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PROLOGUE



Calais, June 1381


Sir William Gold stood in his arming clothes in the common room of the tavern, surrounded by pages, while his noble squire, John de Blake, coached them on the intricacies of Sir William’s beautiful hardened-steel harness. Against the wall that supported the inn’s magnificent mullioned windows stood a row of wicker baskets, each containing pieces of armour polished so brightly that Aemilie, the innkeeper’s daughter, could see her face distorted and reflected a hundred times in a helmet, a cuisse, a vambrace.


She loosed a long sigh.


‘Monsieur is leaving us,’ she said, in a voice that she hoped hid her sadness.


Sir William favoured her with a smile and held out a long arm to have an arm-harness buckled on. His arming coat was covered in a fine silk brocade better than any dress she had, a sharp contrast to the great knight’s arming hose, which were padded and quilted, but had definitely seen better days.


‘Would that I could stay forever, lass,’ he said. ‘But …’


De Blake made a very quiet sigh and took the arm-harness from a page before the boy could maim his master with it. He and Sir William exchanged a look, and the young squire was just pointing the top of the rerebrace to Sir William’s arming doublet, pulling the laces through the maille with care, and he grunted, as he was holding a great deal of Sir William’s weight.


‘Ah,’ Sir William said, looking past de Blake to the stairs that went up to the private rooms. ‘Master Chaucer.’


‘No sauvegardes, then?’ Chaucer said from the base of the stairs to the upper floors.


‘And no likelihood of any,’ Gold said. ‘You have it easy, going to Paris. I have to cross the Channel.’


‘And you’re going to take all of your men out into the pouring rain?’


‘I am, Geoffrey.’ Gold managed half a shrug as his squire began to work on the second arm. ‘I pinned a great many hopes on this voyage to England, but I’ve had disappointments before …’


‘Some angry peasants …’ Chaucer said with a courtier’s smile.


‘I’ve seen a dozen popular risings, from the Jacquerie in France in ’58 to the wool workers in Siena last year. They’re no joke.’ William’s eyes fell on Aemilie. ‘When the workers and the peasants work up to revolt, they are very dangerous.’ He shrugged against the weight of his armour. ‘And they have reason.’


Chaucer sneered. ‘Reason?’ he asked. ‘This from you, William? The noted professional routier?’


Aemilie had been with the two men for days, and she had begun to understand the rhythm of their conversation. Chaucer would provoke and William would retaliate. It was their way.


The other famous gentleman residing at their inn appeared from the stairs.


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘My lord! You are not leaving?’


‘This very hour,’ Sir William said. ‘I have sat long enough, Master Froissart, for all that I enjoy the pleasure of your company.’


‘But …’ The Hainaulter looked at Chaucer. ‘You were going to tell us of Sir John Hawkwood and his wars! And your adventures with the Tartars!’ He paused. ‘And the Great Raid in Tuscany! A great empris.’


Sir William looked at the Hainaulter a little too long, and Aemilie felt the same discomfort she felt when her brother was rude to her friends.


‘I can tell you about Tuscany in a sentence,’ the knight snapped. ‘The companions treated Tuscany as if it was France, and reaped a great many florins. I promise you, Master Froissart, that there were absolutely no deeds of arms.’


Froissart shook his head. ‘But when great knights—’


‘Great knights like money, just like everyone else,’ Chaucer said. For once, he and Sir William were eye to eye, and in agreement.


A very foreign-looking man with a scraggly beard appeared by Sir William’s elbow. The man had hundreds of folds on the skin of his face; indeed, when he smiled, which he did often, his whole face looked as if it was made of old leather. His eyes had a wicked slant, and Aemilie had, at first, thought the man looked like the Devil, but his French was impeccable and he was courteous. It was obvious that Sir William thought highly of him, foreign devil or not.


‘John,’ Sir William said. To Aemilie, he said, ‘John is a Tartar.’


The other man gave a familiar head nod. Then he leant in and spoke into Sir William’s ear, and William’s eyes came up.


‘Master Chaucer?’ he said.


‘William?’ Chaucer answered.


Sir William, halfway into his armour, turned to her. ‘May we have a private space, lass?’


She looked back to the bar for her mother or father, but she was the only authority.


‘Yes,’ she said, with as much cheer as she could manage. She liked the old knight, but she found him … fearsome. ‘Yes, you may have the solar at the head of the stairs.’


Sir William led the way, clacking slightly, and leaving his squire standing by the window with a cuisse in his hands. Froissart was a little annoyed that they didn’t invite him, and he scowled, and she nodded at old Bill, her father’s most reliable server.


‘Hippocras for Master Froissart,’ she said, with her mother’s snap of authority. She made a quarter of a courtesy to the squire, whom she knew to be someone’s son – someone important. ‘May I fetch you anything while Sir William is about his business?’ she asked.


The boy smiled. He was cradling the cuisse like a baby, and he suddenly realised what he was doing, blushed, and put the piece of armour back in the basket. ‘I think John and I would be happy with bread, cheese, and small beer. We have to ride.’


John, the man with the wrinkled face, smiled his devil’s smile, and Aemilie wondered how long you had to stay in the sun and wind to get a face like that.


‘Not riding today,’ he said. ‘I’d bet my bow against your small beer.’


The squire’s eyes widened. ‘But Sir William said …’


John, better known as John the Turk, nodded. ‘God takes a hand.’ He crossed himself, which Aemilie found reassuring.


Froissart put a hand on the foreign man’s shoulder. ‘You say Sir William is not leaving?’ he asked, with hope in his voice.


John the Turk turned, his eyes narrowed, and Froissart hurriedly withdrew his hand.


‘Best ask Sir William,’ John said.


‘But …’ Froissart said.


Providentially, old Bill appeared at Froissart’s elbow with a heavy cup of steaming hippocras. Its aroma of spice and heady wine turned many heads.


John grinned, showing several gaps where teeth were gone. ‘I’d take the same, mademoiselle,’ he said in his excellent French.


She nodded, and motioned to Bill, and hoped her mother would appear. There was a tension she couldn’t trace, and she knew that these men frightened her father. Bill gave her a wink and moved back to the kitchens, and there was a loud crash.


She favoured all the men with another courtesy. ‘I must see to my kitchens.’ She slipped away behind the bar and into the controlled chaos of her inn’s vast kitchens: two great fireplaces, a spit, an open hearth, two enormous tables, and a hundred smells.


A small fortune in copper pots was strewn across the stone floor like looted armour on a stricken field. Blanche, the morning cook, stood with her hands on her hips, glowering at a pair of spit-boys who looked both aggressive and ashamed. Blanche defied her type by being as slim as a reed, as if the vast amount of pastry she consumed didn’t ever reach her body. She had a harsh voice and a strong arm, and she struck one of the spit-boys a ringing blow to his ear.


Aemilie stood perfectly still for a moment, and Blanche looked at her.


‘They were screwing around instead o’ doing their work. An’ this one tipped all the clean coppers—’


‘I didn’t!’ the boy said. ‘Marc did.’


‘I never!’ Marc proclaimed.


Aemilie took a breath. ‘Silence,’ she said.


Everyone froze.


‘We have guests – noble, powerful guests. Men who are used to being served flawlessly in great houses. I will speak to each of you later.’ She took another breath. It was the threat that she and her brother feared most: the threat of ‘later’ punishment.


And it worked. The two boys flushed and stared at the floor; the morning cook straightened her back and met her eye.


‘Sorry, mistress,’ she said.


Aemilie almost let herself feel a glow of satisfaction.


Then she turned on her heel and walked back into the common room, where Sir William was back from the solar, and having his arm-armour taken off.


Despite having an arm on his squire’s shoulder, he managed something very like a bow.


‘If you will have us, we’ll stay another day,’ he said. ‘Perhaps two.’


Chaucer nodded to her. ‘As will I.’


Froissart wriggled with suppressed curiosity, but he didn’t speak. Aemilie felt for him. She made a deep courtesy and then met the wolfish eyes of the knight.


‘Does that mean you will favour us with more stories?’ she asked.


Froissart beamed his thanks.


Sir William glanced at Chaucer. Chaucer grunted. Both men seemed more relaxed.


‘I suppose I can go to Mass in my arming clothes,’ Sir William said. ‘Belt, dagger, no sword.’


His squire put a belt around his hips. Archers were already carrying the armour away. They were in full kit, and some looked sheepish to be armed in her inn’s parlour. But out in the yard, horses were being unsaddled in the light rain. John the Turk was out there, giving orders as if he was a great lord.


‘Gentlemen?’ Sir William asked. ‘Mass?’


Froissart nodded. ‘And perhaps afterwards you will favour us with another tale? The voyage to Trebizond, perhaps?’


Chaucer laughed. ‘Mass, and then one of William’s tales? One implausible story after another. Perhaps we might hear of Prester John after Trebizond …’


Sir William looked at him, mildly enough. Froissart winced at the blasphemy; Aemilie stopped moving.


But Sir William merely took Chaucer’s arm. ‘Come, brother,’ he said. ‘If you have no need for God’s grace, I will take your share.’


Chaucer sighed. ‘No, no, you have the right of it,’ he said, and they trooped out into the light rain.


An hour later they were back, damper but milder, somehow. Froissart had passed from being an outsider to being at the centre of their conversation. He was telling them a tale about a Breton captain, and Sir William nodded while Chaucer made a note on the wax tablet that always hung at his belt.


‘De La Salle?’ he asked.


‘God’s mercy, we faced him in Tuscany a few years back,’ Sir William said.


Just as on the other days, Sir William took a spot near the big hearth, and Chaucer and Froissart sat with him. The other guests and most of Sir William’s men crowded onto benches, squeezed into tables, or stood against the walls.


By then, Aemilie’s mother was back from market, and her father back from taking hard currency to a banker by the walls, and the work of the inn was rolling along, and she could return to her duty as personal servitor to the three famous men. They had a pitcher of small beer on the table, and Sir William had his book of hours open, his rosary lying across his rondel dagger that lay across it, pinning it 
open.


‘You will not favour us with tales of the Great Raid on Tuscany?’ Froissart asked. ‘For my part, I have always wondered if there was policy involved – if Sir John Hawkwood was serving Bernabò Visconti or the Pope in weakening Florence …’


Sir William nodded. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We hadn’t been paid, and as I keep telling you, even a few lances are very expensive to maintain. Five hundred lances? Without a state to support us? It was a terrible time.’ He shrugged. ‘But the raid did depend on the events before it. I saw some of them, and for others … why, I was in Outremer.’


Froissart nodded. ‘But Sir John Hawkwood is surely one of the greatest knights of the age. Tell me more of him.’


Aemilie noted that once again, Chaucer and Gold exchanged a glance, and were in agreement. Froissart ignored them. ‘You served him through every campaign …’


‘Hmm,’ Sir William said. ‘As I say, I wasn’t with him in ’74, when I was in Greece. Now that was a great empris, though I had little idea of it at the time.’


Froissart nodded. ‘But tell me of these exploits …’


Sir William leant back.


Chaucer leant over and spoke softly, but Aemilie heard every word. He said, ‘Was there more to the matter of Prince Lionel?’


Sir William sat back and smiled grimly. ‘And Robert of Geneva. Cardinal Robert.’


‘Pope, now,’ Froissart said.


‘Not to us,’ the two Englishmen said together, and then Sir William said, ‘I will never acknowledge that spawn of Satan as pope. His so-called election was a farce.’


‘Come,’ Froissart said. ‘Spawn of Satan is a trifle—’


‘You weren’t at Cesena,’ Sir William snapped. ‘If you want to hear about the massacre of innocents, forget Limoges. Cesena was … terrible. Shall I tell you about that?’


His eyes were hard, and the other two men sat back.


‘But first,’ he said, relenting, ‘I’ll tell you of two of Sir John’s greatest victories, and our voyage to the Euxine and the Tartars.’





PART I



ATHLETE OF GOD AND FAITHFUL CHRISTIAN KNIGHT


Northern Italy


1372-73


A KNYGHT ther was, and that a worthy man,


That fro the tyme that he first bigan


To riden out, he loved chivalrie,


Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie.


Ful worthy was he in his lordes werre,


And therto hadde he riden, no man ferre …


As wel in Cristendom as in hethenesse,


And evere honoured for his worthynesse(;) …


Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, ‘The General Prologue’





In the spring of the year of Our Lord 1373, it seemed as if the world had been turned upside down, and all the players in the great chess game of Italy had been shaken in a hat and placed on the board in different colours – red was suddenly white, and white red.


If you recall, and I have to look at notes to remember myself, the summer of 1372 had placed Hawkwood, with his company, on the side of Milan against the new pope, Gregory, the eleventh to take that august name on climbing into the seat of Saint Peter, or at least the Avignon substitute. Gregory was an inveterate enemy of the Visconti of Milan, who reciprocated his hatred with their own vipers’ venom. And the war they fought wandered between hot and cold like a sword blade being forged and quenched, forged and quenched. You may recall that I saw the results of Albornoz’s defeat of Hawkwood in ’68, and then later, we stood with Bernabò of Milan against the Pope and the Emperor at Borgoforte. Through all of this, I was serving with Hawkwood, but I was serving my feudal duty for the Count of Savoy, who was, and remains, my feudal lord, despite some bumps and mishaps.


Regardless, we gave good service to Bernabò, and he returned our service with promises and very little gold. And I will probably repeat myself a hundred times on this subject, but it is very expensive to keep a company in Italy, or France, or any other theatre of war. It beggars belief how many iron buckles, leather lace points, feed bags, and scabbard tips a company can use – aye, and lose – in a month.


Listen, friends, because this is the essence of my tale. There are really two kinds of companies, and they are much the same whether they fight for a great lord for feudal duty, for a town for pay, or for themselves as ‘Free Companies’. That’s correct, Master Froissart, and I will insist on this point. Either they have the training and discipline to maintain themselves, with regular food, good forage for horses, new iron buckles for well-worn harness, scabbard tips on scabbards and rust polished off armour … Either they have pride and discipline, or they don’t, and they are a mob of dangerous rogues bent on murder, rape and destruction. It is the great pity of our time that most employers care not a whit which kind they employ, as either will do in many situations. And it is the sin of my life that, having led the first kind of company, I almost let my lances become the second kind, as you shall hear.


And sadly, Master Froissart, it’s all about money. Of course, it’s about chivalry and training, too, but ultimately, if you don’t pay your hired killers, they tend to take what they need, and that way crime and mindless war lie.


So, in the autumn of the year of Our Lord 1372, Sir John Hawkwood, by then one of the most famous captains in Europe, gathered his two hundred unpaid lances and left the armies of Milan, and joined with our army for the winter. I was there ahead of him by arrangement, as you may recall. I even played a small role in getting him to come over to the Pope, although, to be fair, he was inclining that way all summer, even as we won a great victory at Rubiera over Galéotto Malatesta and Niccolò d’Este. A great victory that harmed the Pope and seemed to suggest that victory was in the grasp of Milan.


Right? Everyone caught up? I promise, a cup of wine helps. Italy wasn’t a cesspit like France, but it was complex enough, for all God’s love – and it still is. Consider, gentles … Florence, Milan, Genoa, Rome, Bologna and Naples, every one of them as rich and powerful and populous as London or Paris – more so. Venice and Genoa are richer than England or France. Milan is richer still. The Pope is made of money – imagine having one tenth of all the minted money in all of Christendom. And the smaller cities like Verona, Pisa, Siena … almost as rich as London. So imagine ten Englands and ten Frances packed into a very small area, and you have Italy, with all the money, and all the war.


And in the winter of 1372, we were laying out the board for a fresh round. You’ll remember that in 1368, everyone thought we were headed for the ‘Great War’ of our time – a war that would engulf all the cities in Italy, as well as the continental powers and England. It started … and then fizzled.


Just before Christmas of 1372, the Pope excommunicated all the Visconti. And if you were listening, you know how richly they deserved it, and how happy it made me, and I saw the hand of Isabella of England in it. Daughter of King Edward the Third, sister of the murdered Prince Lionel, Duke of Clarence, wife of Enguerrand de Coucy, reputed Europe’s greatest noble and our commander in the field, Isabella had the political power to attack the Visconti, and thanks to a few of us, she had the proof she needed to know how her brother died. I said all this last night, but I want you to remember, because the ripples of that murder roll on like waves from a storm, to this very day, and because my refusal to forgive the Visconti led … Well, you’ll see.


At any rate, one more time. At Christmas of 1372, we were preparing a great army for the Pope. I was still serving as a feudal lord for Amadeus of Savoy, but my lances were in the pay of the Church now, serving directly with Hawkwood. I had fifty lances of my own. Every lance had a fully armoured man, an armoured squire with most of the harness of a ‘man-at-arms’, an archer or crossbowman, and a page. The core of my people had been with me since Jerusalem – Marc-Antonio, my former squire, Pierre Lapot, a close friend, Etienne l’Angars, my corporal, Gaillard de La Motte, Grice and John Courtney, Father Angelo and a dozen others. I still had some of my veteran archers, too – Ewan the Scot, Gospel Mark, Sam Bibbo, my master archer, and even Witkin, a strange man who had nonetheless become one of my most trusted companions.


And I had relatively new men, too – the Greek archer Lazarus, a Cumbrian veteran named Dick Thorald whom I could barely understand, Greg Fox, a London tailor’s apprentice, and Tom Fenton, once a penniless young man and now a fashionable man-at-arms. I still had Benghi and Clario, the incorrigible Birigucci brothers, and their terrible page Beppo, and a dozen more, including Christopher, my squire and master horse thief, a dark-skinned man who claimed to be from Aethiopia.


And Janet. Lady Janet, Ser Janet – a woman in the world of chivalry. Janet and I had been together as comrades since the days of the ‘White Company’. She liked to fight, and she liked to be a knight, and she was a noblewoman where many of us were the merest routiers. She could do figures and cast accounts, and she kept my lances paid and fed. Which was wonderful, nigh on a miracle, because it’s not my strongest suit, I confess it.


And Pilgrim. He scarcely comes into this story, but he had become my company’s dog, not just mine, and he was gaining weight as fast as he made new friends at camp fires.


And Fiore? You might well ask, as he was close to being the best friend I’d ever had, saving perhaps Richard Musard. But Fiore was back in Udine, a mountain town whose populace was renowned throughout Italy for violence. He’d promised to join me ‘in the spring’ with a few lances of his own, but I hadn’t seen him in months, and had received no word.


Fifty lances! I was just learning how much hay fifty lances could consume – and how much grain, and how much meat, and how much wine. I’d never really had much more than twenty lances, and the potential for profit was magnificent, but the potential for financial ruin was just as great. If you imagine that a lance was paid twenty florins a month – sometimes less and sometimes more – then my fifty lances were due a thousand florins a month, from which they were expected to find their own food and fodder, except that … ahem … it didn’t usually work that way, and we tried at all times to feed ourselves from the enemy. To increase profit, and discomfit the foe. Naturally.


A thousand florins a month was perhaps ten times my monthly income from my estates in Savoy. I did receive occasional incomes from Cyprus and Lesvos, but they were infrequent and didn’t amount to much.


I’m being long-winded, but here’s my point. I had reached a stage of my career as a knight – as a soldier – when I could no longer easily support my own men out of my pocket. Even my beloved Emile would have struggled to pay fifty lances for a whole campaign season.


As a side note, Catherine of Siena, the most blessed woman in Italy and a living saint, often demanded that all of the mercenaries and Companies of Adventure go on crusade. Holy woman that she was, she didn’t understand that such armies would have to be paid for – not so much because of the greed of mercenaries, but because men and horses have to eat.


I’ll be returning to this point many times, because until the Christmas of 1372, my own company had been small, and it had always been paid well by Nerio, and by the Count of Savoy, and protected from starvation by my magnificent wife, who did have the estates required to cover all of their expenses. But she died of the plague in a church in Piedmont, and I left the direct service of Savoy to serve John Hawkwood and the Church. I had more than doubled my numbers – with good men, veterans, carefully chosen with Janet’s help, and Bibbo’s, and l’Angars’s.


So as the Pope’s army gathered around Bologna, my thoughts were increasingly in the account books that Janet carried in her saddle malle. While I took every opportunity to play at lance and sword with my people, I was becoming accustomed to reading numbers and shopping for forage. Because that is the real life of a captain at war – every day, it’s food, forage, shelter.


Bah. You want to hear of battles.


Well. 1373 was a very good year for battles, as you shall hear.


We were on the Pope’s payroll, and we’d been promised double pay for the first two months of our contract. I myself was receiving almost three hundred florins a month as a chief officer under Hawkwood, and we were brigaded with, of all people, Niccolò d’Este, the lord of Ferrara, who had just been our opponent the year before. In fact, we had in the same army – or at least on the same side – Malatesta, Este, Hawkwood, Amadeus of Savoy, his cousin the Count of Turenne (no friend of mine), Otto of Brunswick, and a small host of Gascons under Amanieu de Pomiers. And our commander, Enguerrand de Coucy. I mention the last, because we’d become friends – at least as much as a great noble and a former assistant camp cook can become friends. He kept magnificent state in the camp, and I was welcome at his table, and I often took Janet with me, as she knew everyone in France.


You might have thought we’d be unwelcome with Este and Malatesta, as we’d pinned their ears back at Rubiera the year before, but in fact, there was no such rancour, beyond Malatesta’s slowness in paying his ransom. I’d taken him at Rubiera and sold him to Sir John, who still hadn’t paid me.


Sic transit gloria mundi.


We were under the walls of Bologna in late winter, and Coucy had the most magnificent tent I’ve ever seen – really more like a castle in miniature, with three great pavilions joined by halls of double-walled canvas lined in tapestries and carpeted in Turkish rugs. He had a hanging bucket by his bed for water, and lanterns of brass and bed hangings of velvet, and the prettiest Madonna hanging by his bed. Altichiero had done her, and she was magnificent, and also bore a stunning resemblance to Lady Isabella, the King of England’s daughter and Coucy’s wife.


His pavilions were studded with braziers that were kept lit by a horde of servants and burned incense as well as charcoal. Janet and I spent so much time there because it was warm, in addition to the pleasure of his company.


We were sitting at his long table – I believe we’d all just celebrated the Feast of Epiphany in Bologna. Coucy had the biggest, longest camp table I’ve ever seen, five or six ells long, kept for his ‘peers’, the name he had for his intimate friends. This was a man who had friends – his social skills were on a par with his military prowess. He had friends who were brilliant knights, and friends who were poets, and friends who were simply travelling. Janet and I were lucky to be admitted among them. It was at that table that I met Altichiero, the Veronese artist. I’ve been told that Boccaccio sat there glowering one night, sad and ruffled, like an old hawk, because he was on his way home from Petrarca’s funeral.


And Hawkwood. As was the way in those days, Coucy, as one of Europe’s greatest noblemen, was the commander of the papal armies of Lombardy. The Green Count, my sometime feudal sovereign, was away in the north, fighting the Visconti from his own lands, but Hawkwood might have resented Coucy getting the command, as he was older, and at that point he was at the height of his military powers. But the Pope liked aristocrats, and felt that mercenaries were untrustworthy, which was, I suppose, both naive and foolish. But in 1372, no one appointed a mercenary as commander, although all that was to change.


Coucy had the good grace to make light of it, and to consult Hawkwood on almost every issue – and not just Hawkwood, but Malatesta and Este and others. He had the gift of making every man feel singled out, included, consulted. In many ways he was the antithesis of my Count of Savoy – where Amadeus pronounced, Coucy enquired.


Let me add that both leadership styles appealed to me – they both work. One might even argue that the Green Count consulted in private and pronounced in public, where Coucy consulted in public and pronounced in private … a mere matter of style.


But, as usual, I digress. It was early January. The Magi had found the Christ child, and we’d all exchanged gifts. Janet and I were still on edge with each other, tempted by carnality and fully aware what the costs would be. Otherwise, my life was as happy as it could be with Emile gone. Janet and I were seated, as I say, at Coucy’s long table, and it was warm. My Turkish kaftan lined in wolf fur was hanging off my shoulders, and I was playing with Charny’s dagger, when Hawkwood leant over the table. We’d recently been joined by an exile from Piacenza, Dondazio Malvicini Fontana, who was to ride with Hawkwood. He was a little too angry for my taste, but I barely knew him, and he’d begun to harangue us all in his enthusiasm for what he called the ‘liberation of Piacenza’, and my attention wandered as I thought about things. Mortality. My dead wife. My children, growing up without me. My son by Emile, being raised in Savoy. I needed to … to …


‘Gold, are you asleep?’ Hawkwood snapped at me.


Coucy smiled.


I could hardly say, ‘I was thinking about my dead wife and my failings as a parent,’ so instead I apologised.


‘I was just saying that I thought we should make a run at the Via Emilia, and Sir John …’ Coucy waved at Fontana.


‘You came down the Via Emilia in summer, young William. What do you say?’ Sir John asked.


I had a glass of very good wine. It was a beautiful glass that came in a fine leather case, and had been my Christmas gift from Janet. It was a pleasure just to hold it. I looked at Fontana, and then at Sir John.


‘If we sent an advance guard to seize the bridges,’ I said, ‘I think we could move quite rapidly.’


‘Just so,’ Coucy said. ‘You can repeat all your exploits of summer, but going in the opposite direction.’


Malatesta, who was present, roared a laugh. He was easy to like, for a big bruiser of an Italian knight.


‘For my part …’ Sir John said carefully. He looked around, to see if all these great nobles were listening. It was fascinating to see Sir John hesitant. I was used to him being unafraid of anything, but he genuinely seemed to desire Coucy’s good opinion – perhaps because he was King Edward’s son-in-law, or perhaps merely because Sir John was a little in awe of his rank and repute. ‘For my part,’ he said again, ‘I worry that as we move on Visconti lands, they will come at us.’


‘Surely they will face us in Lombardy,’ Coucy said.


‘The Visconti have very little chivalry to begin with, and it’s spread thinner when they’re losing, like too little butter on too much bread,’ Sir John said. ‘I think you’ll find they’ll ignore us and raid the Pope’s lands, rather than facing us in the field.’


Malatesta shrugged. ‘It may be as you say,’ he said, indicating how little he cared for the peasants and merchants of Papal Lombardy.


Este made a face. ‘You think that if we march to the gates of Piacenza, Bernabò will simply ignore us?’ he asked.


Sir John smiled his fox’s smile. ‘Do we have a siege train? And the men to take Piacenza?’


Coucy remained silent, but at this sally his eyebrows shot up.


‘What do you mean?’ he asked.


I thought Fontana was going to explode. ‘The city will fall into our hands like a ripe plum as soon as we approach,’ he said.


Coucy’s look was perfectly bland, but I knew the man well enough to know that he didn’t believe this any more than Sir John.


Sir John looked at me. I thought he deserved some support.


‘My lords,’ I said, ‘I am the least commander here, but as a swordsman I know that if my point does not truly threaten my opponent, he can ignore my blow and work his own will. I think Sir John merely says that if we lack the means to really hurt the Visconti, they are free to ignore us. I can say from experience that outside their personal fiefs, they care very little what happens to their subjects.’


Malatesta winced.


Este shrugged. ‘Who cares?’ he asked. ‘I mean, does the Pope really expect us to destroy the Visconti?’


Silence greeted this sally, as Este had committed the social sin of speaking a truth we all understood but none of us was supposed to say aloud. The war was devastating the peasants of one of the richest places in the world, but the two contestants, the Pope and the Visconti, were almost impossible to injure, and that meant the war was being fought by proxies like us, with money. The peasants were doing all the bleeding.


Ugly. I saw it quite clearly, and it made something go hollow in the pit of my stomach.


Janet laughed. ‘Why bother?’ she said. ‘I mean, we could simply sit here, and let them sit there. Everyone would be happier.’


Coucy smiled at her. ‘You always were a clever one,’ he said.


She shook her head. ‘The most expensive war in my generation, and what have we accomplished?’


‘A little too honest,’ snapped Sir John, as we rose to leave. ‘Janet, these are great lords …’


‘Yes, John,’ she said. ‘I grew up with them.’ Unlike you, she left unspoken.


Two days later, Hawkwood led us – by which I mean all the English and some of the Italians – out of comfortable winter quarters, and we marched west, on the Via Emilia. It was like a re-creation of the year before, except that this time we were the papal forces, and we had all the major towns – Modena, Reggio Emilia, Parma. Bernabò’s forces were nothing to sneer at, as he had most of the good German captains, but they retired steadily as we moved along the road, our horses’ hooves ringing on the frozen ground like an armourer’s hammer on the anvil. At first we had food everywhere, because Bernabò’s men had made themselves thoroughly disagreeable all winter. While Bernabò was personally a beast, I suspect the Germans behaved badly because they hadn’t been paid.


If raiding peasants reminded me a little too much of France in the fifties, and made my stomach feel empty, unpaid bills left much the same feeling. It was Saint Crispin’s day, according to the mark in my book, and we’d just missed another pay day. That is, Sir John hadn’t been paid, so that I hadn’t been paid. I arranged with my bankers and Janet’s good offices to pay everyone else in my fifty lances, and I did so in Castelfranco, on the road to Modena, because my little company was being sent to grab the bridges. I took a risk and moved my money there to pay everyone, away from Sir John’s much larger company. Sir John had been joined by one hundred lances under Sir John Thornbury, a solid man with an excellent reputation, and Sir John, through his various contractors like me and Thornbury, had almost six hundred lances – two thousand mounted fighting men of his own. By contrast, Coucy had a few more than three hundred lances.


I’m leaving my road again, but all this matters, because I was paying my people from my own estates in Savoy so that they weren’t tempted to rape, murder and rob. Sir John affected not to care for such niceties, but I noticed that he happily used my troops for his advance guard. And the point is that I paid out a little more than fifteen hundred ducats in gold. That’s about a year’s income from my estates, or one sixth of my worldly goods in 1373, to pay my lances for one month. Just one.


However, we left Castelfranco with the whole company, from Witkin to Janet to Christopher, by my side. We were in fine fettle, with good plumes in our helmets and big new wool cloaks over our bright armour. Lombardy isn’t big on snow, but it is cold enough, by the Virgin. And as we rode out, I had a happy meeting, because there was my friend Sister Marie on a mule, with a dozen churchmen around her and an escort of Papal men-at-arms, all of them moving to protect their charges with drawn swords from my compagnia. We were, after all, the notorious ‘English’.


But Sister Marie called out, ‘I know these men,’ and Father Angelo rode forward from our ranks with his rosary wrapped around his hand.


We shocked the priests and monks with a hug.


‘Where are you bound?’ I asked.


She nodded. ‘I’m joining these worthy men to examine an early gospel,’ she said with a brittle smile.


‘Sister Marie’s Latin is surprisingly good for a woman,’ a Benedictine said. From his tone of voice, you might have thought he meant a compliment.


A Dominican friar in a spotless white robe merely glared. ‘Son of Belial,’ he spat at me. ‘Get out of the road.’


Ah, the Church does excel at making itself loved. All those servants of the gentle Jesu.


‘Are you going west?’ I asked.


‘To the monastery of San Raimondo in Piacenza,’ she said.


‘You’re riding into a war,’ I said.


The bishop, who I had taken for a captain of men-at-arms, pushed his horse through the press.


‘Who are you, and by what right do you delay us?’ he snapped in aristocratic Roman-Italian.


I bowed. ‘I am sorry to delay you,’ I said. ‘This esteemed sister and I made the Camino di Santiago together.’


By then, Sister Marie was embracing Lapot, and I had spotted Michael des Roches, attired in a severe brown cote. I went forward to clasp his hand, but the bishop grabbed my arm.


‘I find you shockingly rude,’ he said.


I turned, brushed his hand off my arm, noting that he had rings over his gloves. I thought of many things to say and do, but I suspected that Sister Marie would be made to pay for any display of temper.


‘I’m sorry, my lord, but these are dear friends. We will clear your way in moments.’ I smiled, kept my hand from my sword hilt, and turned my horse.


But the bishop insisted that his party ride on, and he was loud and angry and got his way. The religious troop vanished up the road to Crevalcore, and we turned due west towards Modena. Sister Marie rode past me. Her extended arm blessed me, and I was pleased to see that she had a sword strapped to her mule’s saddle under her thigh.


‘I have someone for you to meet!’ she called out.


The bishop glared at her, and Michael des Roches smiled. I remembered that smile from great days and great conversations – a smile that announced that the scholar had something interesting to say.


I saluted him, and we rode on.


We rolled west, with our prickers out ahead, covering the miles. I had a dozen guides, all kept separated and all reporting to Sam Bibbo and Lapot, and flankers out as far as the villages to east and west, watching the cart-roads and the lanes. Lapot took a dozen archers, a few old routiers like himself, and my squire Christopher and rode well ahead. We’d find his people left as guides for us, or we’d glimpse them on a hilltop to the north, but that was seldom. Usually we just knew they were ‘out there’.


Modena, Reggio Emilia, and right to the walls of Parma.


Outside Parma, my people made camp on the west side of a big ditch – whether a stream or an old irrigation ditch, I don’t know. Janet proceeded to set up a market to purchase grain and fodder, which was our method of gathering information, and also keeping supplied. The local peasants had borne the brunt of the war, as armies slogged up and down the Via Emilia, and they were shy of coming into our camp until guarantees were made, a process in which Father Angelo played a role. He had declined to return to being a minor priest in Verona, especially as his family were on the outside of the local politics, and he had in effect adopted Sir John’s entire army as his ‘parish’.


All this to explain that it was evening and my people didn’t have fodder for their horses yet. I walked into the ‘market’ to find out what was holding up the feeding of horses and cooking of soldiers’ food, to find some very angry peasants haranguing Father Angelo and Janet.


I was in my usual evening campaign attire – an ancient wool gown that couldn’t even remember better days, arming hose so worn that they were more stuffing than quilting, and shoes so light they were like slippers. After a day in armour, I just wanted to be light as air – ageing, I suppose.


Regardless, I slipped in with the farmers unnoticed.


‘Maybe if we didn’t feed the bastards they wouldn’t come back,’ a young, angry man said.


‘Ye’re daft as a newt,’ said an older man. ‘If’n we don’t come sell ’em our grain, they just come an’ take it, like.’


A dozen mounted archers sat on their horses at the back of the queue of wagons – and explained the surliness. I pushed through to the table where Janet sat with our notary.


‘Trouble?’ I asked.


She looked up. ‘They really don’t want to sell us grain,’ she said. ‘Bad harvest, and last year’s campaign stripped a lot of these farms.’


One of our new Italian knights was a cousin of Father Angelo – Giorgio Cavalli. He was young and a ‘true believer’, by which I mean he was a political adherent of the Pope and hated the Milanese. Ser Giorgio was standing armed behind Janet, and he heard the bickering of the farmers.


‘We are soldiers of His Holiness the Pope!’ he roared. ‘We are come to protect you from the Viper of Milan!’


He was met with the sort of stony silence usually reserved, among farmers, for tax collectors.


‘Are you fools? Can’t you raise your noses above your dung heaps to see that—’


Father Angelo rose from the table and clapped a hand over his cousin’s mouth.


‘They are angry enough already,’ he spat.


The older man who’d spoken out in favour of selling us grain now looked at me. ‘You’re all the fuckin’ same to us,’ he said. ‘Bandits with armour.’


Stung, I pointed at Janet’s table and the piles of silver coin – my silver coin, let me add – waiting to pay for the forage and grain.


‘We pay for what we take,’ I said.


‘Aye, at Bologna market prices. And if this empties my barn, where do I get more?’ the man asked. ‘Four fewkin’ years o’ war, mate. Four years you’ve cleared me out. My woman an’ I ate onions last winter. Fuck you, and fuck the Pope. And the Vipers. Hope you all burn in Hell for eternity.’


I was rocked back as if he’d hit me. For a moment, all I could think of was the nuns screaming at us in France, a long time ago – a moment that is still with me, by the saints. I was, by 1373, a knight of some renown – a man who’d made pilgrimages and a crusade, fought in tournaments, fought under the eyes of my prince. I was no longer a routier, a brigand.


Was I?


It hurt, and troubled my sleep, as well. But in the end, they sold us their grain. The next day we were moving before dawn, heading south around Parma and looking to seize the bridges over the Taro.


Somewhere to the east in the dawn, a German captain was determined to stop me. But he’d never fought the Turks, and his pickets weren’t aggressive, and before the winter fog burned off, I knew from Christopher that the southernmost of the three bridges was the lightest held. He had two dozen barbutes, or German lances, holding the southern bridge. A pair of low-born pickets shivered in the winter mist, and the rest were mounted in front of the bridge.


Sam Bibbo rode up with forty of my archers, dismounted, and cleared them in a minute. He didn’t kill a man, although there were two dead horses on the bridge, but the Germans ran. Mercenaries can’t afford to lose horses.


The second they turned their backs, we were moving across, spreading north, cutting the little garrisons at the other two bridges off from their main body. We took four ransoms, let a couple of penniless squires go after we took their horses, and watched the rest of the Germans ride away north. I agree, it wasn’t exactly Poitiers or Brignais, but it was very satisfying to take all three bridges in an hour with no loss whatsoever. I later learnt that the German captain had two hundred lances to my fifty.


Greg Fox had taken one of the German men-at-arms, who proved to be a knight, and a valuable one at that. In less than a week, before Hawkwood and Fontana had even caught up with us, a Genoese banker had arrived, negotiated the ransom with our notary, and handed Fox a signed and sealed contract for payment of a ransom. It was more money than my former tailor’s apprentice had ever had in his life, and I stopped at his wattle and daub hut to congratulate him. He was drinking with the other archers, and his eyes were fairly glowing from the wine, but he shook my hand.


‘Are you going home to England with your winnings?’ I asked.


Sam Bibbo put an arm around him. ‘Never in life, Sir William. He’s going to buy himsel’ a nice harness and ride with ye as a gentleman.’


Greg flushed, but nodded. ‘An’ so I am, if you’ll have me,’ he said.


I clapped him on the back and then looked over the archers. ‘At this rate I’ll have no archers,’ I said.


‘Aye, well,’ Bibbo said, ‘we can always send for more lads from home who want to get rich.’


It was a raucous evening, and a pleasant one – success has a good taste. But when I left, Janet left with me, and she walked with me as far as my pavilion, which, I was pleased to note, had a brazier lit inside. In the orange light of the burning charcoal, I could see the demonic face of Beppo, page to the Birigucci brothers.


‘Thanks for keeping the tent warm,’ I said.


Beppo laughed. ‘Mostly Beppo was keeping Beppo warm,’ he said.


Janet leant down and warmed her hands at the brazier. In the archers’ hut, the close press of a dozen or more men and women kept it all comfortable, but in my pretty canvas pavilion, one brazier barely took the sting out of the air.


Janet smiled at me across the brazier. ‘Fox gets rich off one ransom,’ she said. ‘But the farmers here are losing everything.’


I had seen how many farms on the western side of the Taro were empty. I knew that the thatched roof on the archers’ hasty long hut had been lifted entire from an empty farmhouse.


Beppo grunted.


‘What, Beppo?’ I asked.


He had become one of the most important men in my little command – he seemed to know everyone, and he must have ridden on every road in Italy.


‘North of here, it’s worse,’ he said. ‘Around Cremona, babies starve. Beppo sees.’


‘And for what?’ Janet asked.


She wasn’t bitter – surprisingly, her love of knighthood had endured past her own experiences of hell. Her question was like one of Fiore’s. Come to think of it, the two of them had a great deal in common, and he did love her for years. To no avail, as you will have heard.


I shook my head. ‘I’m not sure any more.’


Beppo grunted again. ‘Men say Beppo looks like Satan,’ he said. ‘Beppo say many men act like fucking Satan and look very nice.’ He pointed with his chin towards distant Pavia. ‘The Visconti are much worse than the Pope,’ he said. And shrugged. ‘And yet …’


Janet smiled at him. ‘And yet, on the ground, there’s not much to tell the difference between them.’


‘Beppo wants a sausage,’ the man said suddenly.


‘Are you going to grill it here?’ I asked.


‘Eh, Capo, I built the fire.’


‘Fair enough,’ I agreed. ‘So yes.’


Janet waved, indicating that she, too, wanted a sausage.


Beppo ducked out through the tent’s door, and a rush of icy air reminded me of how much more pleasant it was inside my pavilion.


‘A lady wishes she thought it was a good idea to share a nice warm bed with a gentleman,’ Janet said. She shrugged. ‘But the lady thinks that it is a terrible idea.’


I nodded mutely, unable to say anything. But when the silence stretched too long, I said, ‘Perhaps the lady has spent too much time with Beppo if she refers to herself constantly as an absent person.’


She smiled a twisted smile. ‘You are a good man, Guillaume d’Oro,’ she said.


Well. Not really. But it’s nice to be told so. Then Christopher came in and set about some housekeeping, and I offered him a cup of wine and a sausage.


We all ate our sausages, hot, and so warmed, went to our separate beds.


I waited a few days for Sir John to catch up. He certainly didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get to Piacenza, and so I dawdled, keeping a screen of archers on good ponies watching the flat plains to the north, but the weather closed in, and we were happy for a snug camp and a few stolen roofs. When I knew that Hawkwood was at Cella, west of Reggio Emilia, I moved further west, although I was cautious now, because we were – at least technically – in enemy territory. I moved up to Fidenza, a fortified village about four miles from Parma to the west, and halted, reaching out with my mounted archers and Lapot’s routiers to the north and west, looking for Bernabò’s army. I didn’t want to be cut off, most especially as the Visconti had every reason to deal harshly with me if they caught me. The mountains rose to the south, beautiful when we could see them, but the weather kept coming from the north, and all of us were riding around with our new cloaks on and our hoods up. I promise you that a thick woollen hood over a basinet, even with the visor up, is not a good way to hear anything. We were scouting our bank of the Arda, by which I mean that Courtney and Grice and the Biriguccis were scouting the banks of the Arda, with Beppo pretending he wasn’t in command, when they picked up a pair of German knights. The Germans were, apparently, just too miserable in the freezing rain to notice the four armed men on the road.


About the time this was happening near Casa Nuova, I was riding along a mud track in the foothills of the mountains, using a bad guide to try and find out whether the local castle had a garrison. I fully confess that I was riding along with my head down, the rain coming in torrents, and a rivulet of ice running down my back, when my riding horse, a four-year-old Arab mare named Giulia, started, bounced, and tossed her head.


I looked up to find that I was in the midst of several hundred soaking wet Milanese provisionati, a sort of superior paid militia.


I had ridden right in among them with Sam Bibbo and Janet and l’Angars. He was carrying our banner, which was, thanks be to God, in a leather case. With about a hundred years of making war among us, you’d think we’d have been awake to the threat, but we were not.


And neither were the Milanese.


‘Hey!’ bellowed a sergeant.


I had all but ridden him down, and Giulia, who really didn’t like people, was moving under me and threatening every man within fifty paces with her hooves.


I knew them at a glance – good maille coats and textile armour, some pavises, and a lot of crossbows, expensive ones well cared for, trussed up in oiled leather.


‘What in the name of Satan’s fallen angels are you doing on this road!’ I snapped.


The sergeant looked abashed. He looked over his shoulder for support, and there, under a broad kettle hat, was an officer – I could tell from the coat-of-arms on his surcoat. But the man was four files away, and not inclined to get involved.


‘Aren’t you supposed to be on the Via Emilia?’ I asked.


‘No, my lord!’ said the sergeant. ‘We’re to garrison Castell’Arquato!’


I brushed my hood back so that they could all see my beautiful, expensive armet. I pointed towards distant Piacenza.


‘Who in the name of Hell told you to garrison Castell’Arquato?’ I asked.


It was a bold move, I confess, but I was surrounded, and cutting my way out was very unlikely. Italian militia are tough as nails.


A gout of rain fell, so heavy that it was as if we’d been thrown in the river. It passed.


By then the local knight had burrowed through his spearmen to my stirrup.


‘My lord, we were ordered out by one of the German captains,’ he said.


‘Messire Bamgaudio,’ said the sergeant.


‘Hans Baumgarten?’ I asked.


‘The very man,’ the captain said.


‘He was wrong,’ I replied. ‘Castell’Arquato has a garrison. I have just seen to it.’


‘Fuck me,’ the sergeant said with real disgust.


‘Amen,’ the knight said. They clearly got along.


And like good soldiers, they turned about by files, quite correctly, and squelched off back down the road to Piacenza, just a few miles away.


Someone was going to be angry.


Behind me, Bibbo snorted.


I turned. ‘We’ll try for Castell’Arquato,’ I said. ‘Bibbo, find us a peasant to get us there. Janet … No.’ Suddenly I had the glimmerings of a plan. ‘L’Angars, take your squire, ride for our camp, and get me the quarter guard. At least twenty men. We’ll be holding the gatehouse, I hope.’


About an hour later, a noble Italian lady and her bedraggled escort demanded admission to the locked gates of Castell’Arquato. It’s an old Roman military town perched on a rock above the river Arda, and it had a brand-new gatehouse just completed by the Visconti.


But no garrison.


The town probably had a militia, but they didn’t love the Milanese despots enough to turn out in the rain, and so the gatekeeper, a man whose nose betrayed a love of the grape, opened the sally-door and let Janet in.


There’s no story to tell. We took the gatehouse without loss to anyone. Best of all, in the pouring rain, we were dry, and no one in the town knew we had the gatehouse. When l’Angars came with twenty men, we held the gatehouse, and an hour later, without a single drop of blood being shed, we had the whole castle. The Comini family, the local stewards for the Visconti, were caught completely unprepared. I locked them in a tower and ordered them fed.


I now had one of the strongest castles in the region and the bridges over the Arda. I confess it, I felt like a hero, except for the part of me that felt like a fool for almost getting captured by the militia.


I sent for Sir John and moved my company south into the castle. It was a tight fit for two hundred men and a few dozen women, but it was dry and the granary was full. We filled the town with our horses. Four hundred horses eat a great deal of grain and take up a lot of room, but I negotiated with the podestà and the town’s council and got them to feed our horses – and us – in lieu of ransoming the town.


It was like France. And I knew what to do once I had a strong place like this. I put my people back out onto the roads, despite the weather, and pushed my luck a little harder, trying to find bridges over the Chero and the Nure.


Unfortunately, we’d provoked Baumgarten. Someone had described me too well, from my encounter with the militia. After three days of patrolling the countryside below the mountains, Beppo and Lapot and Christopher all reported that there were a thousand men marching along the edge of the mountains, and they were coming to take our castle.


‘Artillery?’ I asked. ‘Big wagons?’


Beppo smiled. ‘Many good knights,’ he said. ‘And very few working men.’


Baumgarten arrived before Castell’Arquato just before the end of the week. His siege, if I may call it that, lasted about three days and we were never close invested. Clario Birigucci rode out and jousted with a German knight on the Ponte d’Arda. The next day, it was Grice, of all men – a veteran routier playing knight errant, although I suppose the same could be said of me.


Baumgarten came in person the third day to summon me to surrender.


I didn’t laugh. I’d served under him and fought him in a tournament. I thought highly of him as a commander and as a knight. I bowed.


‘I must decline to surrender such a strong town,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘You are still wearing the Emperor’s sword,’ he said. ‘May I see it?’


I handed it over, and he looked at it. ‘You earned it,’ he said, and smiled. ‘This whole war is a piece of crap,’ he added. ‘My men are wet and cold and I haven’t been paid in six months.’


‘I’m with you on not getting paid,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘If my employer was worth a fart, I’d be here with an artillery train, or I’d bring a thousand ducats and buy you out,’ he said. He shook his head. ‘I’ll summon you again tomorrow, and then we play for keeps. I don’t think of you as a man who responds to threats, but I have to take this town.’


I understood. ‘I hear you,’ I said. ‘But I think you’ll find that Sir John Hawkwood is closer than you think.


Now, I said this as a piece of bluster, because I knew that when the town’s food ran out, I was doomed. Two hundred men is too many in a castle that size. You feel impregnable right up until you eat your horses.


And he took it as the gasconade that I meant it to be, smiled, and nodded. ‘Of course, Sir William,’ he said.


Except that there were no jousts on the bridge the next day, because he was gone. And by mid-morning, I was pouring a cup of mulled wine for a very wet Sir John Thornbury.


He looked around. ‘Damn me,’ he said. ‘Well done, Sir William. And you’re dry, at least.’ He shivered. ‘It’s colder than the Devil’s teats out there.’ He drank off half his steaming mug of wine and sat back. ‘Sir John begs that you’ll slow down,’ he said, and laughed.


‘Slow down?’ I asked. ‘If Baumgarten is in retreat, today’s the day to grab the bridges over the Nure.’


Thornbury sat back, tilted his chair against the wall, and put his booted feet up on the table. ‘Ahh,’ he said as the weight of his breastplate came off his back. I knew the feeling. ‘Sir William, I mean no disrespect, but you are taking this campaign a little too seriously. Piacenza will still be there in a week or two …’


I took it ill, but I knew it wasn’t Thornbury’s fault.


‘We have them now,’ I said. ‘Sir John can go right up to the gates of Piacenza! If we take it, we can change the war.’


Thornbury was a handsome man, older than me, with grey at his temples, a good harness and fine manners. He was a real knight – that is, well-born, and only a mercenary by profession, if you like.


‘May I trouble you for another cup of this excellent wine?’ he asked, and I sent one of the castles servants for more. I needed a new squire, since Marc-Antonio was now a knight, but I hadn’t appointed one yet.


When we were alone, Thornbury smiled a cynical smile. ‘I agree that we could swoop down on Piacenza,’ he said. ‘But I promise you on my hope of Heaven that we won’t.’


I disliked this talk. ‘You aren’t saying that Sir John won’t prosecute the campaign?’ I asked.


Thornbury gave a sniff that reminded me of my grandmother, and of Sister Marie.


‘Never,’ he said. And that smile again. ‘And yet,’ he went on, ‘let’s be honest, shall we? Sir John hasn’t been paid by the Pope, who ordered us out on a winter campaign without sending a florin.’


‘Ah,’ I said.


Thornbury nodded. ‘I think you’ve set a good standard here, Sir William. I’ll wager there are a dozen strategic castles around Piacenza, and every one of us can grab one. The Visconti will buy them back when the war is over—’


‘When the war is over?’ I asked.


Thornbury shrugged. ‘That’s what I hear. And there’s a rumour that Lancaster is reopening the war in France.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘In which case, I’ve come to the wrong war.’


He finished his wine and I let him go.


As it proved, Piacenza did revolt. Clerics preached rebellion and the factions responded.


We didn’t take the city. We did get a lot of support in the countryside, and John Thornbury took a pair of castles, and Ugolino da Savignano took another. Da Savignano was a local noble from a family of Guelphs, generations of supporters of the Pope. He knew the local farmers and the castles, and he and Hawkwood moved easily around Piacenza. Fontana complained constantly, mostly, I think, to cover his disappointment that we weren’t seizing one of the biggest cities in the area, and he belittled our efforts every day.


From his point of view, our taking private castles and small Visconti holdings was a waste of time. From Sir John’s point of view, taking Piacenza for the Pope while unpaid was a bad signal to give an employer.


I still had a great deal to learn about making war.


On the other hand, when we had secured a good base in the area, I was sent north and west to look at Pavia. Baumgarten had withdrawn from Piacenza, leaving a garrison, and I followed him up the Via Emilia. Piacenza to Pavia is no more than twenty miles, and I’d been there the year before. Beppo was handy, and so was da Savignano, but I knew the terrain well enough. And the savage rains of January had tailed off into a sort of pre-spring quagmire, unkind to horses but not so bad for scouting.


We didn’t hold the Piacenza bridge over the Po, and the Po in winter is a torrent. Fording is out of the question, and wooden bridges wash away, so I roamed the south bank looking for options. At Speza, Marc-Antonio found a miracle – a stone span two horsemen wide, unguarded. He couldn’t believe it, and when I rode up hours later I couldn’t believe it either. There are perhaps six bridges over the Po all year round, and here was one sitting unguarded on a major road to Pavia.


In an afternoon, we were into the heartland of the Visconti. I took twenty lances right up to the suburbs and captured a Hungarian knight who was too slow leaving his mistress.


He had quite a tale to tell, but I didn’t hear it right away. Instead, we spread out, grabbing a merchant’s wagon full of gold, a dozen haywains for our horses, and so on. We were in the Visconti heartland – war had never come here. And we were within our ‘rights’ to take whatever we wanted.


I remember that I was sitting on a tired Percival, watching archers and pages methodically stripping a giant stone barn under Janet’s watchful eye, and I was fiddling with my visor. My new helmet, not really so new any more but which was still the best helmet I’d ever owned, had a visor that usually stayed up when I raised it, but in the rain and cold, something had slipped. I invite you to try holding your visor open while your restless warhorse moves between your legs.


Regardless, I was thinking of how very rich these people were, and of the poor farmers east of Parma, who’d had years of our depredations.


Janet looked at me. ‘Did the illustrious Fontana find you?’ she asked.


I banished my dark thoughts. ‘No,’ I admitted.


She nodded. ‘Good. He’s fit to explode. He claims Sir John and Malatesta are deliberately letting his people die in Piacenza.’


‘That’s foolishness,’ I snapped.


I heard it every time I went near the command tents – Este and Malatesta and Hawkwood refusing to take us against the walls of Piacenza, and Fontana claiming that his uprising had already begun, and we were missing our opportunity.


Janet raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.


‘I need a good groom,’ I said.


‘I can probably find one for you,’ she said with a smile. ‘You need a squire who isn’t a light horseman, too. Who helped you arm this morning?’


It was true – Christopher, a veteran cattle and horse thief, was much in demand for patrols and scouts, and was almost never by my side. He had quickly grown into an important man, and both Bibbo and Lapot liked to work with him.


‘You should let Christopher go,’ she said. ‘Make him a master archer or something.’


‘I’ll speak to Bibbo,’ I said. And I meant it. She was, as usual, correct.


For the first few days, I had kept my troops to seizing food. This wasn’t the Via Emilia – no one here was going to starve. I’d never seen so many hams hanging in smokehouses in all my life.


Next day, south of me, Thornbury grabbed a castle in the hills south of the Po. Then, by luck – and skill – Lapot took an old fortified manse just north of the city by assault. I took my little command group, which by then was Marc-Antonio, l’Angars, Janet, and our armed squires and archers, and rose over to see ‘our’ new tower.


It was bigger than I’d imagined. And very defensible. I moved five lances into it, ate a good meal, and rode back south with Lapot’s scouts, my own people, and Beppo. Darkness was falling over the deep mud of the fields, and it smelt like England – manure and fallen oak leaves and snow on the way.


Beppo pointed towards Pavia. ‘There’s not a soldier on the walls, but militia,’ he said. ‘No one was out in the fields today. Beppo thinks that Bernabò has stolen a march on you.’


I remember reining in and looking back, as if I could see through the walls of Pavia. I looked at Lapot.


As you may recall, he’s not a man much given to speech. He shrugged. ‘Sure,’ he admitted after a moment. ‘No one has opposed us for days,’ he added – quite a long speech for Lapot.


‘Jesu Domini,’ I muttered, or maybe something more blasphemous. It’s bad, when you are a commander, to learn something important after darkness falls, as there will follow hours of indecision.


And I was very tempted to say something bitter to Lapot, one of my best and most trusted officers. He’d had no opposition in days? That might have been nice to know.


And that put me in mind of my Hungarian prisoner, who’d never been questioned. So when we got back to camp, I sent for him, offered him wine, and asked him a dozen questions. And he freely admitted that Baumgarten was … gone.


They were all gone, because Bernabò had pulled his forces together and marched on Bologna – just as Sir John had predicted.


I sent him to Sir John with my compliments and a précis of Lapot’s scout. An hour later, Sir John sent a herald for me, and I rode over to their camp in my bad gown and worn hose. I really needed a new arming coat, new fighting hose, new shirts, braes … No one is supposed to fight in the winter. I needed a city, or a big camp with women who sewed.


Hawkwood had Este and Malatesta and da Savignano and Fontana, all in his pavilion.


‘William,’ he said frostily.


I bowed.


‘I think the Pope might have preferred if we’d known this yesterday,’ Sir John said. ‘Or the day before. How long have you known? You took this bastard two days ago!’


I hadn’t expected to be chided, and my first reaction was anger, but I’d had several pilgrimages to work on my tendency to anger, although I flushed. I still remember Hawkwood’s voice, and my annoyance as the blood heated my face. Despite that, I bowed.


‘My apologies, my lords. I was not certain of the matter until this evening.’


Note to future commanders – it’s worthless to blame Lapot. He can’t defend himself, and anyway, most of these men didn’t even know him. And I was his commander.


Malatesta threw his hands in the air. ‘So Bernabò marched two, mayhap even three days ago!’


I thought Fontana was going to erupt like the ancient volcanoes. ‘My people in Piacenza are dying!’ he said. He hissed it more than shouted it, like a pot on the boil.


‘Leave garrisons in your castles,’ Hawkwood said, looking at Este, who nodded. ‘We’ll be back. But we need to head towards Bologna. Bernabò will have moved … what, towards Reggio Emilia?’


I tried to hide my annoyance. ‘I can send for my itineraries,’ I said.


Sir John knew perfectly well I had four different northern Italian pilgrim itineraries, copied out myself. They described almost every decent road north of Bologna.


He shook his head, tapped his teeth with his bye knife, and fingered his beard. ‘Gentlemen, leave me to think this over. William, you stay.’


Malatesta rose with a bad grace at the obvious dismissal. Sir John was not at his best.


Da Savignano caught his arm. ‘Let’s not stay and watch him kick the poor puppy,’ he said. Da Savignano meant me, of course. I was the puppy to be kicked.


‘If you mercenaries could bestir yourselves to seize Piacenza, the shoe would be firmly on our foot, and Bernabò would have to drag his fat carcass back here!’ Fontana said.


I thought that he had a point, but it probably wasn’t a good time to debate it.


Fontana gave me a long look, his eyes full of rage. I didn’t think that I deserved his rage, so I raised my eyebrows.


‘Bah, you are only here to loot out farms,’ he said. ‘Why did I ever hope for more?’


He stormed out.


Hawkwood smiled. ‘That man has never been on a farm in his life,’ he said. He met my eye. ‘Well played,’ he said. ‘I would rather you’d told me, but I like that you kept it to yourself until you’d taken that nice little castle north of the city. That will be a burr under Galeazzo’s saddle. I wager he offers us a thousand florins for it.’ He pushed a wine cup across. ‘I’m sorry to have bitten at you,’ he said. ‘You did right, of course.’


I felt that I was living in one of the more comic chansons. I had no idea what he was talking about.


For a moment. Then the light dawned. Sir John thought I’d kept the information back deliberately, until Lapot had taken the castle.


‘This way, we’ve picked most of the farms clean. I have ten days’ worth of food in my wagons,’ Hawkwood said. He smiled at me again. ‘You ain’t usually so practical, young William.’


After a swig of wine, I took a breath to tell him that I hadn’t known, and then decided against it. Instead, we were suddenly as intimates, and I leant back.
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