on John of Capistrano, Leon,’ said Skanderbeg, draining his glass, ‘because he told all his fellow priests that you were a Swiss demon.’

‘Being in the Franciscan order’s bad books will not deprive me of any sleep,’ retorted Leon, ‘though I would have hoped for more gratitude for saving Friar John and his ragtag army outside the walls of Belgrade. Had not my Swiss ‘demons’ been present, the outcome of the battle would have been very different.’

Nicholas was surprised.

‘I thought the intervention of John of Capistrano’s army was pivotal in the defeat of the sultan.’

‘The good friar and his men played their part, lord,’ agreed Leon, ‘though whether they would have triumphed without the assistance of my own men is highly debateable.’

‘That’s putting it mildly,’ remarked Skanderbeg, a servant refilling his glass.

‘There is nothing to be gained from refighting old battles,’ said Leon. ‘We need to concentrate on the current one. Who is the commander of the Ottoman siege army?’

‘Zaganos Pasha,’ replied Nicholas, ‘who has returned from disgrace to serve under the new Ottoman grand vizier, Mahmud Pasha.’

‘And where is Mahmud Pasha?’ asked Leon.

‘Reports indicated he was at Smederevo overseeing the replacement of the Serb garrison with Ottoman troops,’ said Nicholas. ‘It was a black day for Hungary when Lazar Brankovic died. His demise left Ilok isolated on the wrong side of the Danube.’

‘The despot of Serbia was already an Ottoman ally, lord,’ Leon reminded him. ‘His death makes no different to the strategic situation.’

‘How did he die?’ enquired Skanderbeg.

‘Of a heart attack, in a brothel,’ said Nicholas.

Leon laughed. ‘Perhaps Zaganos Pasha will visit the same brothel and meet a similar fate.’

*****
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The idea of Zaganos Pasha visiting a brothel would have filled the former grand vizier with horror. A devoutly religious man, immorality and depravity appalled him. Christians in general appalled him and he was delighted to be once again putting infidels to the sword.

Mahmud Pasha, the man who had replaced him, had given him four thousand soldiers to besiege Ilok, with specific instructions he was not to storm the fortress until he received specific orders to do so. He bristled at being muzzled by a man who was both immoral and surrounded himself with Christians, but Zaganos Pasha knew he was in the grand vizier’s debt and thus had to tread carefully. But still...

The siege had been tedious but uneventful. Until today. Zaganos Pasha sat in his huge pavilion and stared at the nervous officer standing to attention before him, helmet in the crook of his arm.

‘How is it that two individuals can walk through our siege lines and enter the infidel lair?’

‘I do not know, effendi.’

‘Who were they?’ demanded Zaganos Pasha.

‘I do not know, effendi.’

Zaganos Pasha jumped from his chair. ‘You will forfeit your life for this gross dereliction of duty.’

The officer swayed on his feet.

‘You will lead the assault on the infidel fortress,’ Zaganos Pasha told him, turning to Abdul Karim standing beside him. ‘Assemble the army.’

‘Effendi,’ said his deputy, ‘the grand vizier was very specific when it came to the conduct of the siege.’

‘Get out!’ Zaganos Pasha shouted at the hapless officer, who duly saluted and beat a hasty retreat.

The former grand vizier was fuming. ‘Conduct of the siege? You mean meekly sit outside the walls while all and sundry enter and leave the lair of the infidels at will? No, I will no longer be humiliated, Abdul. Obey my orders. If the grand vizier wants someone to punish, I will be more than happy to offer myself, if I am not killed in the interim.’

Abdul Karim was shocked. ‘You will take part in the assault, effendi?’

‘It would be shameful to stand by while the faithful carry out the will of Allah.’

Zaganos Pasha had been dismissed and sent into exile by the sultan in the aftermath of the defeat at Belgrade, thereafter returning to his home in Anatolia to endure a shameful existence. But he was a deeply religious man and the fact Mehmet had not executed him led him to believe Allah still had a use for him. So he made his way to Rumelia where he offered his services to his great rival, Mahmud Pasha. The grand vizier had humiliated him by sending him on a Christian-crewed ship to raid Belgrade’s docks, and had then heaped further humiliation on him by giving him command of the siege of Ilok.

Ostensibly, the command of four thousand Ottoman soldiers was a great honour. But they were mostly hastily raised azabs, poorly armed and inadequately trained, many of them released from Rumelia’s prisons after promising to fight for the sultan in exchange for their freedom. The fact Rumelia’s granaries were well stocked to feed the army ensured they would not desert at the earliest opportunity, but Zaganos Pasha had taken measures to stiffen the resolve of what were soldiers of dubious quality. He had ensured a small army of imams, who were Muslim priests, attended to the spiritual needs of the army. Imams led prayers, preached against desertion and self-mutilation, which was a common method to avoid military service, and maintained morale. They were also expected to lead from the front.

It was just before midday when the azabs began to form up opposite all four sides of Ilok’s citadel, hundreds of men then falling to their knees as the imams led them in Dhuhr prayer, one of the five daily prayers performed by Muslims. One of those praying was Zaganos Pasha, who after finishing Dhuhr ordered the assault to commence.

Small kettledrums beaten with two sticks sounded all around the stronghold to signal the attack, azabs picking up long scaling ladders to place against the walls. There were dozens of scaling ladders, all fashioned from the abundance of trees that covered the rolling hills surrounding Ilok. Behind the assault sections stood archers, nocking arrows in bowstrings and then shooting them at and over the battlements. The tactics were simple: the archers would prevent those manning the walls from shooting missiles and throwing rocks at the azabs climbing ladders to reach the ramparts and enter the stronghold. Zaganos Pasha knew his troops would suffer heavy losses trying to storm the fortress, but gambled that the enemy did not have enough soldiers to defend three-quarters of a mile of wall and that the sheer weight of numbers would overwhelm the defenders.

The azabs ran forward and placed their ladders against Ilok’s walls, files of men then ascending the rickety structures as quickly as possible. They had their shields slung on their backs as protection against missiles from the ramparts above. But the defenders did not stand on the walls so they could be shot down by Ottoman archers arrayed behind the attacking azabs. Rather, they shot at those on scaling ladders from arrow slits in the towers protruding from the walls.

Nicholas of Ilok had given much thought to how he would conduct a defence in the event of an attack and now his plan swung into action. Crossbowmen in the towers unleashed flanking volleys against those climbing ladders, directing their bolts against azabs near the tops of ladders. Ottomans screamed and yelped when they were hit, some falling backwards onto the men behind, causing chaos and halting the ascent.

In the towers, crossbowmen were handed loaded crossbows by squires using goat’s foot levers to load fresh weapons. In this way each crossbowman could shoot up to seven bolts a minute while other crossbowmen in the tops of towers added their support to the flanking volleys.

As azabs fell to the ground, others behind them faltered and they turned and attempted to scramble back down ladders, only to collide with those further down. Every azab carried a spear, leaving only his left hand free to grip a ladder. Climbing a ladder with a shield on their back and a sword in a scabbard dangling from their belts was precarious enough, but being shot at added to the confusion and panic. Soon ladders were tumbling to the ground after their occupants, gripped by fear, were either trying to scramble to the top of ladders or attempting to descend to the ground. Some ladders collapsed sideways into those adjacent, two or more ladders and their occupants crashing to the ground. Dead and wounded azabs began to collect at the base of the walls and the crossbowmen continued shooting from the towers, adding to the number of dead Ottomans.

But dozens of ladders had been placed against the walls and not all were within sight of the baron’s crossbowmen, and some Ottomans began to scramble onto Ilok’s ramparts, clambering over battlements to arrive on the walkways behind them where they were met by the baron’s soldiers. Men-at-arms in full plate armour hacked at the unprotected heads of azabs with war hammers and poleaxes, splitting skulls with ease and felling the invaders.

It was easy at first. An azab would appear at the top of a ladder and a man-at-arms would chop down with his weapon, the Ottoman being unable to protect himself with his shield, which was strapped to his back. He fell from the ladder, the azab behind climbing to take his place, only to be bludgeoned by the same man-at-arms’ blood-covered weapon. Now dead or seriously wounded with a heavy blow to the head, he too fell from the ladder. Or perhaps one of his feet got caught in a rung and he hung upside down, gore turning his turban red as blood gushed from his crushed skull. This meant the third man on the ladder had to try and free the corpse, or if the azab was still alive dislodge him and send him crashing to the ground, thus killing him, although many did try to free their wounded comrades, and tried to get them to the ground safely rather than continuing the attack. Archers were no longer shooting at the walls for fear of hitting azabs, so the men-at-arms had free rein to rain death down on attacking Ottomans. But they were few in comparison to the enemy and gradually Zaganos Pasha’s tactics began to prevail.

*****
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Leon had heard the alarm bells and rushed outside to see arrows coming over the walls to land in and among the tents inside the citadel. Skanderbeg was by his side. Men-at-arms were rushing up the steps to the battlements, crossbowmen running from the armoury with young squires behind them carrying quivers of bolts. He saw the crossbowmen dashing into the towers, from where they would shoot at those assaulting the walls. Nicholas of Ilok, fully attired in armour, came from his palace. Sword in hand, he pointed at the armoury along one wall of his fortress.

‘Unless you wish to remain indoors, baron, I would suggest you acquire a helmet and some armour.’

‘It is not in my temperament to hide from the enemy, lord,’ replied Leon.

He saw men-at-arms halt at the tops of stone steps leading to the battlements and crouch down, arrows flying over their heads.

‘The enemy will use scaling ladders to breach the defences,’ said Nicholas. ‘They have no bombards but many foot soldiers.’

‘God keep you safe, lord,’ said Leon, hugging the wall of the palace to make his way to the armoury, arrows still raining down on the interior of the stronghold. Skanderbeg, bow in hand, a quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder, followed. They reached the armoury where burly, short-tempered brutes were issuing ammunition to fresh-faced and nervous squires.

‘What do you want?’ one growled to Leon, still dressed in doublet and hose.

‘Back and breast plate and sallet,’ replied Leon, ‘and two full quivers of arrows for my friend here.’

Leon had his sword but that was a last resort in a dire situation. He pointed at a row of halberds on a rack behind the armourer.

‘And one of those.’

There was a rattling on the roof as it was struck by enemy arrows. The shaven-haired armourer turned, grabbed one of the halberds and handed it to Leon, shouting at one of his thickset colleagues for back and breast and sallet. He disappeared for a few seconds and reappeared with quivers for Skanderbeg, an armourer strapping on Leon’s back and breastplate.

‘You sure you don’t want leg and limb armour?’ asked the shaven-haired brute.

‘There is no time,’ replied Leon, putting on his sallet, picking up his halberd and striding towards the entrance to the armoury.

Outside there was no signs of life in the open spaces or among the tents in the citadel’s grounds. The civilians had either taken refuge in the church or in the palace. Arrows were still flying over the battlements but then there were no more Ottoman missiles and Leon saw men-at-arms stand and rush to the battlements.

‘With me,’ Leon said to Skanderbeg.

Nicholas of Ilok had two hundred men-at-arms, a hundred crossbowmen and around a hundred and fifty squires, pages and others who could handle a weapon with a degree of proficiency. With the crossbowmen occupying the dozen towers spaced along the walls, this left two hundred men-at-arms to man the walls. This equated to a man-at-arms every six yards, which was a very shallow defence.

Leon ran to the nearest stone steps and bounded up them to the battlements, just as the first azabs were appearing above the crenelations: more and more white turbans coming into view. The men-at-arms, operating in two-man teams, initially held the attackers at bay, killing azabs before they left their scaling ladders. But as Leon reached a section of the southern wall between two towers, he realised immediately the scale of the Ottoman assault, observing many scaling ladders placed against the walls and each ladder occupied by many enemy soldiers.

Trepidation gripped him as he witnessed men-at-arms hacking at azabs with their weapons, barely holding the foe at bay. He glanced behind at other sections of the walls where a similar scene was unfolding, but he saw more and more white turbans appear above the ramparts and knew Ilok would fall. He heard a sharp snap and turned to see an azab clutching his chest, an arrow where an arrow had struck him before disappearing from view as he fell backwards. Skanderbeg nocked another arrow in his bowstring.

‘Are you in the fight?’ he shouted at Leon, loosing a second arrow that struck an Ottoman in the face.

An azab jumped down from the ramparts; Leon dashed forward and stabbed the point of his halberd into his throat before kicking him backwards into a second Ottoman. Before his comrade could react, Leon chopped down with his weapon to split his turban with the axe head and cracked open his skull. Skanderbeg was shooting azabs who appeared at the top of scaling ladders, swinging left and right to keep the foe at bay. But the azabs kept on appearing all along the ramparts, Leon dashing left and right to stab at enemy soldiers who followed those Skanderbeg had killed. Working in tandem, they were able to keep the stretch of the ramparts they were defending free of enemy soldiers. But it was only a matter of time before the defence would be breached, notwithstanding the heavy losses being inflicted on the azabs. And so it was that the loss of a single man-at-arms was a pivotal moment in the battle.

Encased in plate armour from head to foot and wielding a war hammer that he used to cave in the skulls of the enemy by using the steel hammer opposite the spike on the weapon’s metal head, he had sent many of the enemy to hell. The war hammer was a fearsome tool, with steel langets riveted to the wooden shaft to defeat strikes from edged weapons. Just under three feet in length, it could be easily wielded with one or both hands. Each time an azab appeared at the top of a scaling ladder, prior to scrambling onto the ramparts, he would chop down with his weapon, the hammer head smashing an Ottoman skull. But when delivering one blow he missed his target completely, the war hammer missing the azab on the ladder, who immediately let go of his spear, grabbed the weapon and yanked it down violently. The man-at-arms, already unbalanced, tipped forward and fell from the battlements. The azab, delighted, hauled himself up and found himself on the walkway behind the crenelations. Either side of him men-at-arms were fully occupied fighting his colleagues. Now without a spear, he turned and assisted other azabs onto the walkway, until there were a dozen or more Ottomans on the battlements. And then they attacked the defenders either side of them.

Skanderbeg shot an azab and then grabbed Leon’s arm, pointing towards the ramparts on the other side of the stronghold, where the enemy were now flooding over the walls.

Leon shoved up his visor and saw Nicholas of Ilok organising a counter-attacking force in front of the palace. He knew it was the baron because his banner man was standing behind him.

‘With me,’ he ordered Skanderbeg.

It left a bitter taste in the mouth to abandon his position but he had to act fast to save the baron and his family. He ran down the steps and across to the baron, pointing up at the breach made by the enemy.

‘You must leave, lord, the fortress has fallen.’

‘You exceed your authority, baron,’ Nicholas shot back.

‘No, my lord, I am Hungary’s captain-general, made so by King Matthias, a man you have sworn allegiance to. I am therefore ordering you to take your family and anyone else we can save and depart this fortress.’

Nicholas was going to object but Leon held up a hand to him.

‘It is your duty to preserve yourself, my lord, to hold the Danube until my troops arrive. If you stay here and die a needless death, and condemn your children to Ottoman slavery, you will be guilty of vanity and pride.’

Nicholas said nothing but Leon grabbed his arm. ‘My lord, I employ you not to let hundreds die for nothing. There are boats in the harbour?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then let us save those who do not deserve to perish here,’ pleaded Leon.

In his heart Nicholas knew Leon spoke the truth. He had a small garrison and though it had inflicted heavy losses on the enemy, that enemy was many and now inside the stronghold.

Nicholas turned to his signaller. ‘Sound withdrawal.’

The trumpet’s shrill call echoed around the courtyard, the signaller continuing to blow his instrument to bring the men-at-arms from the battlements and the crossbowmen from the towers. Nicholas sent men into the palace to bring his children and order all the civilians to leave the property. He also sent a message to the Franciscan monks in the monastery at the other end of the stronghold that he was abandoning the citadel, and they should come with him. The abbot sent a terse message back that he and his brothers would not abandon the final resting place of the Christian martyr, John of Capistrano.

Azabs were now fully in control of the ramparts after the retreat of the men-at-arms, raising their weapons and dancing, cheering and embracing each other in their moment of victory. They were part-time soldiers, many of whom had been pressed into service, and they had achieved the impossible by storming Ilok’s ramparts. But they had little enthusiasm when it came to flooding down the steps to the courtyard to get to grips with what was becoming a formidable formation of men-at-arms, half of whom were mounted, crossbowmen and an assortment of squires and armourers armed with a variety of weapons.

‘Open the gates!’ shouted Nicholas.

The braces were removed and the thick gates swung inwards to allow horsemen to charge out of the stronghold, skewering azabs in their way and dispersing a line of archers who had not been expecting a sally from the fortress. They scattered like rats, leaving the track to the riverport below undefended.

The women and children were ushered down the winding dirt road first, horsemen flanking left and right to chase away any Ottomans, and cut down any who stood and tried to either fight back or shoot arrows at fleeing civilians. Leon and Nicholas stayed in the rear, Skanderbeg joining a line of crossbowmen who were kneeling on the ground with weapons loaded. They began shooting at any azabs who ventured from the gates of the fortress. At first they were curious observers who rushed back into the fortress when shot at. But after a few minutes more appeared. This time they presented a more disciplined appearance and they were supported by archers who shot over their heads to pepper the baron’s forces with arrows.

‘Back down the slope,’ shouted Nicholas, arrows thudding into the ground a few feet in front of him.

The line of crossbowmen fell back twenty or so paces, halting to shoot a volley before falling back once more. Leon glanced behind to see the civilians nearing the riverport at the base of the hill, men-at-arms rushing forward to cut down guards protecting boats moored to jetties. They then assisted civilians into the boats, male servants who had worked in the palace being ordered to man oars to propel the vessels across the Danube. But there was panic and chaos and he feared Ottoman arrows would be falling among the civilians before a single boat had pushed out into the river.

The crossbowmen fell back once again, halting around two hundred paces from the port to once again shoot at what was now a large number of Ottoman soldiers. Archers were now in the forefront, azabs behind, the enemy realising it would be easier to shoot the enemy down rather than engage in hand-to hand fighting. There was a short lull as the archers began to form into a long line a hundred paces or so from the shorter line of crossbowmen, who continued to shoot down the enemy, but who were now running short of ammunition.

‘Give me your men-at-arms, lord,’ said Leon.

Nicholas shoved up his visor. ‘What?’

Leon pointed at the archers, a few of whom were falling to the ground when struck by crossbow bolts.

‘When they begin shooting, they will decimate us, and then they will shower the boats with arrows. If I lead an attack against them, it will give you time to get everyone across the river.’

‘I will not abandon my soldiers,’ insisted Nicholas.

Leon grabbed his arm, the second time he had done so. ‘You have a duty to hold southern Hungary, lord. Your presence will stiffen the defence of the Danube line in the coming months. If you have any respect for me at all, then you will do as I ask.’

Nicholas glanced at the lines of archers, behind at the chaos at the docks, and then at Leon. He offered his hand, Leon shook it. Then he ordered his men-at-arms to obey Leon and gave the order for the crossbowmen to withdraw to the docks.

Leon turned to Skanderbeg. ‘Get yourself across the river.’

‘I will stay.’

‘No, my friend, you must leave. The army cannot lose two commanders in one day.’

The Albanian embraced him and rushed back down the slope, leaving Leon alone with around a hundred men-at-arms. Mounted men-at-arms were still protecting the flanks but the rest had been cut down on the walls of Ilok.

Leon raised his halberd. ‘For your wives and children.’

He lowered his visor, gripped his halberd with both hands and ran forward towards the Ottomans, who shot a volley on a high trajectory in an attempt to hit those at the docks. Leon did not know if the men-at-arms had wives and children but it did not matter. They followed him anyway, charging uphill towards the archers, who promptly began shooting at them.

Leon, used to charging across a battlefield on foot, covered the distance in less than half a minute, aiming straight for an archer who panicked and failed to nock an arrow in his bowstring. Leon thrust the spike of his halberd into the man’s guts, which were protected only by a loose kaftan. The force of the blow knocked him backwards off his feet, saving Leon the effort of yanking the spike from the archer’s stomach. He slashed right at a stunned archer, gashing his face badly, and then swung the axe blade left to chop a fleeing archer’s right arm, inflicting a deep wound and sending the man sprawling to the ground. Then men-at-arms crashed into the archers, swinging their polearms at unprotected arms, chests and heads.

Their assault was savage and hard-hitting and they easily pierced the Ottoman line, cutting down dozens before the azabs behind the archers ran forward to steady the line. But the men-at-arms were greatly outnumbered by the Ottomans and they soon found themselves surrounded and fending off attacks by spearmen. They instinctively grouped together until they were fighting in a circle, swinging and thrusting their weapons at a tight ring of azabs encircling them. Leon and the men-at-arms were isolated and alone, and faced certain death.

The men-at-arms were tired, many raising their visors and panting as they tried to catch their breath. Leon, used to fighting on foot for long periods, was sweating but could still call on his great reserves of stamina. His mind was still working and he realised to remain stationary was to die. He raised his halberd.

‘To the river!’

He faced south, levelled his blood-covered halberd and dashed forward to lead an assault to carve a path to the Danube. The men-at-arms followed, following the Baron of Szeged into a mass of azabs. It was a forlorn attempt. A hundred men against several hundred would have only one outcome, and no matter how fast and skilful Leon and the others wielded their weapons. The sheer weight of numbers against them meant their charge was quickly halted. Leon and the others were then literally overwhelmed, being manhandled to the ground and thereafter pinioned by many pairs of hands. The few men-at-arms on horseback were also captured, their horses shot down by archers.

Leon’s halberd was torn from his hands and then his sallet was ripped off before he was hauled to his feet, an ugly brute then punching him in the face, making his lip bleed. Another spat in his face and a third slapped him hard with the back of his hand. His sword and dagger were taken from him and the point of the dagger held at his throat. He looked at the leering, hateful visages around him and braced himself for the severe beating, or worse, to come. But the shouts and curses suddenly died when a fanfare of trumpets sounded and horsemen appeared.

They were sipahis, all attired in mail armour, plate on their forearms and chest, and wearing open-faced helmets with thick nasal guards and horsehair crests. All their horses were well groomed, healthy and well fed. Leon saw a green banner behind the two horsemen ahead of the other score or so but could not make out any motif because there was no wind and the material hung limp on it flagstaff. One of the two individuals in front of the other sipahis removed his helmet and nudged his horse forward.

‘My name is Abdul Karim, deputy to Zaganos Pasha,’ he said in German. ‘You are now all prisoners of Sultan Mehmet, ruler of the Ottoman Empire and defender of the true faith. You are now slaves of the sultan and will serve him until the end of your lives.’

A groan went up from the prisoners, many physically wilting at the realisation a life of servitude awaited. These men were Hungarian nobility and though many had little money or property, they garnered respect for being Christian knights. To be reduced to Ottoman slavery was not only humiliating, it was akin to a living death.

‘Any of you are free to pledge allegiance not only to the sultan but also to Allah. Convert to the true faith and you will live out the rest of your lives as free men under the protection of the sultan and Islamic law.’

Leon could not make out the features of the man sitting beside Abdul Karim, the nasal guard obscuring much of his face. But he sat taller in the saddle and had broader shoulders.

Leon took a step forward, blood still running from his mouth.

‘My name is Leon Muller, Count of Thrace and Baron of Szeged, lord. If you would consider ransoming these men instead of enslaving them, I can arrange a large fee to be paid for each man that will benefit the sultan’s treasury.’

Zaganos Pasha removed his helmet. ‘Allah is truly great, for He has delivered the commander of the uzun mizraklar to me. I do not want your Christian money, infidel. You and those with you will be impaled on the bank of the Danube to serve as a warning to others who are thinking of entering the land of the righteous.

‘Take them away.’

Leon and the others were seized and manhandled back to the fortress, where red Ottoman banners now hung from the battlements. Abdul Karim and the sipahis walked their horses back to the citadel to ensure the prisoners were not killed before their executions. Leon glanced behind, to see boats on the Danube approaching the far riverbank. At least Skanderbeg and the others had escaped to fight another day. Ugo Aarberg would assume command of the army, which would continue to be a battle-winning instrument. But his part in Hungary’s wars was now over.
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​Chapter 2
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Leon and the other prisoners were taken back to the citadel and confined in the armoury once it had been emptied of weapons and ammunition. The burly, ugly armourers had all fled along with the other civilians so at least they would be spared the terrible fate of impalement. Leon had seen the ghastly practice carried out when he had been defending Constantinople. A group of Christian sailors had been captured, stripped naked and then impaled on stakes on the shore of the Golden Horn to intimidate and demoralise the garrison. It had been a loathsome sight and Leon considered it a particularly barbarous and degrading way to die. And his actions had resulted not only in his own capture but also those around him. Stripped of their armour and weapons, tired, demoralised and all beaten to varying degrees, they lay on the stone floor and waited to die. A few hours before, they had been fully equipped knights. Now they were defeated men, knowing their lives would end in a grisly fashion the next day.

The Ottomans denied the prisoners food and water, which made everyone listless and soon most of the prisoners were asleep. It was also very warm and airless in the armoury, adding to the somnolent state of the condemned. Leon hovered on the edge of consciousness, his mind filled with regrets. Regret that he had never seen his firstborn, Lukas; regret that he would never see Emma Steiner again; and regret he would never again share the company of the men who had become close friends, their bond forged in the white heat of war. Once again, he took comfort from the knowledge that the army he had created would continue to function and remain a potent force on the battlefield. He drifted off to sleep with a smile on his face.

*****
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‘They all must die!’

Zaganos Pasha, flushed with victory, was pacing up and down in the reception hall of Ilok’s palace. Although it was warm in the building, the sweat beading his brow was in part caused by the fire of religious zealotry coursing through his veins. He pointed at the more measured figure of Abdul Karim standing nearby.

‘I know I was sent here by the grand vizier to humiliate me. Mahmud Pasha thought by giving me poorly trained soldiers and no artillery, I would fail here.’

Zaganos Pasha spread his arms. ‘But he was wrong and here we are, in the hall of Nicholas of Ilok. Even better, I have captured the Baron of Szeged, the despised commander of the uzun mizraklar. And I will not make the same mistake as the sultan, who allowed the infidel to escape to inflict more mayhem on the empire.’

From the corner of his eye he spotted one of his officers enter the hall, the man marching up to Abdul Karim. He halted and saluted.

‘You have an accurate tally of our losses?’ asked Abdul Karim.

‘Six hundred dead and four hundred wounded, effendi.’

‘A small price to pay for destroying this nest of infidels,’ sneered Zaganos.

‘How many of the wounded are likely to succumb to their wounds?’ enquired Abdul Karim.

‘Over half, effendi,’ answered the officer.

‘The faithful will be given a fitting burial,’ promised Zaganos Pasha, who looked contemptuously at the paintings decorating the walls of the hall, some showing religious images, others showing ancestors of Nicholas of Ilok.

‘There is something else, effendi,’ said the officer. ‘The monks of the monastery have barricaded themselves in the building and are refusing to come out.’

‘Batter down the doors and drag them out,’ commanded Zaganos Pasha.

‘See to it there is no damage to the interior of the monastery or the adjoining church,’ said Abdul Karim. ‘And feed the prisoners.’

The officer saluted and departed.

‘You are too soft on the unbelievers,’ Zaganos Pasha chastised him. ‘What use is feeding prisoners who will be dead this time tomorrow?’

‘If we do not feed them, effendi, most likely many will be dead tomorrow before they are put to death, though I believe it is a mistake executing the Baron of Szeged.’

Zaganos marched over to him and faced his deputy. ‘Explain yourself.’

Abdul Karim did so. ‘The baron prevented the grand vizier from winning a great victory over John Hunyadi at Krusevac five years ago. He may wish to exact punishment on the man who deprived him of a great triumph himself, and by executing the baron you will deprive the grand vizier of such an opportunity. To be deprived twice will not endear you to him, which was the whole point of journeying here, was it not?’

‘Your perception is the reason I made you my deputy, Abdul,’ said Zaganos Pasha, ‘and the reason I forgive you your outbursts. But you are wrong. It was not self-promotion that made me leave Anatolia but rather a desire to serve Allah. And since the Ottoman Empire is a vessel through which the will of Allah is exercised, it would have been the height of vanity to remain inactive.’

Abdul Karim raised an eyebrow but merely nodded. It was true that Allah forgave all sins as long as the sinner was truly repentant, but the wilful killing of prisoners was itself a sin. Once an enemy soldier surrendered, he automatically became a slave. But according to Islamic teachings a slave should be treated in a fair and just manner, be fed and clothed, and not be worked to death. Abdul Karim feared Zaganos Pasha’s thirst for vengeance was blinding him to the mistake he was about to make.

‘The grand vizier should be notified about your capture of Ilok, effendi,’ suggested the general. ‘And of the capture of the Baron of Szeged, who is also Hungary’s captain-general and thus different from the other prisoners we captured today.’

Zaganos Pasha turned away from his deputy. ‘No! He and the rest must die to show that all those who oppose the true faith will die, regardless of rank. There can be no mercy shown to infidels.’

*****
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Leon and the other prisoners ate well that night, however, and were supplied with copious amounts of water to drink and with which to wash their wounds. The men-at-arms believed the generosity indicated their captors being more merciful towards their prisoners. But Leon remembered it had been Zaganos Pasha who had murdered the citizens of the Roman town of Bizye when it had been a part of Thrace. Those impaled outside the town had included the parents of Anna, the wife of Antonio, the deputy commander of the Dragons. He had never revealed the truth to her concerning the grisly fate of her parents. They were dead, and she lived in blissful ignorance. How he envied her.

He spent the night with his back against a wall, around him men sleeping fitfully, some not at all. The armoury had thick doors with small grills and his eyes kept wandering to the gaps, wishing the dawn would never come. But arrive it did: the dark slowly disappearing, to be replaced by a dim light and then the rays of the sun heralding the dawn of a new day. He felt sick to his stomach when he heard keys turning in the locks to the armoury, and then there was shouting as he and the others were herded into the courtyard by angry guards. They were azabs and were in a foul mood, many of them having lost friends the day before.

Ottoman sentries on the walls looked down on the unshaven, tired and dirty men in shirts and hose being led to their deaths. Leon saw red banners emblazoned with silver crescents flying from the palace and towers, indicating Ilok now belonged to the sultan. Leon saw the monastery and church still stood and wondered if the Ottoman commander knew the church held the tomb of John of Capistrano

They trudged down the track that Leon and Skanderbeg had used to reach the fortress, the Ottoman dead outside the walls having already been removed for burial. It would be a warm day, the sky above largely empty of clouds and a slight breeze ruffling the enemy banners on the walls. The Danube was blue and calm, small boats heading to shore after fishing the river. From his elevated viewpoint Leon saw boats on the far riverbank and smiled. Baron Nicholas and the others had reached safety and hopefully were well to the north by now. He shuddered. He himself would soon be in another elevated position when he was impaled on a stake. Leon swallowed when he saw a row of wagons near the river, just north of the river port, and felt unsteady on his feet when he saw long stakes being tossed from the carts on the ground. Others saw them too as men were roughly shoved forward by azabs.

Everyone likes to think they have courage. That they will act heroically on the battlefield or when defending a besieged town or city. Leon had faced the enemy on battlefields many times and had never shown his back to the foe. But to be unarmed, helpless and walking towards a terrible death was an altogether different proposition. On the battlefield he was fully attired in plate armour, was surrounded by highly trained soldiers, and he himself had a high degree of skill. He was a veteran soldier, used to the sights, sounds and horrors of the battlefield. The tactics employed in battle were second nature not only to him but also the thousands of men in his army. This gave him and them an immediate edge over an opponent, reinforced by the belief that their superior tactics, training and leadership would guarantee Leon victory. But a prisoner about to be executed had only one thing to cling to: that he would endure his terrible ordeal with as much courage as he could muster.

His attention was diverted from these dark thoughts by a prisoner suddenly dashing from the column in an attempt to escape. He made it past two azabs before being shot down by archers on the flanks of the spearmen. That put paid to any further escape attempts and led to the azabs using their spear points to urge the prisoners on to their fate. So Leon and dozens of others trudged along the track under the watchful eyes of their captors. He saw several of the azabs grinning and nudging each other, no doubt relishing the prospect of taking part in the impalement of Christian prisoners.

Leon steeled himself for the torment to come, but was distracted by the appearance of two vessels on the Danube coming from the east, being propelled by oars against the current. Azabs turned and pointed at the vessels, each one having two lateen sails that were furled. Leon had a bird’s eye view of the galleys as each vessel stowed its oars to glide towards the now empty long pier where the boats that Baron Nicholas had used to make his escape had been moored. He noticed that some of the azabs were pointing their spears at the vessels and had halted, prisoners likewise looking up to stare at the impressive ships. From each mast flew a large dark-red banner sporting a white crescent, with another flag of the same design flying from the stern. Leon felt a sharp blow to the back of his head and was nearly knocked to the ground. Dazed, he was shoved forward by the azab who had used the end of his spear to strike his head. Other Ottomans were likewise delivering blows to other prisoners to recommence the march towards the stakes, now being sharpened by axes while other labourers were digging holes in which the impaled prisoners would be ‘planted’ after the stakes had been driven through their bodies.

Fear now gripped Leon as he shuffled along with head down. Some of the captives around him were pissing themselves with despair, the grim reality of what awaited them dawning on them. Leon managed to control his bladder and bowels, for the moment. He was no longer the Count of Thrace, Boyar of Craiova or Baron of Szeged. He was just an ordinary man trying to remain composed in the face of an excruciating ordeal that would commence in the next few minutes. He did not notice well-built Ottoman officers descending the gangplank of the galley that was now moored at the pier of Ilok’s river port. All sights, sounds and smells disappeared and the only thing he heard was dozens of stakes being sharpened.
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