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			Glossary

			Arming sword – A single-handed sword, thirty inches or so long, with a simple cross guard and a heavy pommel, usually double-edged and pointed.

			Arming coat – A doublet either stuffed, padded, or cut from multiple layers of linen or canvas to be worn under armour.

			Alderman – One of the officers or magistrates of a town or commune.

			Aventail – The cape of maille, or in some cases textile, that was suspended from a basinet or great helm to protect against rising blows to the neck. Attached by means of vervelles and laced on. 

			Bailli – A French royal officer much like an English sheriff; or the commander of a ‘langue’ in the Knights of Saint John.

			Baselard – A dagger with a hilt like a capital I, with a broad cross both under and over the hand. Possibly the predecessor of the rondel dagger, it was a sort of symbol of chivalric status in the late fourteenth century. Some of them look so much like Etruscan weapons of the bronze and early iron age that I wonder about influences . . .

			Basinet – A form of helmet that evolved during the late middle ages, the basinet was a helmet that came down to the nape of the neck everywhere but over the face, which was left unprotected. It was almost always worn with an aventail made of maille, which fell from the helmet like a short cloak over the shoulders. By 1350, the basinet had begun to develop a moveable visor, although it was some time before the technology was perfected and made able to lock.

			Brigands – A period term for foot soldiers that has made it into our lexicon as a form of bandit.

			Burgher – A member of the town council, or sometimes, just a prosperous townsman.

			Commune – In the period, powerful towns and cities were called communes and had the power of a great feudal lord over their own people, and over trade.

			Coat of plates – In the period, the plate armour breast and back plate were just beginning to appear on European battlefields by the time of Poitiers – mostly due to advances in metallurgy which allowed larger chunks of steel to be produced in furnaces. Because large pieces of steel were comparatively rare at the beginning of William Gold’s career, most soldiers wore a coat of small plates – varying from a breastplate made of six or seven carefully formed plates, to a jacket made up of hundreds of very small plates riveted to a leather or linen canvas backing. The protection offered was superb, but the garment is heavy and the junctions of the plates were not resistant to a strong thrust, which had a major impact on the sword styles of the day.

			Corazina – A coat of plates, often covered in cloth, especially velvet. The difference between a common soldier’s coat of plates and a corazina is that the plates in the corazina are more carefully formed in three dimensions to provide a much better fit and better protection. The corazina is better in many ways to solid plate: it moves with the wearer. However, it is only as durable as its weakest part, the cloth covering, which wears quickly.

			Cote – In the novel, I use the period term cote to describe what might then have been called a gown – a man’s overgarment worn atop shirt and doublet or pourpoint or jupon, sometimes furred, fitting tightly across the shoulders and then dropping away like a large bell. They could go all the way to the floor with buttons all the way, or only to the middle of the thigh. They were sometimes worn with fur, and were warm and practical.

			Demesne – The central holdings of a lord – his actual lands, as opposed to lands to which he may have political rights but not taxation rights or where he does not control the peasantry.

			Donjon – The word from which we get dungeon.

			Doublet – A small garment worn over the shirt, very much like a modern vest, that held up the hose and to which armour was sometimes attached. Almost every man would have one. Name comes from the requirement of the Paris Tailor’s Guild that the doublet be made – at the very least – of a piece of linen doubled – thus, heavy enough to hold the grommets and thus to hold the strain of the laced-on hose.

			Gauntlets – Covering for the hands was essential for combat. Men wore maille or scale gauntlets or even very heavy leather gloves, but by William Gold’s time, the richest men wore articulated steel gauntlets with fingers.

			Gown – An overgarment worn in Northern Europe (at least) over the kirtle, it might have dagged or magnificently pointed sleeves and a very high collar and could be worn belted, or open to daringly reveal the kirtle, or simply, to be warm. Sometimes lined in fur, often made of wool.

			Haubergeon – Derived from hauberk, the haubergeon is a small, comparatively light maille shirt. It does not go down past the thighs, nor does it usually have long sleeves, and may sometimes have had leather reinforcement at the hems.

			Helm or haum – The great helm had become smaller and slimmer since the thirteenth century, but continued to be very popular, especially in Italy, where a full helm that covered the face and head was part of most harnesses until the armet took over in the early fifteenth century. Edward III and the Black Prince both seem to have worn helms. Late in the period, helms began to have moveable visors like basinets.

			Hobilar – A non-knightly man-at-arms in England. 

			Horses – Horses were a mainstay of medieval society, and they were expensive, even the worst of them. A good horse cost many days’ wages for a poor man; a warhorse cost almost a year’s income for a knight, and the loss of a warhorse was so serious that most mercenary companies specified in their contracts (or condottas) that the employer would replace the horse. A second level of horse was the lady’s palfrey – often smaller and finer, but the medieval warhorse was not a giant farm horse, but a solid beast like a modern Hanoverian. Also, ronceys which are generally inferior smaller horses ridden by archers.

			Hours – The medieval day was divided – at least in most parts of Europe – by the canonical periods observed in churches and religious houses. Within these divisions, time was relative to sunrise and sunset, so exact times varied with the seasons. The day started with Prime very early, around 6 a.m., ran through Terce at mid-morning to Sext in the middle of the day, and came around Nones at mid-afternoon to Vespers towards evening. This is a vast simplification, but I have tried to keep to the flavour of medieval time by avoiding minutes and seconds. They basically weren’t even thought of until the late sixteenth century.

			Jupon – A close-fitting garment, in this period often laced, and sometimes used to support other garments. As far as I can tell, the term is almost interchangeable with doublet and with pourpoint. As fashion moved from loose garments based on simply cut squares and rectangles to the skintight, fitted clothes of the mid-to-late fourteenth century, it became necessary for men to lace their hose (stockings) to their upper garment – to hold them up! The simplest doublet (the term comes from the guild requirement that they be made of two thicknesses of linen or more, thus ‘doubled’) was a skintight vest worn over a shirt, with lacing holes for ‘points’ that tied up the hose. The pourpoint (literally, For Points) started as the same garment. The pourpoint became quite elaborate, as you can see by looking at the original that belonged to Charles of Blois online. A jupon could also be worn as a padded garment to support armour (still with lacing holes, to which armour attaches) or even over armour, as a tight-fitting garment over the breastplate or coat of plates, sometimes bearing the owner’s arms.

			Kirtle – A women’s equivalent of the doublet or pourpoint. In Italy, young women might wear one daringly as an outer garment. It is skin tight from neck to hips, and then falls into a skirt. Fancy ones were buttoned or laced from the navel. Moralists decried them.

			Langue – One of the sub-organisations of the Order of the Knights of Saint John, commonly called the Hospitallers. The langues did not always make sense, as they crossed the growing national bounds of Europe, so that, for example, Scots knights were in the English Langue, Catalans in the Spanish Langue. But it allowed men to eat and drink with others who spoke the same tongue, or nearer to it. To the best of my understanding, however, every man, however lowly, and every serving man and woman, had to know Latin, which seems to have been the Order’s lingua franca. That’s more a guess than something I know.

			Leman – A lover.

			Longsword – One of the period’s most important military innovations, a double-edged sword almost forty-five inches long, with a sharp, armour-piercing point and a simple cross guard and heavy pommel. The cross guard and pommel could be swung like an axe, holding the blade – some men only sharpened the last foot or so for cutting. But the main use was the point of the weapon, which, with skill, could puncture maille or even coats-of-plates.

			Maille – I use the somewhat period term maille to avoid confusion. I mean what most people call chain mail or ring mail. The manufacturing process was very labour-intensive, as real mail has to have each link either welded closed or riveted. A fully armoured man-at-arms would have a haubergeon and aventail of maille. Riveted maille was almost proof against the cutting power of most weapons – although concussive damage could still occur! And even the most strongly made maille is ineffective against powerful archery, spears, or well-thrust swords in the period.

			Malle – Easy to confuse with maille, malle is a word found in Chaucer and other sources for a leather bag worn across the back of a horse’s saddle – possibly like a round-ended portmanteau, as we see these for hundreds of years in English art. Any person travelling, be he or she pilgrim or soldier or monk, needed a way to carry clothing and other necessities. Like a piece of luggage, for horse travel.

			Partisan – A spear or light glaive, for thrusting but with the ability to cut. My favourite, and Fiore’s, was one with heavy side-lugs like spikes, called in Italian a ghiavarina. There’s quite a pretty video on YouTube of me demonstrating this weapon . . . 

			Paternoster (sometimes Pater Noster) – A set of beads, often with a tassel at one end and a cross at the other – much like a modern rosary, but usually straight rather than in a circle. The use of prayer beads was introduced to Christianity in the twelfth or thirteenth centuries, from Islam and further east.

			Pauldron or Spaulder – Shoulder armour.

			Pourpoint – a somewhat generic word in the time of William Gold. In the fourteenth century, the garment’s name refers to the piercing of the fabric during the quilting process. Raw cotton was most frequently used as the ‘filler.’ Pourpoint does not, in fact, refer to the act of pointing one’s chausses or leg armour to the garment. According to Le Pelerinage de la Humaine (1331), ‘Because the gambeson is made with many prickings (stitches), that is why it is also called a pourpoint. It is understood that a gambeson with many prickings is worth a lot, and one without these prickings is worth nothing.’ (With thanks to Tasha Dandelion Kelly at cottesimple.com) 

			Prickers – Outriders and scouts.

			Rondel Dagger – A dagger designed with flat round plates of iron or brass (rondels) as the guard and the pommel, so that, when used by a man wearing a gauntlet, the rondels close the space around the fingers and make the hand invulnerable. By the late fourteenth century, it was not just a murderous weapon for prying a knight out of plate armour, it was a status symbol – perhaps because it is such a very useless knife for anything like cutting string or eating . . .

			Sabatons – The ‘steel shoes’ worn by a man-at-arms in full harness, or full armour. They were articulated, something like a lobster tail, and allow a full range of foot movement. They are also very light, as no fighter would expect a heavy, aimed blow at his feet. They also helped a knight avoid foot injury in a close press of mounted mêlée – merely from other horses and other mounted men crushing against him.

			Sele – Happiness or fortune. The sele of the day is the saint’s blessing.

			Stradiote – A Greek or Albanian cavalryman. By the late fourteenth century, Greek cavalry probably resembled Turkish cavalry; certainly by the mid-fifteenth century they were expert scouts and were practicing horse-archery. In maille or scale armour, if contemporary saint’s icons can be used as evidence.

			Shift – A woman’s innermost layer, like a tight-fitting linen shirt at least down to the knees, worn under the kirtle. Women had support garments, like bras, as well.

			Tow – The second stage of turning flax into linen, tow is a fibrous, dry mass that can be used in most of the ways we now use paper towels, rags – and toilet paper. Biodegradable, as well.

			Villein – A serf or unfree agricultural worker.

			Vedette – A cavalry scout or guard on watch.

			Yeoman – A prosperous countryman. Yeoman families had the wealth to make their sons knights or squires in some cases, but most yeoman’s sons served as archers, and their prosperity and leisure time to practise gave rise to the dreaded English archery. Only a modestly well-to-do family could afford a six-foot yew bow, forty or so cloth yard shafts with steel heads, as well as a haubergeon, a sword, and helmet and perhaps even a couple of horses – all required for military service.
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			Prologue

			Calais, June 1381

			William Gold, knight and Captain of Venice, came down the stairs early in a plain brown cote-hardie that looked to be twenty years out of date. He paused at the common room barre and took an apple from the pewter dish that sat there, and rubbed it on his cote-hardie like an apprentice. The pot-boy, busy polishing the counter with walnut oil, nonetheless managed a full bow, as if Sir William was the King of England.

			‘What’s your name, lad?’ Gold asked after two bites of his apple.

			‘Which it is, William, my lord.’ The boy flushed a very unbecoming bright red that showed all the pimples on his acne-scarred young face as almost white.

			Gold smiled. ‘I’m not much of a lord, young William.’ He ate the rest of the apple in six bites, and then he ate the core as well. ‘How d’ye come to be a pot-boy, then? You look hale.’

			‘He is a distant cousin’s second son,’ the keeper said, emerging from behind his writing table, rubbing his eyes and wondering if Sir William had been sent to encourage early rising. ‘It is a long story.’

			Gold smiled at William. ‘Can you pull a bow?’ he asked.

			The innkeeper frowned. ‘Now, see here, good sir knight. My cousin will think I have done him no favour—’

			‘I’m naw the best,’ the boy said, cutting across the publican, ‘but I can pull me da’s bow to the mouth.’

			‘How many times in a minute?’ Gold asked.

			‘My lord, I can show you,’ the boy said. He had a broad back and long arms. He turned and dashed for the family stairs in the yard.

			‘Sir William,’ the innkeeper pressed, as soon as the lad was gone.

			The red-haired knight turned and met the innkeeper’s gaze. His face wore what the innkeeper’s wife would have called a ‘man-of-business’ look. ‘What do ye pay him?’ Gold asked.

			‘Sir knight, there is no question of payment. I have taken him to raise him to—’

			‘No wage? Just keep?’ Gold said. His voice was light. ‘Listen, messire. If I take him, he’ll either make his fortune or be dead. It’s his choice. Saint Augustine and Aquinas are in agreement about free will, eh?’

			‘I take it unkindly—’ The innkeeper tried to protest.

			‘That’s too bad,’ Gold interrupted. ‘I never seek to anger any man. But that boy is wasted here, and I challenge ye: you know it yourself.’

			Young William reappeared with a bow. It was long – almost as long as Sir William. It showed evidence of both green and white paint, and its belly was as thick as a lady’s wrist.

			‘You are from Cheshire, then?’ Gold asked.

			The boy flushed. ‘Which me da’ was,’ he said.

			‘Your da’ served the king. Crécy?’ Gold asked, with an eye to the paint.

			‘Aye, my lord.’ The boy strung the war bow with difficulty.

			Gold took it from him. ‘This bow was once a mighty warrior,’ he said. ‘But, like me, it has some marks of age, and I misdoubt it has anything like the pull of youth.’ He pointed it at the floor and then raised it, swiftly, like a hawk rising to a lure, and Aemilie, the keeper’s daughter, just emerging from the family stairs, stood transfixed as the bow centred on her …

			Sir William let the tension off the bow gradually. ‘Not so bad, after all. A master made this, sure enough, but it cannot go to war again. Still, show me your draw. And, demoiselle, pardon me for affrighting you.’

			‘Sir knight, it would take more than an empty bow to affright me,’ she said.

			The innkeeper winced to hear her tone. In the eyes of a father, there was no man in God’s creation more unsuitable for his daughter’s adolescent affection than the red-haired knight.

			But she smiled warmly at young William. ‘Let’s see you pull it,’ she said. ‘Go and show Sir William, now, Bill. I know ye can.’

			Out in the yard, the boy carefully positioned his feet. Sir William had a second apple, but after a bite, he grinned. ‘There’s nothing to put strength in a man like the smile of a beautiful woman,’ he said.

			Young William caught his smile and managed to relax a little. Gold saw him clear his head of rubbish, saw him give a little shake with his shoulders, and then the great bow went down like a diving swallow and then up, high in the air. The boy’s shoulders quivered, but the string came all the way back.

			‘One,’ Gold said.

			The boy let the tension off and took two deep breaths, and then, almost as swift as the swallow he imitated, the bow went down again. The muscles across his shoulder blades stiffened, and the bow came up.

			‘Two,’ Gold said.

			One of Gold’s archers came out – a swarthy man with an odd face, narrow eyes and skin like crackled parchment. He stood close by Gold.

			The boy thought the archer looked like a demon from Hell. He tried to quell his pulse; he’d never managed more than three pulls in succession.

			He breathed out, and began …

			‘Three,’ Gold said.

			‘Not fucking bad, by Jesus,’ said the demon, who ducked his head as he said the name Jesus.

			‘John, when you bow your head at the name of Jesus, which, may I add, you are using blasphemously,’ Gold said, ‘it makes no sense.’

			‘Every fucking sense,’ John the Turk said. ‘Eh, boy. Don’t stop for me.’ The swarthy man looked back at the knight. ‘Jesus,’ he bowed his head, ‘is God. Yes?’

			‘Yes, John.’ Gold sounded weary. The boy’s bow went down, trembled a little at the fetch, and then rose again, an avenging angel.

			‘Four,’ Gold said. ‘Give me one more, lad.’

			‘Well trained, boy,’ John grunted. ‘So I swear by God, and I bow my— Jesu! Damnatione!’ John spat.

			The bow had exploded with a sharp crack.

			The boy, despite his august audience, fell on his knees, the pieces of his father’s bow across his lap, ignoring the blood that the whiplash of the bowstring had drawn from his bow hand.

			Gold looked back. Aemilie and her father were both standing in the great mullioned window that was the hallmark of the inn, the best in Calais. Master Chaucer was leaning in the doorway.

			Shaking his head at the Tartar’s blasphemy, Gold approached the boy.

			‘I’m sorry it broke,’ Gold said, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘But you have the makings of an archer, eh, John?’

			John nodded. ‘Take him.’ He turned without bowing and went back towards the barn.

			‘Why not leave him and let him live?’ Chaucer called from the doorway, a little too loudly.

			‘Oh, master, I want to go!’ Young William was fighting tears. His father’s bow had been his most prized possession.

			‘You are too young to know anything,’ Chaucer muttered, approaching the pair. The small, wiry man stood very close to Sir William, who was a head taller. ‘Let him go, William. Your tales go to his head. He’ll just die, face down in the mud somewhere. Or the plague will take him, or dysentery, torture, raped by captors, gutted like a fish, puking blood …’

			Gold shrugged. ‘You would know,’ he said mildly. ‘And yet he might ride back here in ten years in a coat of plates, riding a tall horse with a squire and a full purse.’

			‘A killer,’ Chaucer said bitterly.

			‘There’s more to the life of arms than killing, Master Chaucer,’ Gold said.

			‘Aye, I can hear the same poem from a Southwark strumpet, who’ll tell me she brings comfort and love to loveless men, when all she does is fuck them,’ Chaucer spat.

			Gold’s face turned a bright crimson, and then returned to its normal shade. ‘You are hard on your fellow men, Geoffrey,’ he said. ‘But then, you are hard on yourself. Let the boy decide for himself.’

			‘He can no more decide for himself than he could choose chastity if …’ Chaucer caught himself, but his glance at Aemilie revealed the pattern of his thought; the girl flushed, and her father put a hand to his dagger.

			Gold shocked them all by passing his arm around Chaucer and locking him in an embrace. ‘I hear ye,’ he said. ‘We’ll leave this for the morn. I’m off to prayers.’

			‘I’ll come,’ Chaucer said.

			The two men walked off in what appeared perfect amity, leaving a boy and a broken bow in the yard.

			John the Turk appeared with a new, white yew bow, almost as tall as Sir William himself, and its belly thicker than Aemilie’s wrists. ‘Spanish,’ the Kipchak said, running a hand down the smooth wood. ‘The best. For you.’

			‘Sweet Virgin, I cannot afford such,’ young William said.

			John the Turk knew a great deal about bows, but more about young men. He nodded gravely. ‘You broke good bow in service of company,’ he said. ‘We replace it, eh? We have a bundle of sixty.’

			‘Sixty?’ the boy asked, stupefied at such riches.

			The Kipchak shrugged. ‘And another sixty in Italy. War is bad for bows.’

			He grinned his odd grin and went back towards the barn.

			Aemilie glanced at her father. ‘I don’t understand them,’ she said.

			‘The one who looks like the Devil?’ the keeper asked.

			‘Nay, Pater. The knight and Master Chaucer.’ She looked after the two men.

			Her father was watching the strange man with the slanted eyes walking away from them. ‘I don’t really, either,’ he said. ‘But I’m going to wager that when men spend enough time together, and experience enough … even if they mislike each other, in time … they are like brothers. My brother and I used to fight like that.’

			‘I like him, Pater,’ she said. ‘But I’m not going to play the fool.’

			He ruffled her hair. ‘He’s a fine man,’ the innkeeper admitted. ‘But also the Devil incarnate.’

			‘Oh,’ she said. ‘By the Virgin, Pater, do ye think I don’t know?’ She shook her head and went to find her mother.

			

			The rain started before Matins were over, and came down like Noah’s flood, and even Sir William, usually so debonair, looked like a drowned cat and smelled like wet wool when he returned from church. Master Froissart, late from his bed, was drinking small beer in the common room. When the damp men had changed into dry garments and the fire had been touched up, Sir William took a chair by the chimney and drank off a huge jack of hot porter.

			‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘England. Italy has nothing like that.’ He wiped his beard.

			‘Passports?’ Froissart asked.

			Gold looked over the common room. A dozen of his men-at-arms and most of the archers were packed in the low room, as well as several off-duty servants and some local Englishmen – a shoemaker and a cutler. Gold shrugged.

			‘I suppose now is as good a time to say it as any,’ he said. ‘There’s trouble in England, gentles. They say the commons have risen against the lords, and that there’s been a lot of killing.’ Gold looked over the room, and then at Chaucer. ‘They say Sir Robert Hales is dead, murdered by the crowd.’

			‘Christ,’ Chaucer said.

			‘Aye, and I will pray for his soul. He was a good knight, whatever his sins.’ Gold looked into the fire. ‘He was with us at Alexandria …’ He shook his head. ‘Any road, gentles, the way of it is this: the castle is holding our passports until such time as they have a ship out of the Thames or the south ports that gives them cause to hope.’

			‘That could be weeks,’ Froissart said.

			‘Aye,’ Gold said. ‘And all my profits wasted on good living in a fine inn.’ He raised an eyebrow at the keeper. ‘If it hasn’t resolved itself in a week or two, I’ll be headed back to Venice.’

			‘More stories!’ called a voice.

			Chaucer laughed. ‘I think you have a willing audience,’ he said, and then more soberly: ‘The Italian wedding?’

			Gold looked at Froissart. ‘It’s not just my story, although I know an ending that mayhap you do not. But you were both there; you’ll interrupt me constantly and insist that I tell the truth.’

			Chaucer laughed. ‘You really should have been a scribbler, like me,’ he snorted.

			Froissart leaned back. ‘I would like to understand what I saw in Milan,’ he said. ‘I still … It was beautiful, yes? And terrible?’

			‘Aye,’ Gold said. ‘So it was. The worst year of my life, in many ways. But the year before it was wonderful.’

			‘Made your reputation,’ Chaucer said.

			‘Perhaps,’ Gold said.

			At the far end of the room, young William the pot-boy had just slipped into a corner, eyes bright with expectation. Sir William reached behind him, hiding a smile of satisfaction, and his squire handed him a well-thumbed book of hours. The knight laid it on the table. Chaucer leaned over, flipped a page, and exclaimed, ‘You are a scribbler!’

			Sir William smiled. ‘It started one afternoon in Venice; I was copying itineraries, the year I served the Green Count. Look, it’s not much; just the weather, usually.’

			‘And the saints’ days,’ Froissart said. ‘And these little crosses. What are they?’

			‘Men I killed,’ Gold said. ‘I pray for them. I like to remember who they were.’

			

			

		


		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			PART ONE – Outremer

			April 1367 – August 1367

			

		


		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			There I was with an arming sword in my hand, and I was desperately outmatched. A trickle of blood running down my right bicep, my old arming coat cut through all eight layers of linen, and sweat blinding my eyes.

			I made a bad, hasty parry, but at least I wasn’t deceived by my opponent’s devilish deception. From the cross, I pushed, eager to use my size and strength against the little bastard, but he was away like a greased pig. He evaded my winding cut at the face with a wriggle and we were both past, turning, swords back into gardes; he in the boar’s tooth and me with my sword high …

			He raised his sword, a clear provocation, given he was so damnably fast.

			I shook my head to clear the sweat. Backed a step in unfeigned fear.

			He glided forward, perfectly controlled. I dropped my sword hesitantly into a point forward garde; I couldn’t allow his point so close to my heart …

			And then, out of my hesitation, I attacked. My wrist moved; my blade struck his a sharp blow. And I snapped the blade up into a high thrust, right at his face.

			He had to parry. And he had to parry high.

			I rolled my right wrist off that parry, rotating my heavy arming sword through almost a full circle, from the high cross all the way around, my thumb flat against the blade for control, and my blade just barely outraced his desperate parry to tag him under the arm, where no one has a good defence.

			He burst into peals of laughter, spun away with my sword tucked under his arm, and sprawled to the ground in a pantomime of death. My son Edouard flung himself on the prostrate Fiore and pretended to shower him with dagger blows.

			Fiore was laughing. ‘I just taught you that!’ he roared.

			And he had. Just the day before.

			

			It was a glorious spring of training, and we were all on the island of Lesvos, in Outremer. In the year of Our Lord 1367, I had reached the end of my desire to go on crusade. I’d be too strong to say I was sick of the whole thing; that came later. But I doubted the very basis of the idea. It was clear to me that the Infidel were neither so very bad nor so easy to convert. I had, I fear, spent too much time with Sabraham; I began to see the wisdom in the Venetians and the Genoese, who traded with them every day and seemed to know a great deal more about the Infidel than anyone in Avignon or Rome or Paris.

			Spring in Outremer is as magnificent as spring in England. Lesvos is the most beautiful of the Greek islands, with magnificent contrasts: steep, waterless valleys like the Holy Land, which is close enough, for all love; and then lush greenery and magnificent fields of flowers; hillsides like a Venetian miniature; roses. Gracious God, it was beautiful. And as Emile recovered from pregnancy, having given us Cressida, we wandered the fields of my new lordship, and we were like sweethearts. The only cloud in the sky was that Sir Miles Stapleton, one of my closest companions, was recalled to England to marry and take up his uncle’s lands. His uncle of the same name had been killed at Auray, in ’64. We threw him an excellent revel; before he left, we all wrote letters and I sent Hawkwood a long one, as well as another for Messire Petrarca in Venice and Marc-Antonio added a long one for his family. Finally, I wrote a long letter of eight or ten pages to my sister – some of it in the Latin I had laboured too hard to master with Sister Marie. I sent her some saffron and some ambergris and a few other drugs and spices in a packet, and I sent her a bolt of silk.

			Losing Miles was hard. The four of us – Miles and Nerio, Fiore and I – had been together a long time. And we had seen a great deal; we’d lost Juan; we’d been to Jerusalem. I knew when Miles left that soon I’d lose Nerio, and eventually, Fiore. On the other hand …

			I had Emile. My life with Emile remained as fine as a dream.

			I had a new horse, a magnificent horse, a gift from the Prince of Lesvos. At first, I thought that no horse would ever replace Gawain, but Gabriel, as I called my new charger, was big and glossy and intelligent, and the more we trained together, the better I liked him.

			After Miles left for Venice in February, Gabriel and I were training hard for the Prince of Lesvos’s tournament at Mytilene, which was to be given on Ascension Day. Actually, our entire little company was training; Nerio, my good friend and one of the richest men in the Inner Sea, was hiring us to defend his holdings in Achaea. That is to say, to defend them by conquering them. He did a little training – if by training you mean being fitted for new armour he was having made in far-off Bohemia – while parading around with his magnificently beautiful Greek mistress. Occasionally he deigned to cross swords or lances with my friend Fiore, who was in many ways his foil: poor, when Nerio was rich, devoted to training, where Nerio was lazy to the point of indolence, chaste, where Nerio’s pursuit of women had something unhealthy about it. They quarrelled constantly, yet they were the quarrels of an old married couple, and each knew full well how to land a blow on the other, in conversation or in combat. Indeed, it had become impossible for me to touch Fiore on foot, and hard for me to shake his seat on horseback, but Nerio, who, to be fair, I could strike almost at will with sword or spear afoot, seemed to trouble Fiore a good deal.

			At any rate, training for a great tournament is a fine way to pass a spring, in between dalliances with one’s lady and playing with children in a pleasant, airy house full of good food and laughter and one’s best friends.

			It doesn’t make much of a tale, though. I remember a perfect, golden sun, not too hot, not too cold. I remember making love with my wife under our lemon tree, giggling lest we be caught by our servants. I remember swaggering swords with Fiore in our courtyard, and jousting with Nerio, day after day.

			One of my favourite memories is that of watching Fiore with a wooden waster in his hand, haranguing all of our knights and men-at-arms and a few others – two local Frankish-Greek boys and half a dozen of the prince’s men-at-arms – who had all come to our School of Mars. Or Ares, as the Greeks would say.

			He had just effortlessly dispatched three good knights, allowing each just one blow. They made a little line and came at him; one swung a great blow, one thrust, and the third, rather remarkably, threw his sword.

			Fiore just laughed. To each blow he responded by a rising cut from a low, left-hand garde, the garde he called the boar’s tooth or Dente di Cinghiaro. The cut came out of the low garde, false edge up, crossed the incoming weapon with precision, striking it away, up and left, and then descending like an avenging angel in the same line to strike the knight on the head, arms, or neck. The thrown sword he sent out of the lists like a boy hitting a stick tossed by another boy – same garde, same cut.

			Oh, no, gentles. There’s nothing false about the false edge. Look here: I talk about swords all the time. Let’s look at mine. Here she is: four feet of steel, a long handspan of hilt and the cross guard as wide as the hilt is long. Not one of those new long hilts you see in High Germany; those are for men who never have to fight a-horse, and never have to fight close, either. A good wide blade, too; narrow blades break, and they don’t cut.

			A true sword has two edges. Saracen swords have but one edge, because they are simpler men than we, perhaps, or less deceptive, or really, just because their smiths use a different temper process and they can only get one edge hard as good steel ought to be. But in Milan they can make a blade that’s straight as truth and has two sharp edges that run to a point fine enough to punch through maille. That’s the whole point of the weapon, really, the point. It is mightier than the edge. But for all that, we play a lot with edges; and of the two, the true one is the one under your hand when you grip her – put a finger round the guard if it helps you, and there you are. The true edge is the one that it is natural to cut with: raise your arm and drop it, and you are cutting with the true edge. The false edge is the one on the back, and there’s no false thing about it but the name. The true is the downstroke and the false is the reverse, and a better philosopher than me would point out that when you change grip, true and false are reversed, and that on a new sword it’s impossible to tell the two edges apart.

			I have found Truth and Falsity to look very similar in my time.

			Regardless, there was Fiore, with a wooden sword. His falso, his false edge cut, had opened up his adversary, and then his own cut came down the line that his falso had traced with a precision and fluidity that was beautiful to watch.

			‘That’s all I have to teach you,’ Fiore insisted. ‘The whole of this art is in emerging like a wild animal from the cover of the outside lines to strike the opponent’s weapon and win the centre – and then to strike like the leopard.’

			Now, this is the part that I always love when Sir Fiore teaches. Everyone nodded; after all, they were all professional men-at-arms, who at least notionally fought and killed for their livings. But, certes, not everyone fights the same way, and many good knights are merely brave enough to set their spear and push in the stour or the mêlée. They have no more idea of the art of armizare than they have of tactica or logistica. They put their heads down and they fight manfully and they survive.

			A handful practise the art – really practise it. Fewer yet understand it; even fewer have the kind of cold rage that allows them to kill without mercy or passion. They are the most dangerous, but they are bad knights, because a killer without mercy is nothing but a killer – a rabid dog who needs to be put down. I have known a few such, as you will hear.

			Bah, I lose my way. My point is that in this huddle of good men-at-arms, every head nodded understanding, and yet I could tell from the confusion of their bodies that not one in ten understood a word he said. Good men-at-arms smiled fearfully and hoped he would not call on them to demonstrate anything else.

			I still laugh to remember it. Why is it that none of us is really brave enough to step forward and say, ‘Aye, master, I have no idea what you just said?’ Eh? To swordsmen or priests or even wives, I trow.

			And yet we did learn that spring. If Jerusalem hardened us into something a little special, if the Holy Sepulchre made us something other than brutes, it was Fiore who gave us the art, and there were not fifty men-at-arms and archers in God’s creation with a better understanding of the principles of fighting with spear or lance, sword or axe. Marc-Antonio, my squire, showed every sign of being a fine man-at-arms; Achille, Nerio’s squire, who seemed too soft for a life of war, proved to be an incredibly dexterous swordsman. One day he disarmed me and I had to embrace him. And, of course, Sir Bernard and Sir Jason and Sir Jean-François were the best of knights and yet seemed to learn willingly enough, something I have often noted in the truly excellent. Prince Francesco’s son joined us often, sometimes with three or four friends. Only one of his former companions had stuck with him through the changes he was experiencing; he had served as a man-at-arms and his friend Alessio had followed him to war. That spring, both of them worked hard with Fiore, to master the art of arms.

			And what Fiore did for the art of arms, Rob Stone and John the Kipchak tried to do for the archers, honing them at every skill: fletching their own arrows, or long bowls at extreme ranges, or rapidly rolling arrows off their fingers, loosing and loosing again, while they ran. John made most of the English at least passable at shooting from horseback with Hungarian bows we bought from a Turk merchant. And Rob Stone, Gospel Mark and John all spent time making every man, even our Kipchaks and our Greeks, at least passable while dismounted on the flat.

			It was all beautiful, if preparation for war can be accounted beautiful.

			And I’ll bore you for a moment and say that my children – and by then they were mine – were part of the delight. Young Edouard had begun to play with swords, rising eleven years. Fiore said twelve, but the boy wanted a sword, and he’d begun to use rough and tumble too often on his sister, so I made him a waster and sent him, across his mother’s tears, to the prince in Mytilene and to Sir Richard Percy, to be a page and a squire.

			It was as well I did, as you shall hear in time.

			And playing with my daughters – a little one, too young even to hold up her head or focus her eyes, and an older mite for whom there was no doll as perfect as her sister, and she struggled like a saint with her own feelings of sisterly jealousy. The same Turk trader who had the bows had a load of silk, and I bought some and Emile made her a doll like a great lady, and she called it ‘Lady Emma’, and Lady Emma lived with her other ladies from Venice and Savoy. And I, the great knight, was betimes a horse, and betimes a huntsman to a princess, and a juggler, and a fool.

			Great days.

			

			Ascension Day was nearing, and we were in the very peak of training, and Fiore himself declared that he would do nothing for the last week, so that no man would miss his moment for a sprained wrist or a broken finger. Training hurts; men are covered in bruises and abrasions that shopkeepers never know.

			Regardless, it was our first day free of training when the herald came on a small galliot flying a fine banner of the Virgin in a blue cloak, and under it the arms of Savoy. I walked down to the beach to meet him, thinking that perhaps it was the count himself; some said he would attend the tournament.

			The herald bowed deeply, as if I was a great lord. Which, to be fair, I was, at least at a remove – I was lord of my lady wife, and she was a great lord. And I had three small lordships in my own right: one on Cyprus, that paid in gold; one on Lesvos, where I lived; and one in the Italian Alps, which I had never seen.

			Well. I started my life of arms as a cook’s boy. I am never less than delighted by the deference of my peers or my people, as it is new to me every day. I suppose I imagine I’ll wake one day and find that I’m turning a spit and it was all a boy’s dream, eh?

			Ah, the herald. So he hands me a scroll. I still have it. It summoned me with my full knight service for a feudal levy for the Count of Savoy, at Constantinople, three weeks hence.

			I was dumbfounded.

			Now, in truth, the count was in his rights, but only just, and in an absurd way. No vassal could actually be summoned under Savoyard law to fight in the Holy Land; that part was absurd. He was stretching a point, because Emile was in the Holy Land. But the reality of the situation was immediately obvious when presented: he’d have to pay us all wages, and he couldn’t really summon me with all my service – that is, all of Emile’s service – yet, despite the absurdity, I had the men to satisfy him, because I had a small company. I actually had forty men-at-arms and forty archers – the whole service that Emile would owe if, for example, the Green Count summoned her at Turin.

			The herald admitted over dinner that many of the count’s men-at-arms were sick and more had gone home after Mesembria fell apart.

			I looked at Nerio.

			‘I want to go to Didymoteichon, just as we planned at Christmastide,’ Nerio said. ‘I want to have friends on the Ottomanid side of this game.’ He looked out of the window. ‘But … he is your lord, and I imagine he’ll esteem it a favour.’

			‘No, he will not,’ Emile said. ‘He will take it as his due. He makes outrageous demands and later pretends it was all a jest.’ She shrugged; she was not one for pouting. ‘He can be a good lord. But when he is not …’

			The herald looked as if he might explode in defence of his lord.

			I nodded. ‘Forty days,’ I said.

			The herald looked at me.

			‘Marc-Antonio,’ I summoned my squire. ‘Take this fine young man and show him the delights of Methymna.’

			When the herald was gone, I spoke to Emile and Nerio frankly.

			‘I know the law of arms,’ I said. ‘He gets forty days from when we respond, travel time included.’ I shrugged. ‘Two can play the game of loyal retainer. We have to go to Constantinople anyway, and by then, travel alone will have used eight days. Thirty-two days, and we’ll end perhaps five days from Didymoteichon. Just in time to meet the Turks. We can send John and half a dozen Kipchaks across the lines to make sure that this Suleiman understands that we are accepting his invitation for, let us say, the first of July.’

			Nerio nodded. ‘And your feudal lord can pay the cost of transport!’ he said.

			‘My other feudal lord has to accept the condition,’ I said, and looked at Emile and drank wine. The Prince of Lesvos also had my knight service.

			I sent the young herald back with our decision: the Green Count had to pay our transport and my other lord had to agree.

			

			We arrived in the city of Mytilene a few days before the tournament. I wanted to talk to Prince Francesco, and to enjoy the good life of his court. He had jongleurs from Achaea and from Florence, and a singer from Provence. He kept a magnificent table, and, for an old pirate, he was the finest lord I’ve ever known – as good and bad a man as Hawkwood. And his son had grown on me – a difficult young man but increasingly a good companion.

			Prince Francesco was originally a Genoese. He’d come out to Outremer in the fifties with a fleet of warships, and he’d ranged the coast of the Levant, taking prizes and burning and looting, a sort of sea-routier. About the time that the Black Prince was knighting Hawkwood at Poitiers, the Emperor of the Byzantines was marrying his daughter to Gatelussi and granting him a semi-independent principality on Lesvos, Chios, and Lemnos. These are the easternmost portions of Christendom since the fall of Acre; Methymna, on Lesvos, is only about three sea miles from Asia. Gatelussi got a bride and a fine little kingdom, and in return he provided the Emperor with a fine fleet and a very modern armed fist. The Gatelussi were excellent paymasters; they hired the very best mercenaries in Italy – Germans and English and Italians and Bretons and Gascons – and brought them out to the Aegean, where their superior training and armour gave them mastery of the seas around the islands.

			I have always expected to retire on my estates there. It’s a fine place, and with plenty of fighting. Francesco is an enlightened despot: his taxes are low, because he makes his income off terrorising the Turkish coast; his men-at-arms are too busy to brutalise the peasants. He is a patron of the arts.

			He sat before me on a stool, while a servant fitted him with a sabaton that was slightly too small. He was trying a new harness; he planned to open the tournament himself.

			‘I have, hmmm, agreements.’ Here the old pirate smiled like a fox. ‘Hmmm, with most of the Turkish rulers this year,’ Francesco said. ‘I won’t be fighting alongside your Green Count. And anyway, he has no army – most of his men-at-arms are sick.’

			‘I gather that new lords reached him from Savoy and Cyprus,’ I said. ‘Crusaders.’

			Prince Francesco laughed. ‘Fucking crusaders,’ he said. ‘The most useless …’ He looked at me. ‘I don’t mean the Order, or the professionals. But a bunch of Frankish lords with no idea what the conditions are here, no military training, no idea except to kill infidels.’ He shook his head. ‘Some of my closest allies are infidels. Old Uthman was far more reliable than the Pope.’

			Once I might have been shocked. But now I was a veteran of Outremer. I knew, now, the dividing line between Christianity and Islam that had once seemed so stark was, like everything, a matter of shades of grey. I thought of the young men I’d met in one of the Turkish towns – curious, eager to dispute with us about the Trinity. I thought of the Dervishes. About the curious things men believed.

			‘I can see,’ Prince Francesco said, ‘that you are now one of us. So I say, another season of your Green Count harrying the Turks will only fragment good alliances. And anyway, he’s attacking the wrong Turks.’

			‘Wrong Turks?’ I asked.

			‘He’s attacking the Ottomanids and not the Karamanids. He probably can’t tell them apart,’ the prince said with contempt. Then he turned, with a sharp intake of breath. ‘Careful there,’ he said.

			The armourer looked rueful.

			‘I need to open a rivet, lord,’ he said.

			‘Just don’t open my foot,’ the prince said. ‘Although, Sir William, now that I consider it, the Emperor might like us to … bluster … in the direction of the Ottomanids. They are dangerous allies.’

			I changed tack. ‘Will you go to do the deed of arms at Didymoteichon?’ I asked.

			‘I probably won’t break a lance,’ the prince said, playing with his beard to hide a smile. ‘But I’ll be there, making a treaty with the Ottomanids for the Emperor. They have too much of our ground behind Constantinople already; your Green Count should have retaken Adrianopolis instead of Mesembria.’ He shrugged. ‘But … with my fleet sitting off the coast to make sure everyone knows we mean business.’ He nodded at a seat brought by a servant. ‘Sit, William. You treat me like a great lord. I’m just an old pirate.’

			A very successful pirate …

			‘The Emperor is out of money; he paid thirty thousand ducats for Mesembria and Gallipoli. Now he needs to raise more funds. He needs to settle soldiers in the north, and stop the bloodsucking leech of a Church from taking all his money.’ Francesco snapped his fingers and I was given wine. ‘We need five years of peace,’ Francesco said.

			I toyed with my goblet, which was heavy and solid silver. I understood all his points, and he was my other feudal lord. ‘So you forbid me from joining the Green Count?’ I asked.

			He shrugged.

			‘May I offer a suggestion?’ I asked.

			He sat back and flicked his beard. ‘You’re a smart lad, for an Englishman. Tell me.’

			‘The Green Count is going to make war on the Turks without the Emperor’s permission,’ I said.

			‘Against the Emperor’s express request! It’s as if he thinks war in Outremer is a fucking sport and he’s going to hunt inside the garden,’ Francesco spat.

			I met his eye. ‘What if, instead, the Emperor were to appear to be in control of the Green Count’s expedition? Would the Turks not have all the more reason to negotiate?’

			‘Is this Nerio’s idea?’ the prince asked.

			‘No, my lord, all mine,’ I said.

			‘He’s rubbing off on you, and you may yet become Italian. So you go to serve the Green Count, and I hover off the coast with my fleet, and the Emperor and I pretend we’re running the show.’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ I said. ‘And the Emperor can repeatedly and pointedly state that he “finds the young Crusaders difficult to control” and other such platitudes. The same platitudes that Venice and Genoa make to each other …’ I smiled. ‘And then, when we negotiate at Didymoteichon, the Ottomans will know that we have teeth. And you’ll get your five-year truce with them.’

			Francesco was pounding his armoured thigh with his hand, laughing. ‘Jesus Christ, the same bullshit that Uthman used to say when he snapped up one of our towns!’ he said. ‘By God, Englishman, you have a head on your shoulders. I like it. And I have a terrible reputation for duplicity and brutality.’ His eye twinkled. ‘I’ll make use of it.’

			

			The tournament at Mytilene was magnificent as only the very rich can afford magnificence. We all had new pavilions of silk, at the prince’s expense; need I say more? Everyone was in their best and, somewhere in Milan and Bohemia, armourers must have broken their guild rules and stayed up night after night to get so much polished steel into our hands. A galliot arrived two days before the first list was due to open and disgorged a small fortune in finished plate armour, straight from Genoa. There was a fountain by the fortress, rigged to give wine and not water, and the wine was delicious. At first, peasants and townspeople came in mobs to fill bottles and clay jars, but then the Gatelussi steward began opening casks just to give away, and the fountain ran on.

			We ran our first courses in brilliant sunshine, and the good weather held all the way to the last day; it sprinkled rain from time to time, but it was not ever actually raining on the lists. The flowers remained in bloom, and the ladies of the town and the court, and my own lady wife, vied with Natura for the beauty of their apparel. Long dangling sleeves and high collars were the order of the day in France and Italy and Cyprus, and for the first day the ladies wore magnificent overgowns that might have been seen in Rheims or Ghent or Pavia. But by the second day, when the serious courses were being run a-horse, most of the women were in kirtles alone; the balance of beauty shifted slightly, from the richness of a brocade or a sweltering velvet to the curve of a hip or breast. As the heat of the second day built, so did the heat of the fights: hundreds of beautiful women with only a single layer of silk or linen covering them, stitched as tightly as craft and mothers would allow, has a certain effect on the fighting spirit, and a surprising number of men were stretched full length on the sand of the lists. The prince forbade Fiore and Richard Percy from having a third course after each pierced the other’s visor with a lance of war; the prince’s son Francesco unhorsed Nerio, and Nerio’s rage was quick and hot. Fiore’s comment that more practice might have brought him victory did not do anything to cool his anger.

			Young Edouard waited on Sir Richard Percy as a page, and bore himself well, even when he had to control an angry horse that lifted him like a doll. I was watching him, even as Francesco dropped Nerio – shoulders set, head high, determined to hold the horse he’d been given.

			Marc-Antonio rode in arms, the first time I had allowed him. He was not Galahad, nor yet Lancelot, but he held himself well and was never unhorsed, although he came close to going down against Percy. Achille, Nerio’s squire, was excellent as well, holding his own against wily older knights like me and managing to score a point against Fiore, breaking his lance despite Fiore’s attempt to use his lance at the cross, as he taught. Alessio, the young prince’s friend, was unhorsed by Percy but kept his seat against Fiore.

			I was adequate, but Jean-François stretched me across my saddle as he had on Cyprus. I didn’t come off. Otherwise I broke most of my lances easily; Sir Bernard and I broke three and received a great many flowers and a long burst of applause.

			But it was Fiore’s week. Aside from his very dangerous encounter with Percy, he rode perfectly, dropping men left and right, and his score was unassailable by the time I reached him. I was surprised by his fire; he was clearly playing to win. I didn’t want to be unhorsed, and I was on the stage of chivalry: Emile was watching. So I went and kissed her, to make the crowd roar, and it was then that I saw a young woman throw her arms around Fiore – not an everyday sight, I promise you.

			Aha, thinks I. That’s how the sail is setting.

			Fiore fell in love in odd ways and quirky moments; his last lady love, so to speak, had been Janet. Not that she ever returned his fervour, but he learned a great deal from it; despite his lack of intuition, he understood the art of courtly love surprisingly well. Perhaps because he read books and memorised things.

			All this went through my head in a moment. The young woman was unknown to me, and I pointed her out to Emile.

			‘Goodness!’ Emile said. She was delighted. ‘Beautiful. I will find out directly.’

			Emile had the confidence of the beautiful aristocrat; she had no hesitancy in pronouncing the girl ‘beautiful’. And she was. She had brown hair that hung far down her back, a crown of flowers and a kirtle of golden silk. She was ‘somebody’; even her red leather shoes spoke of her station, and her very slim waist was girded with a chain of gold, which she took off and wrapped around Fiore’s arm.

			Oh, my.

			‘I think I’m about to be made an object lesson,’ I said.

			Emile kissed me, and very softly bit my lower lip, something that has always inflamed me. ‘I want my knight to be the best knight,’ she said.

			It was like a shock – the look in her eye, lecherous and demanding. Courtly love need not end with marriage – far from it. My lady made her demand as she had every right to do.

			I bowed, and vaulted onto my courser. My lady love had borne three children, and she still stood straight as an arrow, and she wore her kirtle over her naked body on a hot day, and nothing, for me, had changed since the first day on the bridge when I fought the Jacques for her and under her eye.

			Prove your worth.

			Fiore was, with Nerio, and Richard Musard, my first and best friend. But by the law of arms, we put that aside when we went into the lists. He was going to attempt to unhorse me for the slim lady in the golden kirtle.

			I was going to return the favour, for the slim lady in the blue silk kirtle.

			I had a new helmet, of which more later, but I did not feel that it was up to the rigours of jousting, and settled for my old and somewhat dented great helm, newly painted red and with one of my lady’s sleeves floating from the crest. I took a moment to pray; I find that a prayer can put me in the right space for fighting, and after I prayed, I imagined the cross of the lances …

			My horse was in a fine state – fully worked up. I’d practised all spring. I sometimes beat Fiore, even then. Nothing was impossible.

			I kept my lance erect as long as I could, so that Fiore would not slam his lance atop mine and void my blow. And I did not aim at his shield; I went for the crest on his helmet, where a fine piece of golden gauze floated.

			Fiore’s lance slammed into my shield and split it, but the shaft shattered like glass.

			My lance had torn the golden veil off his head and I rode down the list with that dainty bit of silk dangling like a brag from my crenellated lance tip.

			I was coming to Fiore’s end of the lists, so I rode to the golden girl and placed the silk in her hands.

			She flushed.

			I turned my horse and trotted back, and popped my visor. There was Fiore, and I saluted him, and he gave me a glare of hate.

			I suppose I rolled my eyes. The crowd was cheering me, and my wife’s eyes were big enough to bathe in, all the way from where she sat by the princess.

			‘Sir Fiore requests that you take up a lance of war to engage in the next course,’ a herald said to me, as Marc-Antonio got water into my mouth.

			I spat the water, took a drink, and patted my horse’s neck. ‘Tell Sir Fiore that such is my love for him that I would never consider using a lance of war against him,’ I said.

			I picked up a lance with a crenellated tip. So did Fiore; he wasn’t lost to reason.

			But he was coming for me with blood in his eye.

			I decided to go for his visor. He had a new helm, a great helm with a visor in the Italian style. The visor was broad and a little flat for my taste, and I thought I might be able to seat my coronal, the tip of the lance, against his eye slit.

			Seventy paces away, Fiore decided that my old helm had enough dents in the front that he could seat his coronal against it.

			We charged. Both horses seemed to know that this was the important course; both were tired, but in excellent condition, and we exploded into the lists like bulls into chutes at a fair. I got my lance into the rest under my arm, and my tip came down …

			My lance exploded. It was the strangest feeling, and my hand hurt for half a day. I had to let go of the butt of the lance; my hand was numb. I rode by Fiore and he was untouched – not even rocked – but his lance was gone too.

			The crowd was roaring. Almost everyone was on their feet, and I had no idea why. I just rode down the list, empty-handed, because I’d dropped the broken butt of mine, and I waved at the crown and turned.

			This time, when I saluted Fiore, he reached out his hand and we touched our fists together. The crowd roared again.

			A herald met me as Marc-Antonio handed me water.

			‘The prince forbids a third meeting. You have done enough,’ he said.

			I bowed. There’s nothing to be said on these occasions. You can argue later, or whine about it, but when the Lord of the Tourney says you are done, you are done.

			I trotted my courser down the list to where the prince and princess and my lady were seated and saluted, and the princess threw me a white rose, which I still have somewhere. And Emile looked as if she was going to eat me right there.

			Bless her.

			I trotted back to my end of the lists, and Marc-Antonio held my stirrup while I dismounted. ‘What the hell happened?’ I asked, a trifle pettishly.

			Marc-Antonio made a face and handed me a jug of water. Achille, who was getting Nerio ready, glanced at me, full of obvious admiration.

			‘You don’t know?’ Nerio asked. He was already on his charger. ‘By the Virgin, it was pretty, Guglielmo. Lance head to lance head – a perfect strike to the tip, and both lances shattered.’ He shrugged. ‘I have never done it. Never even seen it.’

			‘Five points,’ Marc-Antonio said. In Mytilene, in accordance with the French fashion, a broken lance was worth one and driving the opponent to the ground was worth three; there were a few other scores. But tip to tip counted five.

			I laughed. ‘I thought I’d hit his horse or something,’ I said. Marc-Antonio got my breast and back open and off me; suddenly the hot air of Lesvos seemed cool. I finished the water, took another, drank some, and poured the rest over my head.

			Fiore appeared, and gave me a nice steel embrace. ‘You bastard,’ he said. ‘Just once, I want to impress a woman, and you try to steal my glory.’

			As Fiore had no sense of irony, I knew he was speaking the truth. So I embraced him again. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘But you cannot expect me to lie down. Not in front of my lady.’

			‘No,’ Fiore said. He sighed. ‘Well, tip to tip was excellent.’

			‘And anyway, tell her you trained me,’ I said.

			Fiore brightened. ‘I already did,’ he said.

			You and Hawkwood and Boucicault and the Order, I thought.

			

			It was Nerio who found out who the girl was.

			‘Genoese,’ he said. ‘Bianca by name. But not really so very Genoese, either; the family lives in Padua and Genoa and Monaco, and they’re in banking. Part of the endless Doria family. What is a woman that handsome doing with Fiore? He won’t even know what to do.’

			Emile slapped Nerio, not so lightly, on the shoulder. ‘Fie on you, sir. First, because I believe that Sir Fiore knows right well what to do, and second, because you are so uncourtly as to imagine that the lady might not be able to … explain.’

			Nerio laughed so hard he staggered.

			‘I find myself justly reprimanded,’ he admitted, wheezing. ‘But, my dear lady, the very picture of Fiore demanding explanations …’

			I tried very hard to stare out of the window. Whenever Fiore was presented with something he didn’t understand, he expected careful, minute explanations, and he would demand repetition until he felt he fully understood.

			‘I need to try this,’ Nerio said, seizing a breath. ‘Oh, fair lady, I am but a poor innocent and need to be instructed in …’

			Emile glared.

			

			The next day was axes afoot. This was very much a northern form of sport; most of the local gentlemen didn’t even own an axe. We gave some good blows that day, and I received one from Richard Percy that almost ended my tournament. I managed to keep my feet mostly by clinging to his staff like a babe to his mother.

			But Sir Jason won. He practised a little differently from Sir Fiore; his method was simpler, and to be frank, he was bigger. He didn’t take Sir Fiore down, but he staggered him and almost hooked his ankle. Watching the two of them fight was a treat. They were excellent, and we roared for them, and I explained to half a hundred Greeks near me why the axe was a fine weapon, and I was told several times that we were mad heretics. But in the nicest way.

			Told this way, the life of arms sounds delightful. But of course, you are exhausted when you finish even one bout; three times in the list on foot and you begin to prove your worth. And the blows hurt, despite the armour – muscles tear, bones crack. Not always, but sometimes. It can be hard to rise the third day, much less the fourth, and do it again. It is practice for war; in some ways, it is worse than war. There is no rage of battle to buoy you up, and everyone watches everything that you do; you are on stage, and the audience is other knights. Any error is discussed – bad temper, dishonesty, a foul blow …

			All the things that seem to come so naturally when you are hot and tired.

			It is meant to be difficult. A tournament is not to test your skill in arms. You are assumed to have skill. It is meant to test your chivalry. If you don’t think that the social skill of chivalry has practical military application, you are not listening well. Of course skill at arms matters. On a dark night, when you propose to climb a pile of rubble and storm a breach full of Turks, men will follow you if they think that you are an expert killer who will bring them home alive. But they also follow you because they think the loot will be fairly divided – because they think that you will see and speak of noble actions, not steal the credit from some lesser man who does something remarkable, not leave a wounded comrade to die alone when it all goes to shit.

			I can tell what kind of leader a man is by the way he treats his squire in the moments before he goes into the list. A little fear, a lot of anticipation – a man can be full of himself just then.

			An excellent time for abruptness, or temper.

			But gentilesse in these conditions is a sure sign of military grace.

			Sir Jason won with the axe. He was splendid, and almost too humble, and when he knelt to be kissed by the princess, he later told me that he felt like a fake. This from a man whose backhand axe blow can knock me from my feet.

			

			The fifth day was the sword on foot. So many men were injured that they had eliminated the spear; swords were relatively safe. It is too bad – the spear is one of my favourite weapons.

			In the very first fight, Nerio and Fiore took themselves out of the deed. I have no idea what was said, but both men grew heated and, exactly like the first day, they both struck, very hard, and the point of each longsword went through the other’s visor. Each punctured the other’s cheek; both bear the scars to this day, and neither man could eat whole food for a week.

			Let me make this simple. They were the two best swords. Percy was good, and Bernard was almost as good as me. But it was mine to lose.

			I lost. I lost to Bernard; he surprised me, a sudden, brilliant direction change that he must have practised very hard, and down I went. In his last bout – with, of all people, Marc-Antonio – he was careful. Marc-Antonio landed some stout blows, and for a moment I thought my once pudgy squire was about to win a deed of arms, but Bernard knew his own limits and his fatigue. He finished with the same brilliant throw that had put me down, and was crowned with laurel and allowed to kiss the princess.

			I have fought many times in many deeds, from Poland to Spain, England to Morocco. I fought once for the Khan of Tartary. But that was one of the hardest lists and best fights I’ve known. So much skill, so many gentlemen who’d practised so hard, with such good masters. Before a year was out, I’d be facing men in front of a crowd of twenty thousand in Milan, but the lists at Mytilene had the better men.

			I had some magnificent bruises. And a fairly ugly gore: someone’s spike or sword point had slipped between the plates of my brigandine and gone a finger’s width into my side.

			My wife had always liked a little blood. Which is good, as I always seemed to have a little to share.

			I like to think that’s the night we made our son.

			

			Prince Francesco loaded his galleys immediately after the tournament. In fact, while the tournament was still ongoing, I saw four dismantled trebuchets being laid under the benches of a galley, which startled me, as I had thought the prince had said we would not be supporting the Green Count against the Turks. However, while I had been sitting with the prince watching Bernard beat Marc-Antonio, he’d turned, as if we’d been in conversation all along, and nodded. ‘Tell your other master you may serve with him,’ he said. I sent Marc-Antonio to the Green Count as soon as his hangover wore off.

			Emile was making her own plans to travel to Venice. Our spring of pleasure was at an end; her steward was begging her to return to her estates – my estates – in Savoy, and she could not live forever on Lesvos, pleasant as it was. She and Sister Marie and Sister Catherine, who looked after our children, were planning to take her household knights, covered in honour from the lists, and go home. It was Emile’s contention that she could return to Venice in time to meet me in the autumn; I doubted it.

			So, four days after the tournament, as my borrowed Lesbian galley was packed with food, and a horse transport with horses, on the beach under our castle, she was also packing, for a different trip. We chatted; we had decided, as if by mutual consent, to maintain the pleasure of our amorousness in Mytilene and not to be so serious. We did well, right through the evening. It rained, and we made love in our bed.

			And afterwards, my wife burst into tears.

			‘We will never come back here,’ she wept. ‘I am a fool. I should give away my lands and live here forever. What do I want with estates in Savoy? I can have you and my children every day and an orange tree that also bears lemons.’

			Once, I might have murmured some platitude about feudal duty.

			But I felt it too. We were at the end of something beautiful.

			

			The next day, on the beach, she bit my lip like a wanton, and rolled her shoulders and smiled as if I might throw her down on the beach. I kissed Maggie and my own daughter, although they were both mine by then. Edouard was staying with Prince Francesco as a page. Emile was sailing on a Genoese ship, with Fiore’s leman, to whom he was unofficially affianced, and her father, who owned the ship and disapproved heavily, but who was also somewhat star-struck by Emile and her obvious riches and nobility.

			My wife patted Fiore’s hand and promised to make it all right before the ship touched at Ancona.

			Then she kissed me again, and went up the plank from the beach to the galley’s stern, and walked serenely to the rail, whence she waved twice before the ship turned out into the straits and bore up for Lemnos.

			She never returned. The orange-lemon tree is still there; I’ve been to it a few times, and I always cry. I have known other women, and loved them well, but my heart is in that tree, and it is the garden of my love until I die.

			

			I was sombre when I reached Constantinople, although the city moved me all over again. However decayed she might be, she is the most magnificent city in the world, and when you have visited Hagia Sophia, you have seen a glimpse of Heaven.

			I rode a borrowed horse to Blachernae to have an audience with the Emperor. That is, Prince Francesco had an audience, and I stood, bowed, scraped, and was perfectly silent, although there was something particularly gratifying about hearing my titles rolled off in Greek. And when they were done discussing the Ottomanids and the Karamanids and the Genoese and the Venetians and the Order and the Pope as if they were all equally dangerous rival tribes, the Emperor indicated me with the smallest motion of his hand and I approached the throne.

			The Emperor, descendant of the Emperors of the Roman Empire, lord of the mightiest city in the circle of the world, had on no jewellery whatsoever. I knew why; he had pawned every jewel he owned to pay the Green Count so that the count could pay Nerio.

			‘Syr Guglielmo,’ he said, making my knighthood sound like part of my name, ‘I have no treasure to heap on you, but I have a title to give, because titles are cheap. This one is not cheap; it is, I think, exactly as you deserve, you and your three friends.’

			That’s when I was made ‘Spatharios’. Many Englishmen have been Spatharios. Indeed, once we formed the whole of the Emperor’s guard. But it meant ‘sword bearer’ and entitled the owner to go armed, even in the presence of the Emperor.

			‘The title is as old as Rome,’ the Emperor said in his soft voice. ‘Wear it well.’

			Then the Emperor looked at the prince. ‘And now, we must speak of the Church,’ he said.

			I bowed deeply, kissed the toe of his shoe, and withdrew.

			Gatelussi shrugged. Bad form, with an emperor. ‘If we must,’ he said. ‘Majesty,’ he added.

			I can see that Froissart and Chaucer know what I’m talking about, but the rest of you do not. So, sometime in the eleventh century, about the time that William the Bastard was taking an army to conquer England, the Patriarch of Constantinople and the Patriarch of Rome, whom we call the Pope, had a quarrel. Rather, the quarrel was already quite old, and it became something not unlike open theological war. Until then, Christians in Greece and Christians in England had the same faith, and they took communion together and exchanged books in monasteries all across Europe, from Antioch to Dublin …

			When the schism happened, it was almost unnoticed in the west. The west had long accepted the Patriarch of Rome’s commands; the east never had. Or so I’ll guess. But suffice it to say that three centuries of crusade and war and betrayal and savagery had deepened the divide between the Greek Orthodox rite and the Western rite to the point that each considered the other heretics, and indeed, I knew churchmen who believed that schismatic Greeks were worse, morally, than infidel Saracens.

			Let me add as a further aside that mere fighting men like me tended to take a more pragmatic view. I have heard Mass in many a Greek church, and if I go to Hell for that, I’ll probably laugh, after all the other sins I’ve committed. Or perhaps not; it will, after all, be Hell.

			Regardless, by the middle of our century there was rapprochement. It had become clear to the west that the fall of Constantinople would be terrible for all of Christendom. It had become clear to the leaders of the renewed Byzantine Empire – that’s another story, how the Greeks took back their own from the Latins, but let’s leave that for now, shall we? So, as I say, it had become clear to the Emperors that without some sort of alliance in the west, they were doomed. Alliance with the very Latins who had just attempted to conquer them, or alliance with Islam. And, to be fair, they tried both.

			In the end, Latin Christians appeared the more reliable allies, although I suspect it was a close contest. And when the Green Count rescued the Emperor – that is, when Fiore and Miles and Nerio and I rescued him – we cemented that alliance, all unknowingly. The Emperor vowed to renounce the Greek rite and adopt the Latin rite, in return for subsidies of money and direct military aid such as that offered by the count.

			I’m boring you. But you must understand this to understand the war that was brewing – the war we have today.

			Prince Francesco shook his head, as I say. He was literally biting his lower lip, trying not to speak his mind.

			The Emperor sat back on his throne and put his elegant head in his ascetic saint’s hand. ‘Listen to me, Francesco,’ he said, as if they were the butcher and the baker arguing politics. ‘I must declare for the Latin rite. I need the money. I need the armed might of your Latin knights. I need the friendship of the Pope.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘And I need to curb my patriarch and his fanatics, or I will be carried away like a boy on a runaway stallion. Except this stallion is running east, not west.’

			Gatelussi tugged at his beard, bowed, and said nothing.

			‘Ah, come, my old friend. Most reliable counsellor. Vicious pirate. Speak to me.’

			‘I will speak, with the Emperor’s permission,’ Gatelussi said carefully.

			The Emperor nodded.

			Prince Francesco glanced at me and shrugged, as if throwing caution to the winds.

			‘The Patriarch and the Church will never accept the Pope,’ Gatelussi said. ‘Your own Church … That runaway stallion …’

			‘My own Church, that refuses to accept any form of tax, that is the largest landowner, that pays for not a single soldier,’ the Emperor said bitterly.

			‘Exactly,’ Francesco said. ‘If you do this, they will depose or murder you – and besides, no one in the city will accept your decision. No one. The horse is already running. I am not certain that your Church even recognises that you are essential.’

			‘You overstep your bounds, cousin,’ the Emperor said.

			Francesco Gatelussi shrugged. ‘As long as you dangle the possibility of conversion, the Pope will help us,’ he said. ‘As soon as you actually convert, they’ll see how little they’ve accomplished …’

			‘Enough,’ the Emperor said. ‘I do not serve my people to plot duplicity.’

			‘I do,’ Gatelussi said cheerfully.

			I was in shock. That is, I had heard a rumour that the Greek Emperor might return to the Latin faith; such a reunification would have incredible consequences, for everything from the profitability of Venetian trade to the possibility of the reconquest of Jerusalem. I could imagine who, in Europe, would be for or against the reunification. For example, I could see that Genoa would be against it, as they would lose trade and power. What I didn’t understand was the authority of the Greek Church. I had three – or even four – feudal masters. I didn’t find it odd to serve Gatelussi and the King of Cyprus and the King of England and the Count of Savoy, and mayhap another for pay. Why did the Greek Church buck like a young colt at the rule of the faraway Pope?

			They went on for some time, about the patriarch, and his politics, and the customs to deprive the Genoese of some of their income. Genoa, of course, would be against reunification; their profits would dwindle away.

			I lost interest, staring at the shabby-genteel wall hangings and the magnificent mosaics undimmed by time. I stood there and wondered if the reunification might really happen. I still wonder. It was the brainchild of Father Pierre – his dream, and the dream of my Hospitaller brethren. I certainly already had a side.

			When we left, the chamberlain bowed deeply to me and proclaimed me Spatharios. I gave him a gold florin, which he accepted cheerfully. As I have said, I have some other titles from the Greeks; they are meaningless. But all four of us – Miles, Nerio, Fiore and I – were named Spatharios, and I use the title to this day. I like to imagine that I stand at the head of a long line of men who have guarded the throne, back to the days of the Caesars.

			We mounted our horses and rode through the city, much of which was empty – a city built for perhaps a million people, with perhaps the population of London living in it. There were no slums; everyone had a good house. It had been sacked in 1204 and taken again in 1260 or thereabouts, and the plague was terrible there. And yet it was having an almost miraculous recovery. Almost everywhere you looked there were heavy wooden cranes and scaffolding – repairs, even new construction on old foundations.

			Prince Francesco glanced at me. ‘The Empire is not done yet,’ he said.

			‘I didn’t think that it was,’ I said.

			We walked our horses, avoiding a huge pile of building materials piled in the street. I suppose I asked him some questions about the schism, because he raised an eyebrow. ‘You can read?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘Latin?’ he asked.

			Well, I had indeed spent almost a year working on my Latin with Sister Marie. She was gone with my wife, but I could, with care and time and a little help from Nerio or Fiore, make my way through Latin. I was, that spring, reading Saint Augustine.

			‘You might consider … becoming acquainted with the whole of the Filioque controversy,’ he said. ‘I am not making a jest. In the end, we will need to understand this foolish schism to overcome it.’

			I just frowned. ‘I am a man of arms,’ I said.

			‘I used to tell myself that,’ Gatelussi said. ‘Now I find that I need to understand each issue myself. Even if I need to be lessoned by experts, I cannot be ignorant.’ He raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Life was easier when I killed everyone I didn’t like.’

			I laughed.

			He smiled. ‘At least the Emperor approved our little expedition,’ he said.

			‘He did?’ I asked.

			‘Not in so many words,’ Prince Francesco said with a gentle smile. ‘But he did. The Green Count is off Regium. He’s trying to lay siege to a Turkish fortress with no engines. At least it’s a Karamanid town; we will help him take it.’

			

			The count had never been so glad to see me. I might have been touched, if I had liked him better. He and Richard Musard came down to the pebble beach together, and when I knelt, the count raised me.

			He appeared even more moved when Prince Francesco landed.

			‘I brought a siege train,’ Prince Francesco said. ‘And between our shared liegeman, Sir William, and my own people, I bring you two hundred good men.’

			Count Amadeus nodded. ‘I’m pretending to lay siege to this place with six hundred men,’ he said. ‘The blessing of Saint Maurice on you for coming.’

			Indeed, it was all very debonair, despite the small numbers. The Turkish garrison sent out a champion every day, and one of the Savoyard knights would fight him. It appeared to me that the Savoyards enjoyed these single combats so much that they didn’t mean to prosecute the siege at all. It was a little like a tournament, with the added element of danger, but only two men had been killed in fifteen days of siege – one Savoyard, one Turk.

			The Savoyards didn’t love us, though, and when Fiore offered to take a turn with one of the Turks, he was brusquely told that the sport was for gentlemen, not routiers, by a tall, handsome Savoyard knight, Georges Mayot.

			I had thought that I’d become quite a mature man, that spring: husband, father, pious Christian.

			Apparently not. I stepped between the sneering Savoyard and Fiore. ‘I tell you what,’ I said. ‘I’ll fight you right here, and save you the trip to the castle walls.’

			The Savoyard frowned. ‘It’s time someone cut your comb, cock,’ he said, and drew.

			‘Why do you get to fight instead of me?’ Fiore said. ‘He insulted me, not you.’

			‘Draw or I’ll gut you,’ spat the Savoyard.

			‘I challenged him,’ I said to Fiore, trying to push past.

			The Savoyard cut at Fiore, a man whose sword was in his sheath. I make no excuses for him.

			Fiore had been wounded almost to death five months before, and he had just fought in a tournament.

			His sword rose from the scabbard like a stone from a siege engine. He crossed his adversary’s blade early in his cut, and his left hand slammed out, striking the man’s elbow so hard there was a crack as his joint was overstressed, and he was turned and Fiore’s sword was at his throat.

			‘Beg my pardon, you idiot,’ Fiore said. ‘And if that’s the measure of your skill at arms, don’t humiliate us in front of the Turks.’

			The Savoyard eventually begged his pardon. Fiore handed him back his sword.

			‘It’s amazing how quickly Fiore makes friends,’ Nerio said.

			Fiore glared at Nerio. ‘What was I to do?’ he asked.

			‘If you’d killed him instead of casually humiliating him, things would be better,’ Nerio said. ‘That’s all right, my dear. It was beautiful to watch.’

			Fiore glanced at me. I admit, I was laughing. ‘I miss Stapleton,’ Fiore said. ‘When he was here, you didn’t gang up on me.’

			Nerio paused. ‘I hate to be unfair,’ he said. ‘Shall we gang up on William instead?’ He looked out to sea. ‘I hate all this waste. No one cares whether we take this town or not. We are not reconquering the Holy Land. We’re kicking an anthill.’

			Well. As I said at the start, we were all losing our taste for crusade.

			After five days, Prince Francesco lost his patience and set up the trebuchets. He didn’t ask the count’s permission; he was, after all, the Emperor’s Admiral, among other offices.

			The first stone struck one of the ageing, Roman-style square towers. The whole corner collapsed – tower, underpinnings, curtain wall and all.

			The Turks surrendered. Immediately.

			I swear the Savoyard knights muttered that we’d ruined everything.

			The scenes that followed had the quality of a dark jest, the sort of jest that can lead to blood. We entered the town after taking the garrison. That is, my people took the garrison under guard and led them to the prince’s fleet, where they were all fed. The Karamanid captain was called Mehmet Bey, and I sat with him, ate the food so that he knew it was not poisoned, and smiled often. I even trotted out my fifty words of Turkish.

			John the Kipchak came and sat with us.

			‘He says, am I slave?’ John rendered.

			‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘I think you’ll all be ransomed.’

			The man ate better after that. I went and asked the prince. He was in the town, which proved, when I was inside it, to be very small and smelled terrible. Even fifteen days of siege is enough to pile up quite a lot of carrion and garbage.

			I found him shouting at Count Amadeus, who was shouting back.

			‘Are you a fucking idiot?’ Prince Francesco asked. ‘How will the garrison be fed?’

			‘Your ships can feed them,’ Amadeus roared, ‘if you are not too much of a coward to—’

			‘Coward? Listen, you French turd, I was killing Saracens when your mother was a virgin!’ Francesco was clearly very angry.

			Swords were drawn. I pushed in until I was between the two men, and there I was, eye to eye with Richard Musard.

			In my Anglo-Norman French, I said, ‘My lord, he is merely angry,’ to the count, who had his hand on his hilt. There was Georges Mayot again with his sword in his hand. I wondered if his elbow hurt. Two more Savoyard knights also drew.

			Musard began speaking, low and fast, in his excellent French.

			I went to work on the prince. ‘Your Grace,’ I said, ‘you are both angry and tired.’

			‘This … this popinjay … thinks he can leave a garrison in fucking Asia.’ He hissed the words in Italian.

			‘My lord, the Turkish captain wishes to know if he is to be ransomed.’ I asked this in a level voice.

			Gatelussi shook his head. ‘No, by Christ. Let him and his people go, with their horses and arms. I want no quarrel with Ustman Bey. And this is his second son, eh?’

			‘I have no idea,’ I admitted.

			Gatelussi shook his head. ‘These fools want to kill the garrison and loot the town,’ he said. ‘Fucking foreigners.’

			I had never seen him like this. He was always the cold, calculating professional. I bowed, and caught his son’s eye. His son slipped up and put an arm around his father. Musard had the count’s helmet under his arm. He gave me a wink.

			‘How will we divide the town, then?’ the count asked.

			The prince’s son shrugged. ‘We took it. You did nothing but play military games. We had our tournament in Mytilene; it is nothing to us if you choose to have yours here, but we took the town.’

			The count looked genuinely surprised. ‘No, I took the town,’ he said. ‘I am in command. And all of you are serving me.’

			The prince looked as if he might immolate like a phoenix, but his son was calm. ‘I am sorry, my lord. A simple misunderstanding. My father is the Emperor’s admiral. You are a visiting noble. You only make war here with the Emperor’s permission. You have no command.’

			‘I have no command?’ Amadeus asked. ‘My soldiers have done all the fighting …’

			I stepped in again. ‘My lords, as I serve you both, may I speak? My prince, the count deserves better justice than this. His soldiers have taken Gallipoli and Mesembria; they have served the Emperor many times. And, my lord count, the prince is the Emperor’s commander in these waters and, in addition, he has been with you in almost every campaign, and his siege engines were, in fact, the tool that took the town.’

			Amadeus looked at me, considering. ‘So?’

			I glanced at Prince Francesco, afraid of his rage. ‘The town is worthless,’ I said. ‘The walls are crumbling. Look for yourselves what a single blow from a modern weapon did. We have neither the stonemasons nor the time to restore the walls and tower, which means that the next Turkish brigand to stroll by will take it from us and butcher the garrison.’

			The count looked out from the walls for a moment. And shrugged. ‘Ah, bien. Very well, then,’ he said. ‘I concede your point. My blood was hot. Your Grace, will you accept the apology of a hot, tired man?’

			Now, let me just say, here, that I was not really fond of the count. But suddenly, in one gracious apology, he made himself a better man in my eyes. A popinjay – sometimes a hypocrite, and a very difficult, very rich hypocrite. But an apology is a fine thing, and many of us might learn from this.

			At any rate, Prince Francesco stood rigid a moment, afraid, perhaps, that he was being made game of. But then he unbent, literally; he smiled warmly and clasped the count’s hand.

			‘My lord, you speak like a true knight. Listen: the only thing of value in this town is the lives of the garrison. They are probably worth a thousand ducats. Let us split their value.’

			The Green Count nodded. ‘Done. But, Your Grace, if this little town is worthless, why am I attacking it?’

			Prince Francesco drank off a cup of watered wine his son put in his hand. I poured another from the same pitcher and put it in Richard’s hand, and the count drank it off. Both men were red in the face, hot and tired, standing hatless in the full beat of the sun.

			Musard was actually pleading with me, wordlessly. Prince Francesco was on the edge of another explosion, I could tell.

			I stepped forward again. ‘My lord, every one of these towns in Turkish hands is a nest of petty pirates – local fishermen prey on every passing ship, Genoese, Venetian, or Greek.’ So Richard Percy had told me. Of course, he went on to say that the deadly galleys of the Gatelussi swept the coast clean every two or three seasons and made a profit at it. ‘And, my lord, you wished for a further empris, to engage with the infidel enemy.’

			Prince Francesco glanced at me, the way your wife does when you say something painfully obvious at the dinner table. His son Francesco winked, and I knew that I was on the right track.

			Amadeus shrugged against the weight of his armour. ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘I still do. I swore oaths at home to fight the Infidel – yet I am here and nothing is as I expected.’

			We were standing in the sun in a tiny fortified town on the coast of Asia and the Count of Savoy had just begun to see the complexity of the world of Outremer. I tried not to look at the prince. Instead I said, ‘My lord count, last year when the Bulgarians took the Emperor, some of us thought … that the Turks, at least the Karamanids, must be in league with them.’

			‘Ah!’ the count said. The idea pleased him. Of course it did; it put the seal of crusade on all his actions. ‘Yes, Richard has mentioned this.’

			Prince Francesco raised his hand, silencing me even as I began to speak. ‘So, if nothing else, we show that we can still chastise them for interference.’

			Amadeus smiled cynically. ‘This I understand. This is exactly like the politics of home. Savoy and Montferrat and Milan.’

			Prince Francesco nodded. ‘My lord, I grew up on the politics of that coast – Genoa and Montferrat and Monaco. It is the same. It is the same. Religion is not the dividing line here any more than it is at home. The King of Bulgaria will make common cause with the Turks if it wins him a kingdom. Suleiman Bey will attack Uthman Bey with the help of the Emperor if it will get him a city in Europe.’

			I met Richard’s eye. I had a notion, then, of how much time he must have spent managing his master’s chivalric urges and his politics.

			But the Green Count nodded slowly, and a smile crossed his face. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Where to next?’

			Two hours later, I released all of the Turk garrison, and I gave them their warhorses, although we kept their fine herd of remounts. I clasped hands with young Bayzid Mohamet after I had led him and all his men through the trebuchet battery, where six hundred Greco-Genoese oarsmen were sweating off their sins and dismantling a league of sandbagged entrenchments. Richard Musard and I had arranged it all, so that every man we had was out at once – all the knights, every man-at-arms and archer, all the oarsmen and marines …

			‘He says, if he’d known how big our army was, he’d have surrendered the first day,’ John translated.

			I just smiled.

			‘He says, his father thought there was a treaty … and that you Christians were … far away.’ John was trying not to laugh.

			‘Tell him that the Emperor is thinking of new arrangements. And these towns were never part of the treaty between old Uthman and the old Emperor. And tell him that you think we’re just the vanguard of a mighty army; the King of Cyprus and the Knights of Saint John are coming, too.’ I nodded to the Turkish captain.

			Remember, we had just sacked Alexandria.

			Bayzid galloped off in a haze of dust, desperate to warn his father that the Christians were on the march.

			

			A small Turkish pirate boat sailed close to the wind, lateen sail tight as an altar cloth at Easter, with two Gatelussi galleys giving chase right to the low stone harbour wall of Tepecik, when a hail of Turkish arrows from the harbour tower drove them back.

			Just then, a storming party emerged out of the dust near the town with two scaling ladders and went for a tower, and the whole garrison turned out, dashing for the new threat.

			The Turkish pirate galley kissed alongside the pier, her oars in, coasting. It stopped as two men leaped onto the pier and cast lines around the bollards, which groaned as they took the weight of the little ship.

			And then we burst up from under the sweltering tarps amidships on the Turkish galley. Fiore was there, and Nerio, Prince Francesco’s son, Francesco, Richard Percy and Richard Musard and a score or more others. We’d lain under that evil, hemp-oil-stinking tarp for an hour, wavering between boredom, terror and sea-sickness, and every man of us was delighted to be ashore.

			None of us had ever been in the town before. We got on the pier, fetching swords dropped in the bilges and all the other accidents of war, while the oarsmen, mostly Genoese, picked up their crossbows and their javelins and came ashore behind us.

			Perhaps two dozen Turks formed at the base of the pier to stop us. Arrows flew; Marc-Antonio got pinked.

			One volley from the oarsmen shot them flat. The survivors ran before we got to them, and we followed, more like a wave than a compact mass; these things have to be done all at once or not at all. We went up through the town, climbing steep streets only wide enough for three men. Twice we had sharp fights, but we had numbers and armour, and as soon as any group of Turks made a stand, the oarsmen would sweep through alleys and side streets and take them in the flank or rear. We got to the land gate, a small gatehouse of stone, and the Turkish captain threw down his spear and surrendered. It was, in its own way, a perfect attack, and as we’d lost no men and our blood was relatively cool, the taking of the town was not followed by one of those scenes from Hell so common in Europe – nor like Alexandria. We didn’t outrage the women, who were, after all, Christian Greeks.

			The banner of Savoy went up over the gate, and it proved that some of the Green Count’s routiers had successfully taken a tower. It turned out that the count had led them in person. We’d refused to allow him on such a daring and risky empris as the attack on the harbour, and so he’d run off and stormed a tower with one rickety ladder.

			I was the first man from the storming party to reach them.

			‘Messire Guillaume,’ the count said. He embraced me as if we were old friends. ‘I saw the galley come in. Brilliantly done, sir.’

			Well, well. I found his praise sweet. It is hard to dislike a man who treats you as an authority. That night I was much in demand, and I served the count and the prince at table, along with Richard Musard.

			‘You see?’ Musard said. ‘He really is a great man.’

			‘He is growing on me,’ I confessed. The way in which he had conceded my point – that is, the prince’s point – about command showed a degree of restraint and graciousness that I hadn’t seen from him in Bulgaria.

			

			Just after the taking of Tepecik, a fly landed in the ointment of my pleasure in the campaign, but the blessing, or the fly, was not unmixed.

			The fly took the shape of Florimont de Lesparre. He arrived with a dozen Gascon men-at-arms on a small galliot flying Cypriote colours, and he presented himself as a captain in the service of the King of Cyprus.

			We were lying in the harbour of Tepecik, about twenty miles from Constantinople. The little town had a fine harbour and made a good place to refit. So we lay there, protected from weather and Turks, arranging to ransom our captives and loading water. I happened, by good or bad fortune, to be aboard the count’s great galley when de Lesparre came in, and I knew the bastard as soon as he stepped aboard. He was politely received by the count’s people, but the count, who was sitting aft under an awning, drinking wine from his silver cup, sensed my feelings and put a hand on my shoulder.

			‘Messire Guillaume?’ he said courteously.

			‘That man is no friend of mine, my lord,’ I said. I was hesitant even to say it. The Green Count had not always proven himself my friend, and he’d certainly listened to Turenne’s slanders, which de Lesparre had also repeated, if you remember.

			Amadeus met my eye. Truly, until that moment I had seldom been so close to him. He had my sleeve, and he was endeavouring to be private with me, even at the rail of a ship. ‘You are my man,’ he said.

			At the time, I suppose I thought little enough of it.

			As soon as de Lesparre saw me, he pushed Richard Musard – never a good way to seek favour, I find – and came to the foot of the count’s command deck. ‘My lord count,’ he called out, ‘it does you no honour to be seen with a man as ill-reputed as that fellow Gold.’

			The count ignored him, raised an eyebrow to me, and then walked across the deck to his seat, almost a throne, under the awning. By doing so, he disappeared from de Lesparre’s view, as the command deck was a span higher than the rowing frames.

			‘Come and stand by me, messire,’ the count called to me.

			I stood very straight and prepared to face whatever the count might say. I walked across the deck, just as de Lesparre came up the three steps to the command deck.

			One of the Savoyard men-at-arms – Georges Mayot, whom I have mentioned – met him at the head of the steps and barred his path. What I remember best was my sense of wonder as I realised that the count was planning to humiliate de Lesparre. For me.

			‘You have been a good soldier for me,’ he said. He reached out his hand, and a servant put a gold chain in his hand. ‘I summoned you on whim – as much to annoy my cousin as for any other reason. Yet you came with a full complement of good men. I can’t pay you right now, but, by God, messire, I repay; service with service and honour with honour.’ He held out a gold chain, and on it was a badge emblazoned with his own arms in red enamel. ‘This is not some trinket – it is my own. I ask you to wear it in my name; as my vassal who has served with good loyalty, in Outremer, when men I thought better of went home or never attended their lord.’

			De Lesparre was watching.

			I took the chain, and the count helped me slip it over my shoulder, like the baldric of a hunting horn. I have pawned it a dozen times, but I still own it; indeed, if you allow me, I will produce it later.

			De Lesparre made a sound, almost like the growl of a cat.

			‘Please allow the Sieur de Lesparre forward now,’ the count said.

			De Lesparre came forward and knelt. Musard followed him up the steps, looked at the chain, and grinned. Then he brushed past me.

			So I stood while de Lesparre knelt. Richard oversaw the service of a plate of sweetmeats; after the count had taken some, I was offered the same dish. Listen: this may sound like no great thing to you, especially those of you who have never served the great, but this was, in public, the most intimate way of showing approval. I ate everything I was offered and drank off a cup of wine.

			A bowl of rose water was brought. We dipped our hands; a page stood while we wiped our hands on a beautiful Italian towel. All this took perhaps five minutes.

			‘Ah, Messire de Lesparre,’ the count said. ‘You may rise.’

			‘You offend my master, the King of Cyprus, by behaving so,’ spat de Lesparre.

			The count shrugged. ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But as you came into my presence without my permission—’

			‘By God, as the ambassador—’

			‘And like many Gascons, you seem not to know your place—’

			‘By God, my lord—’

			The count leaned forward. ‘I have not given you permission to speak. Go away. Come back with manners. You are dismissed.’ The count beckoned to a servant for another plate of sweetmeats.

			‘You are under the spell of this miscreant, and that Moor!’ spat de Lesparre.

			Mayot stepped between them. ‘Out,’ he said.

			De Lesparre was a very tall man, and he drew himself up. At the steps, he whirled on Mayot. ‘I make a bad enemy,’ he hissed, loud enough for us all to hear.

			Mayot, who was one of the Savoyards I didn’t particularly like, shrugged with unfeigned indifference. ‘Save it for someone weak,’ he said. An excellent answer, and one that raised him in my estimation.

			

			We took one more Karamanid pirates’ nest on the coast of Marmara, and Amadeus proposed that we go farther south and clear the European shore of the Dardanelles, the peninsula south and east of Gallipoli. As this would restore the Emperor absolute sovereignty from Bulgaria to the sea, the prince agreed immediately, and we spent the next two weeks making war with speed and efficiency. We had twenty galleys – a level of maritime superiority that no Turkish bey could match – and the Ottomanid army watched helplessly from across the straits as we swept along the coast, taking each town, freeing the Greek population, taking or slaying the Turkish garrisons and burning the Turkish shipping we found, unless Prince Francesco wanted to keep it for himself.

			It might have been a wonderful time, except for de Lesparre and his mates; their hatred of me was palpable, and they lost no opportunity to pick on my people, to insult us, to dog us. Achille, Nerio’s squire, killed one of them in a dagger fight, and it was all I could do to keep him from being tried for murder before the count.

			Yet the count had turned from an enemy, or at least a very cautious ally, to a true lord. Was it rivalry with Prince Francesco? Or was it Richard, whispering in his ear? Whichever way, he was constant; he protected me from the worst of de Lesparre’s slanders and made the Gascon feel so unwelcome that he sailed for Rhodes a week before the rest of us. He left us swearing that we were all cowards and miscreants and that he would go support his true lord, Peter of Cyprus, which led the count to ask why he’d come with us in the first place. Some high words were spoken.

			We took the last town, Enea Cossea, which the count’s doctor, Guy Albin, who could read Greek, assured me had been the ancient Thracian town of Maitos. I thought de Lesparre gone forever; if I had known better …

			Bah. After we took Maitos, we sent word to the Emperor, and even Prince Francesco rejoiced in private, because the little campaign had done much to secure the heartland of the old Byzantine Empire.

			The count was going home; he had a fever among his knights and archers – not as deadly as plague, but bad enough for all love. By the grace of God, we did not have it. Indeed, the last night, when the count commanded me to attend him, Prince Francesco and his son were against my going, but I insisted. I went across to his ship and was warmly received. Guy Albin, as I have mentioned, the count’s English physician, was attending him, and explaining that he thought that the fever was from bad drinking water.

			Richard was just serving the count his meat, so I went to the ship’s rail with Master Albin, and we shared the blessing of the day in English, and told each other a tale or two. It was a pleasure to talk to a man who had been born in Kent and knew the same London I knew as a boy. Sir Richard Percy was English, like enough, but the north country from which the Percys hail is as different from London as France is; northerners are a different race, near enough. And his English could be very hard for me to untangle, whereas Albin’s was good, simple London English. He liked a good story and he listened well; he also liked a dirty story, and I must tell you his tale of the miller and his pretty wife. But he was not a coarse man, and he liked to talk about God, and we often discussed the Gospels.

			‘Are you still shopping for a physician for your company?’ he asked, after we’d discussed the healing of the man born blind.

			‘I am,’ I admitted. ‘I wish I could hire you away from the count.’

			Albin shook his head. ‘But my assistant is my nephew, Peter.’

			‘You were going to send him for my wife,’ I said, perhaps a little sharply.

			Guy shrugged. ‘Sir William, crossing the sea in winter …’

			I clapped his back. ‘Never mind me,’ I said. ‘She was well attended, and by women, which she preferred.’ I glanced at the count. ‘Your nephew is available?’

			‘He wants to stay in Outremer,’ Guy said. ‘I admit that there is much to be learned here. There are texts available in every Greek monastery that are either forgotten at home or never known – Aristotle, Galen, Plato, Hippocrates …’ He shrugged. ‘But he’s a decent leech, for man or horse. He has studied at Oxford, although he does not have a master’s rank.’

			‘A master’s rank?’ I asked, because physicians aren’t educated at Oxford. Padua has such things, and Bologna. Oxford is for priests.

			‘He started to be a theologian,’ Albin said.

			I had a hard time picturing a theologian in a company of lances. On the other hand, a trained doctor was a precious thing. ‘Of course I’ll take him,’ I said.

			‘I’ll have him pack,’ Albin said with a bow.

			Shortly after, I was attending the count.

			‘You won’t sail with us, Messire Guillaume?’ he asked.

			‘My lord, I have agreed to help my friend Nerio reclaim his patrimony in Achaea,’ I said.

			‘But you will come to Venice in the autumn?’ he asked. ‘And your lady wife is already there?’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ I said.

			The count nodded. ‘This ended better than I had imagined,’ he said. ‘Do you think, Sieur Guillaume, that we have achieved something to build the confidence of the Greeks in us?’ He rubbed his beard. ‘I have leaned hard on my cousin, the Emperor, to convert. Now I wonder.’ He shook his head. ‘None of this is as I imagined.’

			I took an offered stool and sipped a cup of wine. ‘My lord, the Greeks I know best served Pierre Thomas and now the west well,’ I admitted. ‘But they say your expedition has put heart into the city and the Emperor.’

			Amadeus smiled, then. ‘We began badly, Guillaume. Come to me in Venice, or wherever I am in Italy. There is always a place for you at my table.’

			I rose and bowed. I didn’t tell him that I had a prior pledge with the notorious routier and enemy of the Savoyards, John Hawkwood. But I was coming to like him better.

			And it was a wrench to say farewell to Richard.

			

			We sailed from Maitos in June. I think that I have mentioned how fast war uses up material, but when we sailed from Maitos, the Gatelussi galleys were scarcely seaworthy, with leaky hulls, sails worn thin, and enough broken oars that only about two thirds of the rowers could pull at a time. We’d lost one of the big ship’s boats in the surf near Gallipoli, stove in on a rock, and all of us were tired. Our horses were in poor condition, and armour needed work; most of the archers and crossbowmen were out of shafts, or near enough. Five sieges in a month and we were out of everything except victory.

			The prince took us to one of his holdings, the island of Lemnos, one of the richest of all the Aegean islands. He had a palace there, with an armoury and a shipyard, and in two days of near feverish work, our galleys were refitted and our horses fattened and our armour polished.

			When all the work was well along, Prince Francesco brought me aboard his own galley, with his son and Nerio and Fiore and a handful of others, including Albin’s young nephew, and Giannis Calophernes, and we ran out for what I thought was a pleasure cruise. It was a beautiful day, and I knew from Marc-Antonio that they had loaded food; no one had much armour, and the only weapons we had were our swords. We sailed for two hours, as the coast of Asia grew before us, and we landed in Asia just south of the opening of the Dardanelles.

			Soon after we landed, a cluster of Greeks came down to the beach. One of the prince’s men hailed them, and they brought us a dozen sturdy ponies, which we rode up the beach and over towards the headland.

			After a ride of no more than a few minutes, we came to a low precinct wall, the sort you see all over Greece; this one was distinct, and built with some red-grey local stone. Prince Francesco strode into the precinct and stopped by the remnants of an altar. I’m no scholar, but by then I had seen enough sway-backed Greek altars to know one when I saw one.

			‘Do you know where you are?’ Prince Francesco asked.

			‘Asia?’ I asked.

			I glanced at Nerio, who had the best education among my friends. He wrinkled his nose. ‘Somewhere with cats,’ he said.

			Fiore shook his head.

			Peter Albin looked around as if he was in Heaven. ‘It is an ancient temple,’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ the prince replied, ‘but whose temple?’

			His son stood there, insufferably smug as all young men can be.

			Nerio guessed, ‘Apollo.’

			Fiore crossed his arms. ‘Zeus?’ he muttered. ‘Jupiter?’

			Prince Francesco shook his head.

			‘Mars?’ Peter Albin asked. ‘Ares?’

			Young Francesco laughed. ‘Even the Greeks seldom built temples to the god of war,’ he said. ‘Who worships war?

			Prince Francesco looked at us all triumphantly. ‘This was the tomb and hero-place of Achilles,’ he said. ‘Achilles and his lover-mentor, Patrokles.’

			‘Jesu!’ Peter Albin said. ‘We’re at Troy, then!’

			We all smiled at his enthusiasm, which was infectious. Prince Francesco nodded. ‘You landed on the beach where the Greeks beached their ships, and the local Greek bishop told me that this was the tomb of Achilles, and that mound there, just at the edge of sight, is the remains of Priam’s Troy.’

			The dozen of us spent the day climbing over the ruins. I still have a gold bead that I plucked from the ground. Marc-Antonio found a bronze arrow point, and then everyone wanted one and the hunt was on. I thought Peter Albin might knock Marc-Antonio down for his find, but he found a small bronze lion instead, something that we all agreed might have been a shield decoration.

			We ate our food on the wind-blown beach, and handed our ponies back to the locals, who ate with us, and proved to be the local bishop and some of his people. He spoke, in Greek, about the siege of Troy. He recited a piece of poetry, and Sir Giannis translated.

			‘This is Homer,’ Giannis said at one point.

			I had heard of Homer – indeed, Dante mentions him, and Abelard – but I had never read any. It was odd and beautiful to sit on a beach with my friends as the sun set over Europe, hearing the words of a bard from over a thousand years before our Saviour walked in the Holy Land – an event that seems ancient enough to most of us – and yet the story that Giannis translated was as modern, as good, as the very best chivalric chansons of my youth.

			When the bishop left us, we made a fire and camped on the open beach, drinking wine.

			‘What did you think of my bishop?’ the prince asked.

			‘I liked him very much,’ Giannis said. ‘He was an honourable man. And very educated.’

			Peter Albin’s eyes were wide and shining like a boy’s, for all that he was my age or a year older. ‘I want to find a copy of Homer,’ he said.

			Sir Giannis nodded as the fire crackled. ‘I could perhaps find you a copy. Or you could pay to have one made in Constantinople.’

			‘What did you think of the story?’ Prince Francesco asked me.

			I think that I shrugged. ‘The arrogant, greedy commander? The great warrior who does not feel he is receiving his due from his lord?’

			‘I think that you just claimed to be Achilles,’ Nerio said.

			‘Nay. If I said the story was the same … then Agamemnon would suddenly turn warm and give Achilles everything he wants.’ I was laughing, but Prince Francesco was not.

			Albin leaned forward. ‘Your Grace,’ he asked, ‘do you think that it really happened?’

			The prince stared into the fire awhile. ‘Something happened,’ he said carefully. ‘And it happened here. Isn’t that … odd? Here we sit; we’ve just fought a campaign of our own in these waters, and Troy looks on us as we sail by, and Achilles, perhaps, judges us. Is it all a fable?’ He shrugged. ‘I grew up on tales of Troy, but in many of them, Hector and Achilles are cowards and other men like Diomedes are the great ones. But Homer …’ He shrugged again.

			Sir Giannis smiled with a little tinge of bitterness. ‘To us, Homer is like a fifth gospel,’ he said.

			Perhaps it was because we had been to Jerusalem, where the past seems to walk with the present, but the bishop and his tale made it all real to me, and I slept fitfully. Mayhap it was just cold sand and the wrong cloak, but I woke often, and I felt as if a host of shades marched past me in the night, and charged with a shout. It was an unseelie night, as if the Trojans still walked their ruined walls, and the Greeks licked their wounds on the windswept beach. I would not willingly return to Troy. But from that night on, we all spoke more of the distant past; we were in Outremer, where Jesus and Alexander and Achilles and the Apostles and the legions all walked or marched, and the past was palpable there.

			The next morning we rose early, ate lobster for breakfast grilled on a fire right there on that beach, and sailed back to Lemnos.

			‘I wanted you to see Troy,’ Prince Francesco said, with his arm around my shoulder. ‘I know that you and Nerio will leave me soon. I will miss you. And I am not Agamemnon.’

			It is good to be loved.

			

			Two days later, our little fleet of eight galleys beached at the port of Trajanopolis, or so Peter Albin called it. The Greeks called the port Ainos, but many of them called the whole area Trajanopolis, or Traianopolis. Albin told us all about the Emperor Trajan, who sounded like a good knight and a good king – a veritable paladin, in fact. There are baths there as ancient as any I have ever seen, and we all worked the stiffness out of our wounds there while the prince collected taxes.

			The next day, I rode with Marc-Antonio and young Albin all the way to the fortress of Avantas, which towers over the plain, and Peristera, ‘the pigeon’. A few years before, a handful of archers had held the place against a Turkish army, and when I heard the tale, I thought it exaggerated. But when I met one of the archers, a tall, thin man with the pointed beard and thin face of a Greek icon, and when I climbed the track to the castle and saw the plain at my feet, I believed. The archer, with a mad grin, pulled a Turkish horn bow to his ear and loosed a shaft into the fields four hundred feet below us. The shaft seemed to travel forever, and I had a notion, then, of how a handful of men might dominate an army.

			Sir Giannis told me that the man was now almost a beggar, having lost his farm to the Turks.

			‘Sign him up,’ I said to John the Kipchak.

			John watched the man shoot, and gave him a gold florin. His name was Christos Lascaris, and you’ll hear more of him.

			

			It was a beautiful area, very different from the Greek islands like Lesvos and Chios, which resembled the Holy Land. Thrace was more like the north of England; even in high summer, the leaves were green and the valleys rich and well-watered. It was fine, fertile land, with good farms, and it was here that the Kantakouzenoi had made their main effort to rebuild the Byzantine heartland; there were new fortresses and towers and churches all through the hills. And if the politics of Outremer bores you, you’ve come to the wrong table; the Kantakouzenoi were the scions of a powerful family like the Percys or the Mortimers in England. John Kantakouzenos had declared himself Emperor and had, despite everything, been a good one. His sons were very powerful within the empire, and ruled most of the Morea that was not ruled by Frankish princes like the Florentine Acciaioli and the Venetians at Negroponte and the old French families in the north. But despite their efforts, or because of their recent civil war, the Turks were everywhere past Avantas; we couldn’t even find a bishop.

			All of this made for some interesting diplomacy as we rode abroad with an Imperial banner. Thrace was virtually a Turkish despotate, and with the Turks holding Adrianopolis (which they called Edirne) and having recently taken Didymoteichon, you might have expected the Byzantines to unite in the face of the threat to Constantinople, which was less than a hundred miles away on the Via Egnatia.

			Or maybe not. If you know the Scottish Borders, you know that not everyone unites in the face of an external threat, eh? Both sides tended to call on the Turks to win disputes. Prince Francesco and his son explained all of this to me as we rode through the brilliant sunshine from the new fortress at Avantas, away from the sea and up into the hills. We had perhaps two hundred men-at-arms and forty archers. The priest at Avantas declined to provide guides, because Prince Francesco was representing the Emperor and they claimed on some legal quibble that he had no legal right to go armed in Thrace.

			Sir Giannis was sombre. ‘This is bad,’ he admitted. ‘Very bad. It should not be like this.’

			The garrison at Avantas was mostly imperial troops from Constantinople, and as such had been delighted to see us, but as we went north, we were met with grim hostility from Greek peasants.

			

			A day later and we’d intercepted a Kantakouzenoi raiding party. We were in no-man’s-land, between the Turks and the Greeks, and our Kipchaks had caught the Kantakouzenoi on the move and followed them to their camp on the heights.

			Prince Francesco chose his son as an ambassador and sent me to watch over him – and Nerio to watch me, I suppose. We rode over stony fields to the base of a long ridge, and then we were blindfolded and taken to their camp. There were two Kantakouzenoi, both older men: Matthew Asen, who I later learned had been Emperor briefly, and Thomas. They were plainly dressed in good wool, and they had recently worn maille over it; their hair was matted from helmets. Their horses were as good as mine and both had bow cases on their belts like our Kipchaks carried: open at the top, flat, wider at the bottom, for holding arrows flight-side down like the Mongols. They wore curving swords like Kipchaks and their saddles were like Kipchak saddles. Thomas was as blond as my sister and Matthew was dark and heavy. Matthew wore a high hat, like but unlike a Mongol hat.

			Young Francesco dismounted immediately when we were close. Marc-Antonio took all our horses, and we walked forward. The Kantakouzenoi remained on horseback. There were at least a dozen soldiers present: the stradiote or pronoi cavalry that is too light to stand a charge of knights, but otherwise almost the equal of Mongols. I looked them over carefully; they looked hard, and completely capable. Above us on the slopes stood the stones of an ancient wall, and it was lined with men, and the sounds of horses – maybe four hundred. Enough to give us trouble.

			Young Francesco addressed Matthew, the Despote, from one knee. He was respectful and cautious, and it was an excellent performance. The young man had, in the last year, shown himself a capable soldier, and now he showed himself capable of thought and lordship. I applauded inwardly.

			‘… And Sir Guglielmo D’Oro, Spatharios, and Sir Renerio Acciaioli, also Spatharios of the Emperor John V …’ I heard go by in the Italo-Greek of the conversation.

			‘Lord of Morain,’ I muttered. ‘Baron of Methymna.’

			‘Duke of Nothing,’ muttered Nerio. ‘Count of Empty.’

			The Despote of Thrace raised a hand and blessed us. ‘I am always pleased to meet messengers from our cousin the Emperor,’ he said. He didn’t smile, but neither did he frown. ‘Your father is with you, I think?’ he asked.

			‘Your Grace, my father sent me merely to ascertain who might have come down the pass, and would be delighted to receive you,’ Young Francesco said.

			The despote nodded, looking down the pass at the olive groves below, among which the rest of our men were waiting. ‘I do not believe that my guards would be happy with me if I rode into your little army,’ he said. ‘Let us have our discussion right here.’ He glanced at me. ‘I have heard of you. You did my people a favour. In Athens.’

			I smiled. ‘Perhaps, my lord,’ I said. ‘We co-operated long enough to defeat the Turks.’

			The Despote Matthew managed a very Greek smile: thin lips, half his face. ‘When the Emperor’s galleys and mine combine with the Knights of St. John and the Venetians,’ he said, ‘Hell might not actually have been said to have frozen over, but I imagine it was quite cold for a bit.’

			Giannis, who was translating, let loose a bark of laughter before he revived enough to pass on the despote’s comment.

			We all laughed, and the atmosphere lightened. The sun was dropping and it was becoming cooler. We had brought wine with us, and Marc-Antonio and Achille bustled about, sharing it. I watched a pair of the stradiotes; their hands came away from their sword hilts, and when one bent to take wine, his eyes met mine and he twitched an eyebrow, as if to say, ‘Eh, we’re just posturing, leave me alone.’

			Francesco’s Greek was very good, and he bore the brunt of the conversation. The first part was very stilted, or so it seemed from the translation. After one joke, the despote retreated behind an ancient court ceremonial practice, and the prince’s son was forced to roll the despote’s titles off his tongue fluently at each address, so that the simplest sentence had to be preceded with a full list of honorifics. After a quarter of an hour, the despote raised his hand and encouraged Francesco to address him as ‘your grace’, which shortened the proceedings enormously.

			In short, the despote denied that anyone had authorised our coming, despite an ornate purple vellum document bearing the Imperial seal, and said that we would make trouble with the Ottomanids at Didymoteichon.

			In vain, the young prince explained our invitation and the reasons for our numbers.

			We were at a deadlock. No one had spoken of using force; the tone of discussion was urbane, even courtly, and we might have been at Blachernae. Down in the valley below us, pavilions had sprouted like mushrooms on a damp night in the woods, and firelight winked among the olive trees.

			‘I repeat, you have too many men,’ the despote said. ‘Send them back.’

			Nerio glanced at me. I nodded, and the two of us walked forward cautiously, so as not to startle any of the armed men. Let me note here that we were in full harness and had our war swords on; we were not without resource. But the formality of the proceedings was a thin veneer. We were in the desert, and in the desert there are lions, and there are hyenas.

			I bowed. ‘I am Sir Guglielmo,’ I said. I waited while Giannis translated. ‘This is my company of lances – almost half of the men you see. We have our own invitation to visit Didymoteichon, and we travel with Prince Francesco from friendship. My men have served the Emperor all year, in Bulgaria and elsewhere.’

			Nerio bowed: a full reverentia. ‘Your Grace,’ he said. ‘I am now one of the Frankish lords of Achaea. When we have visited the Turk, I plan to take Sir Guglielmo’s company across Thrace, by the Hot Gates, and into Boeotia to retake what is rightfully mine. We will not, strictly speaking, be neighbours, but I promise you that I can be a good friend.’

			The despote, five feet above us on his horse, looked annoyed. He spoke briefly in Greek, to Francesco.

			‘He asks the young prince why his father claimed that they were all his men? And he wonders aloud if his hand is so light that a Frankish lord plans to cross his whole realm in arms without asking his leave?’

			Nerio raised an eyebrow. ‘Tell him that I am asking his leave. Now. I have been busy heretofore, fighting the Infidel, as is the duty of all Christian knights.’

			Giannis, who knew Nerio all too well, raised a dark eyebrow. But he translated fluently, and the despote’s face cleared.

			‘Indeed,’ the despote said, ‘if all Frankish knights did as much, instead of murdering Greeks and harming our Church, we might be better friends.’ He spoke on, and grew heated.

			Giannis flushed. ‘He says, as to your being a Prince of Achaea, no man of his blood would ever admit that a single finger’s breadth of Boeotia belongs to any Frank. It is a typical piece of Frankish arrogance to tell a prince of the Imperial House of your aspirations to steal his land and call this theft “friendship”. Nonetheless, he recognises your famous name and he says that your father was an honourable enemy. And that you should be very cautious, as you are perhaps the most valuable ransom in all Outremer, Sir Renerio. Bandits and thieves might form armies to take you.’

			Nerio grinned as if this was a compliment. ‘I always take care, Your Grace,’ he said. ‘As to thieving, I beg leave to remind Your Grace that if the Franks took Achaea from the Greeks, so they, in turn, took Thrace from the Thracians and Dalmatia from the Slavs. It is the way of the world, despote, and I can make no apologies.’

			The despote frowned as Nerio’s sally was translated. ‘There is a difference between the will of God and the will of Satan,’ he spat.

			Nerio opened his mouth, his nasty, sneering smile ready for combat. I loved him like a brother, but I knew where this was going.

			‘No, Nerio,’ I said. ‘Or I will call you Fiore.’

			Nerio looked at me.

			‘Your Grace, I am a simple soldier, and I wish to fight in a deed of arms at Didymoteichon. I have a contract to support my lord Renerio.’ I smiled and tried to look like a bluff, simple soldier, if such exists. ‘It would be financially ruinous for us to turn back to the ships that brought us, which may already have sailed. May we pay a tax – perhaps to support the cost of watching us? I well know the dangers of soldiers loose in rich lands.’

			Princes love money, because they never have any. It must have cost Despote Matthew a pretty penny to keep a little army in the field, and for me, it seemed that he couldn’t want a fight any more than Prince Francesco. Especially as there were Turks everywhere.

			But he shook his head. ‘Out of the question,’ he said. ‘I will not appear weak. I will allow ten men to go to Didymoteichon, and then only under guard and without arms.’

			Again I spoke, because Francesco was angry and Nerio was indignant. I glanced at both, and in one look knew they would follow my lead.

			‘Well, we’ll see if you feel differently in the morning,’ I said.

			The despote raised an eyebrow. ‘I have not dismissed you,’ he said gently. His men put their hands on their swords.

			I bowed yet again. ‘Your Grace, I am from England, where we prize plain speaking – even from kings.’

			‘Yes,’ the despote said. ‘I know of Englishmen.’

			I nodded. ‘So, my lord, I don’t really need your permission to ride to Didymoteichon.’ I smiled. I tried to sound like Hawkwood. ‘You do not own this ground. You ride armed for fear of the Turks. I can do as I please. And you’d have to come down off your mountain to stop me.’

			The despote turned first white, and then red. His skin was tanned brown, and yet the colour change was plain as plain.

			‘Oh, I see,’ muttered Nerio. ‘This is diplomacy.’

			I shrugged. ‘I am perfectly willing to be reasonable,’ I said. ‘This is strictly business, Your Grace. If you delay me, you cost me money, and I will take action.’

			‘I can put three thousand men in the field to stop you,’ the despote said.

			‘Perhaps you could,’ I agreed. Giannis was a little white around the nostrils as he translated. ‘But wouldn’t it be easier to accept a small tribute from us and let us pass?’

			Francesco bowed. ‘Your Grace, it is nearly night, and we are all hungry and tired. Sir Guglielmo speaks, perhaps, too strongly, but surely none of us want such a solution …’

			‘Go,’ said the despote.

			

			We rode back down the pass, and Nerio turned to me in the ruddy light of the Greek sunset and his smile was not a happy one. ‘Remind me not to use you as a negotiator,’ he said.

			‘This from you?’ I asked. ‘You were about to come it the high and mighty Florentine—’

			‘You told him you’d burn his farmers out!’ Nerio said. ‘I would merely have hinted that I could burn out his farmers. Your way is crass.’

			‘All Englishmen are barbarians,’ I agreed.

			‘He really has no choice but to let us pass,’ the prince said. ‘I have his father’s seal.’ He shrugged. ‘William, if there are four hundred of them, they can’t have all their horses up on that mountain top. I would esteem it a favour if you would ask John to find their horses. It is not an order; you and Nerio have to live with the consequence of what we do here.’

			I called for John, and he came, and when I laid out my request, he shook his head.

			‘Let me do this my way,’ he said. He explained, and Nerio laughed.

			‘Mongol diplomacy,’ he said. Prince Francesco laughed too.

			

			In the morning, we met with the despote in the same place. This time, the prince accompanied us, and six of the prince’s men-at-arms, and John. We also brought water and a small shelter and some stools. The despote dismounted too and joined us in the shade.

			The conversation repeated the pattern of the evening before: etiquette followed by conversation. But the despote didn’t show any sign of changing his mind.

			‘If I let you through this pass,’ he said finally, ‘you are in the heartland of Thrace, and if the good Sir Guglielmo threatens this valley and its farms, imagine what damage he can do to my heartland?’

			He smiled at me. He was a very intelligent man, and he had considered what I had said. Interesting.

			‘My lord,’ the prince said, ‘we will not do you any harm.’

			‘How can I trust you?’ he cried, throwing his hands in the air.

			The prince glanced at John.

			John stepped forward and tossed a twist of indigo blue yarn on the table, and then bowed.

			The despote looked at the yarn.

			One of his guards looked at me. He muttered something in Greek, gave me a hard stare, and many hands flew for hilts. Prince Francesco leaned back and ran his fingers thoughtfully through his beard. ‘We didn’t steal your horse herd last night,’ he said.

			‘What makes you think you could have done such a thing?’ the despote asked.

			John the Kipchak laughed his deep laugh. ‘Lord, every one of your horses has this yarn tied to its tail.’

			‘Christe Pantokrator,’ the despote’s brother swore. He shot to his feet and went out into the beating sun.

			He came back in, shaking his head. He threw a bit of yarn on our little folding table in front of the despote.

			‘It is true,’ he swore, in Greek.

			The Prince of Lesvos smiled very much the way Hawkwood might have.

			And, as it proved, we paid two hundred gold florins as a ‘tax’ to pass, and the despote ‘allowed’ us to ride on. A dozen of his stradiotes shadowed us for the next two days.

			Prince Francesco gave John a belt covered in gold and silver fittings which he still wears.

			And we came, at last, to Didymoteichon.

			

			Didymoteichon means ‘the city with two walls’, and it sits on a steep hill at the juncture of two good rivers. The Kantakouzenoi built, or rebuilt, the fortified town to be their capital, and then they refortified it, making it even stronger, about the time of Crécy. But in the year of Poitiers, the Ottomanids took it without too much trouble, despite all the walls and the garrison. The Turks took Adrianopolis, too – the third city of the empire – the only city in Thrace that had resisted the Slavs, the Bulgars, the Huns, and all the other waves of barbarians that had washed through Greece except Thessaloniki, of which more soon. The Turks called Adrianopolis ‘Edirne’ and made it their capital city in Europe; it still is, to this day. But Didymoteichon was their second city, and it has something wondrous about it. Perhaps it is the height of the acropolis, or citadel, perhaps the strength of the walls, the profusion of Christian churches even now, the beauty of the red-tiled roofs, or the richness of the farms in the well-watered valley. I took one look at it and wondered why we’d wasted our siege engines on Mesembria and Gallipoli when we could have restored this gem to Christendom. It was the second place that I ever saw that I wanted for my own – as good, in its way, as Methymna on Lesvos.
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