




[image: Cover Image]






[image: Figure]


[image: Figure]


www.sfgateway.com




Enter the SF Gateway . . .


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.





Introduction



I make no apology for presenting a new translation of these documents which are our only contact with the life of that extraordinary woman, Ash (b.1457[?]-d.1477). One has long been needed.


Charles Mallory Maximillian’s 1890 edition, Ash: The Life of a Female Mediaeval Mercenary Captain, begins with a translation from the mediaeval Latin into serviceable Victorian prose, but he admits that he leaves out some of the more explicit episodes; as does Vaughan Davies in his 1939 collection, Ash: A Fifteenth Century Biography. The ‘Ash’ documents badly need a colloquial and complete translation for the new millennium, and one which does not shrink from the brutality of the mediaeval period, as well as its joyfulness. I hope that I have provided one here.


Women have always accompanied armies. Examples of their taking part in actual combat are far too numerous to quote. In AD 1476, it is only two generations since Joan of Arc led the Dauphin’s forces in France: one can imagine the grandparents of Ash’s soldiers telling war stories about this. To find a mediaeval peasant woman in command, however, without the backing of church or state – and in command of mercenary troops – is almost unique.1


The high glory of mediaeval life and the explosive revolution of the Renaissance meet in this Europe of the second half of the fifteenth century. Wars are endemic – in the Italian city states, in France, Burgundy, Spain and the Germanies, and in England between warring royal houses. Europe itself is in a state of terror over the eastern threat of the Turkish Empire. It is an age of armies, which will grow, and of mercenary companies, which will pass away with the coming of the Early Modern period.


Much is uncertain about Ash, including the year and place of her birth. Several fifteenth and sixteenth century documents claim to be Lives of Ash, and I shall be referring to them later, together with those new discoveries which I have made in the course of my research.


This earliest Latin fragment of the Winchester Codex, a monastic document written around AD 1495, deals with her early experiences as a child, and it is here presented in my own translation, as are subsequent texts.


Any historical personage inevitably acquires a baggage train of tales, anecdotes and romantic stories over and above their actual historical career. These are an entertaining part of the Ash material, but not to be taken seriously as history. I have therefore foot-noted such episodes in the Ash cycle as they occur: the serious reader is free to disregard them.


At the beginning of our millennium, with sophisticated methods of research, it is far easier for me to strip away the false ‘legends’ around Ash than it would have been for either Charles Maximillian or Vaughan Davies. I have here uncovered the historical woman behind the stories – her real self as, if not more, amazing than her myth.


Pierce Ratcliff, Ph.D. (War Studies), 2001


1 Not entirely, as we shall see.




NOTE: Addendum to copy found in British Library: pencilled note on loose papers:
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I am returning, with pleasure, the contract for our book. I have signed it as requested.


I enclose a rough draft of the translation of Ash’s early life: the Winchester Codex. As you will see, as further documents are translated, the seed of everything that happens to her is here.


This is a remarkable occasion for me! Every historian, I suppose, believes that one day he or she will make the discovery, the one that makes their names. And I believe that I have made it here, uncovering the details of the career of this remarkable woman, Ash, and thus uncovering a little-known – no, a forgotten – deeply significant episode in European history.


My theory is one that I first began to piece together as I studied the existing ‘Ash’ documents for my doctoral thesis. I was able to confirm it with the discovery of the ‘Fraxinus’ document – originally from the collection at Snowshill Manor, in Gloucestershire. A cousin of the late owner, Charles Wade, had been given a sixteenth century German chest before his death and the take-over of Snowshill Manor by the National Trust in 1952. When it was finally opened, the manuscript was inside. I think it must have sat in there (there is a steel locking mechanism that takes up the entire inside of the chest’s lid!), all but unread since the fifteenth century. Charles Wade may not even have known it existed.


Being in mediaeval French and Latin, it had never been translated by Wade, even if he was aware of it – he was one of those ‘collectors’ who, born in the Victorian age, had far more interest in acquiring than deciphering. The Manor is a wonderful heap of clocks, Japanese armour, mediaeval German swords, porcelain, etc.! But that at least one other eye besides mine has seen it, I am certain: some hand has scribbled a rough Latin pun on the outer sheet – fraxinus me fecit: ‘Ash made me’. (You may or may not know that the Latin name for the ash tree is fraxinus.) I would guess that this annotation is eighteenth century.


As I first read it, it became clear to me that this was, indeed, an entirely new, previously undiscovered document. A memoir written, or more likely dictated, by the woman Ash herself, at some point before her death in AD 1477(?). It did not take me long to realise that it fits, as it were, in the gaps between recorded history – and there are many, many such gaps. (And, one supposes, it is my discovery of ‘Fraxinus’ which encouraged your firm to wish to publish this new edition of the Ash Life.)


What ‘Fraxinus’ describes is florid, perhaps, but one must remember that exaggeration, legend, myth, and the chronicler’s own prejudices and patriotism, all form a normal part of the average mediaeval manuscript. Under the dross, there is gold. As you will see.


History is a large net, with a wide mesh, and many things slip through it into oblivion. With the new material I have uncovered, I hope to bring to light, once again, those facts which do not accord with our idea of the past, but which, nonetheless, are factual.


That this will then involve considerable reassessment of our views of Northern European history is inevitable, and the historians will just have to get used to it!


I look forward to hearing from you,
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Pierce Ratcliff








PROLOGUE



c. AD 1465–1467 [?]


‘My soul is among lions’1



1 Psalms 57: 4





I



It was her scars that made her beautiful.


No one bothered to give her a name until she was two years old. Up until then, as she toddled between the mercenaries’ campfires scrounging food, suckling bitch-hounds’ teats, and sitting in the dirt, she had been called Mucky-pup, Grubby-face, and Ashy-arse. When her hair fined up from a nondescript light brown to a white blonde it was ‘Ashy’ that stuck. As soon as she could talk, she called herself Ash.


When Ash was eight years old, two of the mercenaries raped her.


She was not a virgin. All the stray children played snuggling games under the smelly sheepskin sleeping rugs, and she had her particular friends. These two mercenaries were not other eight-year-olds, they were grown men. One of them had the grace to be drunk.


Because she cried afterwards, the one who was not drunk heated his dagger in the campfire and drew the knife-tip from below her eye, up her cheekbone in a slant, up to her ear almost.


Because she still cried, he made another petulant slash that opened her cheek parallel under the first cut.


Squalling, she pulled free. Blood ran down the side of her face in sheets. She was not physically big enough to use a sword or an axe, although she had already begun training. She was big enough to pick up his cocked crossbow (carelessly left ready on the wagon for perimeter defence) and shoot a bolt through the first man at close quarters.


The third scar neatly opened her other cheekbone, but it came honestly, no sadism involved. The second man’s dagger was genuinely trying to kill her.


She could not cock the crossbow again on her own. She would not run. She groped among the burst ruins of the first mercenary’s body and buried his eating-knife in the upper thigh of the second man, piercing his femoral artery. He bled to death in minutes. Remember that she had already begun to train as a fighter.


Death is nothing strange in mercenary soldier camps. Even so, for an eight-year-old to kill two of their own was something to give them pause.


Ash’s first really clear memory came with the day of her trial. It had rained in the night. The sun brought steam rising from field and distant forest, and slanted gold light across tents, rough bashas, cauldrons, carts, goats, washerwomen, whores, captains, stallions and flags. It made the company’s colours glow. She gazed up at the big swallow-tailed flag with the cross and beast on it, smelling the cool air on her face.


A bearded man squatted down in front of her to talk to her. She was small, for eight. He wore a breastplate. She saw her face reflected in the curving mirror-shiny metal.


Her face, with her big eyes and ragged long silver hair, and three unhealed scars; two up her cheek under her left eye and one under her right eye. Like the tribal marks of the horse-barbarians of the East.


She smelled grass-fires and horse dung, and the sweat of the armed man. The cool wind raised the hairs on her arms. She saw herself suddenly as if she were outside of it all – the big kneeling man in armour, and in front of him this small child with spilling white curls, in patched hose and bundled into a ragged doublet far too big for her. Barefoot, wide-eyed, scarred; carrying a broken hunting knife re-ground as a dagger.


It was the first time she saw that she was beautiful.


Blood thundered in her ears with frustration. She could think of no use for that beauty.


The bearded man, the Captain of the company, said, “Have you father or mother living?”


“I don’t know. One of them might be my father.” She pointed at random at men re-fletching bolts, polishing helmets. “Nobody says they’re my mother.”


A much thinner man leaned down beside the Captain and said quietly, “One of the dead men was stupid enough to leave a crossbow spanned with a bolt in it. That’s an offence. As to the child, the washerwomen say she’s no maid, but no one knows her to be a whore either.”


“If she is old enough to kill,” the Captain scowled through wiry copper-coloured hair, “she is old enough to take the penalty. Which is to be whipped at the cart-tail around the camp.”


“My name is Ash,” she said in a small, clear, carrying voice. “They hurt me and I killed them. If anyone else hurts me, I’ll kill them too. I’ll kill you.”


She got the whipping she might have expected, with something added for insolence and discipline’s sake. She did not cry. Afterwards, one of the crossbowmen gave her a cut-down jack, a padded cloth jerkin, for armour, and she exercised devotedly in it at weapons practice. For a month or two she pretended the crossbowman was her father, until it became clear that his kindness had been a momentary impulse.


A little later in her ninth year, rumours went through the camp that there had been a Lion born of a Virgin.




II


The child Ash sat with her back to a bare tree, cheering the mummers. Furs kept some of the ground’s ice from her backside.


Her scars were not healing well. They stood out red against the extreme pallor of her skin. Visible breath huffed out of her mouth as she screamed, shoulder to shoulder with all the camp strays and bastards. The Great Wyrm (a man with a tanned horse’s skin flung over his back, and a horse’s skull fitted by ties to his head) ramped across the stage. The horse skin still had mane and tail attached. They flailed the freezing afternoon air. The Knight of the Wasteland (played by a company sergeant in better armour than Ash had thought he owned) aimed skilful lance blows very wide.


“Oh, kill it,” a girl called Crow called scornfully.


“Stick it up his arse!” Ash yelled. The children huddling around her tree screamed laughter and disdain.


Richard, a little black-haired boy with a port-wine stain across his face, whispered, “It’ll have to die. The Lion’s born. I heard the Lord Captain say.”


Ash’s scorn faded with the last sentence. “When? Where? When, Richard? When did you hear him?”


“Midday. I took water into the tent.” The small boy’s voice sounded proud.


Ash ignored his implied unofficial status as page. She rested her nose on her clenched fists and huffed warm breath on her frozen fingers. The Wyrm and the sergeant were having at each other with more vigour. That was because of the cold. She stood up and rubbed hard at her numb buttocks through her woollen hose.


“Where’s you going, Ashy?” the boy asked.


“I’m going to make water,” she announced loftily. “You can’t come with me.”


“Don’t wanna.”


“You’re not big enough.” With that parting shaft, Ash picked her way out of the crowd of children, goats and hounds.


The sky was low, cold, and the same colour as pewter plates. A white mist came up from the river. If it would snow, it would be warmer than this. Ash padded on feet bound with strips of cloth towards the abandoned buildings (probably agricultural) that the company officers had commandeered for winter quarters. A sorry rabble of tents had gone up all around. Armed men were clustered around fire-pits with their fronts to the heat and their arses in the cold. She went on past their backs.


Round to the rear of the farm, she heard them coming out of the building in time to duck behind a barrel, in which the frozen cylindrical block of rainwater protruded up a full handspan.


“And go on foot,” the Captain finished speaking. A group of men clattered with him out into the yard. The thin company clerk. Two of the Captain’s closest lieutenants. The very few, Ash knew, with pretensions (once) to noble birth.


The Captain wore a close-fitting steel shell that covered all his body. Full harness: from the pauldrons and breastplate enclosing his shoulders and body, the vambraces on his arms, his gauntlets, his tassets and cuisses and greaves that armoured his legs, down to the metal sabatons that covered his spurred boots. He carried his armet2 under his arm. Winter light dulled the mirrored metal. He stood in the filthy farmyard wearing armour that reflected the sky as white: she had not thought before that this might be why it was called white harness. The only colour shone from his red beard and the red leather of his scabbard.


Ash knelt back on her knees and toes. Her frozen fingers rested against the cold barrel, too numb to feel the wood staves. The strapped and tied metal plates rattled as the man walked. When his two lieutenants thumped down into the yard, also in full armour, it sounded like muffled pans. Like a cook’s wagon overturning.


Ash wanted such armour. It was that desire, more than curiosity, that made her follow them away from the farm buildings. To walk with that invulnerability. With that amount of wealth on one’s back ... Ash ran, dazzled.


The sky above yellowed. A few flakes of snow drifted down to lie on top of her untidy hair (less purely white than it) but she took no notice. Her nose and ears shone bright red, and her fingers and toes were blue and purple. This was nothing unusual for her in winter: she thought nothing of it. She did not even pull her doublet tighter over her filthy linen shirt.


The four men – Captain, clerk, two young lieutenants – walked ahead in unusual silence. They passed the camp pickets. Ash sneaked past behind while the Captain exchanged a word with them.


She wondered why the men did not ride. They walked up a steep slope to the surrounding woodland. At the wood’s border, confronting the thick bowed branches, the brambles and thorn bushes, the deadwood brushfalls built up over more than a man’s lifetime, she understood. You couldn’t take a horse into this. Even a war-horse.


Now three of the men stopped and put on their armets. The unarmoured clerk fell back a step. Each man kept his visor pinned up, his face visible. The taller of the two lieutenants took his sword out of his scabbard. The bearded Captain shook his head.


The sliding sound of metal on wood echoed in the quiet, as the lieutenant re-sheathed his blade.


The wood held silence.


All three of the armoured men turned to the company clerk. This thin man wore a velvet-covered brigandine and a war-hat,3 and his uncovered face was pinched in the cold air. Ash sneaked closer as the snow fell.


The clerk stepped confidently forward, into the wood.


Ash had not paid much attention to the hills surrounding the valley. The valley had a clean river, and the lone farmhouse and its buildings. It was good for wintering out of campaign season. What else should she know? The leafless woods on the surrounding high hills had been bare of game. If not hunting, what other reason could take her here, away from the fire-pits?


What reason could take them?


There was a path, she decided after some minutes. None of the brambles and thorn bushes on it were more than her own height. Not disused for more than a few seasons.


The armoured men pushed unharmed through the briars. The shorter lieutenant swore, “God’s blood!” and fell silent, as the other three turned and stared at him. Ash snuck under briar stems as thick as her wrist. Little and quick, she could have out-distanced them, protective armour or not, if she had known where the path went.


With that thought she cast out to the side, wriggled on her belly along the bed of a frozen streamlet, and came out a hundred paces ahead of the leading man.


No snow fell here under the tree canopy. Everything was brown. Dead leaves, dead briars, dead rushes on the streamlet’s edge. Brown bracken ahead. Ash, seeing the bracken, looked up, and – as she had expected – the tree cover over it was broken, as it must be to allow its growth.


In the forest glade stood a disused stone chapel, shrouded in snow.


Ash had no familiarity with the outside or inside of chapels. Even so, she would have needed to be very familiar indeed with architecture to recognise the style in which this one had been built. It was ruined now. Two walls remained standing. Grey moss and brown thorns covered them, old ice scabbing the vegetation. Two snow-plastered window frames showed grey, full of winter emptiness. Heaps of snow-rounded rubble cluttered the ground.


Green colour took Ash’s eye. Under the thin covering of snow, all the rubble was grown over with ivy.


Green flowered also at the foot of the chapel walls. Two fat white-moulded holly bushes rooted where the stone slab of the altar stood against the wall. They stood either side of the cracked slab. Under the snow, their red berries weighed their branches down.


Ash heard clattering metal behind her. A robin and a wren took fright and flew out of the holly and away. The men behind her in the wood began to sing. They were fifteen feet behind her back, no further away than that.


Ash shot in rabbit-jinks across the rubble. She hit the snow by the wall and wormed her way in under the lowest holly branches.


Inside, the bush was hollow and dry. Brown leaves crackled under her dirty hands. Black branches supported the canopy of shiny green leaves above her head. Ash lay flat on her belly and eased forward. Barbed leaves stuck into her woollen doublet.


She peered from between the leaves. Snow fell now.


The thin clerk lifted a tenor voice and sang. It was a language Ash did not know. The company’s two lieutenants stumbled across the broken ground, singing, and it would have sounded better, Ash thought, if they had taken their helmets off instead of just putting up their visors.


The Captain emerged from the wood’s edge.


He put his gauntlets up to his chin and fumbled with buckle and strap. Then Ash saw him fiddle with the hook and pin. He opened his helm and took it off, and stood uncovered in the glade. Fat flakes of snow drifted down. They nestled in his hair and beard and ears.


The Captain sang,


“God rest ye merry, Gentlemen, let nothing you dismay;


This darkest hour, the Sun returns; so we salute the Day.”


His voice was very loud, very cracked, not very much in tune. The silence of the wood shattered. Ash cried sudden hot tears. He had wrecked his voice bellowing above the noise of men and horses; it was a powerful ruin.


The company clerk came close to the holly bush in which Ash hid. She made herself still. Tears dried on her scarred cheeks. Half of being hidden is to remain utterly, completely still. The other half is to think yourself into the background. I am a rabbit, a rat, a briar, a tree. She lowered her mouth into the neck of her doublet so that her white breath would not betray her.


“Give thanks,” the clerk said. He put something up on to the old altar. Ash was below and could not see, but it smelled like raw meat. Snow tangled in the man’s hair. His eyes were bright. Despite the cold, sweat ran in drops down his forehead, under the brim of his metal hat. The rest of what he said was in the other language.


The taller lieutenant screeched “Look!” so loudly that Ash started and jumped. A disturbed twig dumped snow down her face. She blinked it out of her eyelashes. Now I’m discovered, she thought calmly, and put her head out into the glade and found no one even looking in her direction. Their eyes were on the altar.


All three knights went down on their knees in the ivy-covered rubble. Armour scraped and clattered. The Captain’s arms fell to his sides, and the helm from his hand: Ash winced as she heard it hit rocky earth and bounce.


The company clerk took off his dish-shaped war-hat and moved to one knee with a singular grace.


Snow whirled faster from the invisible whiteness of the sky into the glade. Snow covered the green ivy, the red berries of the holly. Snow froze on the spindly brown arcs of briar. A great huffing animal breath came down from the altar of the ruined green chapel. Ash watched its whiteness on the air. Animal-breath hit her in the face, warm and wet.


A great paw trod down from the stone altar.


The paw’s pelt was yellow. Ash stared at it, two inches from her face. Yellow fur. Coarse yellow fur, paler and softer at the roots. The beast’s claws were curved, and longer than her hand, and white with clear tips. Needle tips.


The haunch of a Lion passed Ash’s face. Its flank obscured the clearing, the wood, the men. The beast stepped down fluidly from the altar. It threw up its maned head, bolting down whatever the offering had been. She saw its throat move, swallowing.


A coughing roar broke the air a foot away from her.


She pissed the crotch of her woollen hose. Hot urine steamed in the cold, chilled clammily down her thighs, instantly cold in the snowy air. Eyes wide, she could only stare, could not even wonder why none of the kneeling knights sprang up or drew their swords. The Lion’s head began to swing around. Ash knelt, paralysed.


The Lion’s wrinkled muzzle swung into the hollow leaves. Its face was huge. Great luminous, long-lashed, yellow eyes blinked. A heavy smell of carrion, heat and sand choked her. The Lion grunted, flinched back slightly from the berry-laden pricking branches. Its black lips writhed back from its teeth. It reached in delicately and nipped the front of Ash’s doublet between an upper and a lower incisor.


The Lion’s rump went up. Its tail lashed. It pulled her out of the bush. Only a child’s weight, no effort – a child snarled up in holly leaves and bramble, pulled forward, in green wool doublet and blue stinking hose, spilled face-down on the snow-shrouded ivy and rocks.


The second roar deafened her.


Ash had become too frightened to move. Now she jammed her arms up over her head, covering her ears. She burst into noisy uninhibited tears.


A rasping tongue as thick as her leg licked up one side of her scarred face.


Ash stopped wailing. Her sore face stung. She got slowly up on to her knees. The Lion stood twice as tall as she did. She looked up into its golden eyes, whiskered muzzle, curved white teeth. Its great tongue slobbered down and rasped up her other cheek. Her unhealed scars throbbed rawly. She poked at them with fingers blunt and senseless as wood. A robin on the ruined chapel’s wall burst into song.


She was young to have such an awareness of herself, but she was perfectly sure of two separate, distinct, and mutually exclusive reactions. The part of her that was camp-child and used to large feral animals, and to hunting in season, froze her body very still: it hasn’t touched me with its claws, I’m too close to run, I mustn’t startle it. Another part of herself seemed less familiar. It filled with a burning happiness. She could not remember the words or language that the clerk had been using. In her utterly clear voice, she began to sing the Captain’s hymn,


“God rest ye merry, Gentlemen, let nothing you dismay;


This darkest hour, the Sun returns, so we salute this Day.


We march forth to Your Victory, our foes in disarray!


Oh, his Brightness brings comfort and joy


None can destroy:


Oh, his Brightness brings comfort and joy.”


The clearing was silent when she ended. She could not hear the difference between the man’s cracked voice and her own purity. She did not have the age to distinguish between his bad voice, singing with maturity, and her own blurring of breath, and pauses, that were a reflection of rote learning by some campfire.


All the while her young soul sang, her mind whimpered, no, no. Remembering a leopard hunt once near Urbino. The cat’s claws had sliced open a hound’s stomach in an instant and tangled its stinking intestines in the grass.


The great head dipped down. For a second she breathed in fur. She choked, drowned in its mane. The Lion’s eyes looked into hers, with a flat animal awareness of her scent and presence. The huge muscles clenched and bunched and the beast sprang over her head. By the time she could turn, it had crashed through the light underbrush at the edge of the clearing and vanished.


She sat for a few moments, clearly hearing the diminishing noise of its departure.


The clatter of metal woke her attention.


Ash sat, legs aspraddle, on snow-smeared rock and ivy. Her head was on a level with the articulated poleyns or knee-armour of the Captain’s harness, now that he stood beside her. The silver chape on his scabbard glittered near her eye.


“He didn’t speak,” she complained.


“The Lion born of a Virgin is a beast,” said the clerk, tenor voice loud and flat in the abandoned clearing. “An animal. Lord Captain, I don’t understand. The child is known to be no virgin, yet He did not harm her.”


The bearded Captain stared down from his great height. Ash felt afraid of his frown. He spoke, but not directly to her.


“Perhaps it was a vision. The child is our poor land, waiting the breath of the Lion for salvation. This winter barrenness, her spoiled face: all one. I cannot interpret, I have not the skill. It could mean anything.”


The company clerk replaced his steel hat. “My lords, what we have seen here was for us alone. An you will, let us retire to prayer and seek guidance.”


“Yes.” The Lord Captain bent and picked up his helmet, brushing the caked snow off the metal. The sun, through an unexpected break in the winter cloud, struck fire from his red hair and beard and hard metal shell. As he turned away, he added, “Somebody bring the brat.”


2 A closed-face helmet.


3 A wide-brimmed steel helmet, identical in shape to the British ‘Tommy’s’ helmet of the 1914–1918 World War.




III


She found out what she could do with her scar-emphasised child’s beauty.


By the age of nine she had a mass of curls that she kept long, halfway to her waist, and washed once a month. Her silver hair had the grey shine of grease. No one in a soldiers’ camp could notice the smell. She never showed her ears. She learned to keep dressing in cut-down hose and doublet, often with an adult’s jerkin over them. Something in the too-large clothing made her look even more of a little child.


One of the gunners would always give her food or copper coins. He bent her forwards over an iron-bound gun carriage, undid the points of her hose, and fucked her up the arse.


“You don’t have to be that careful,” Ash complained. “I won’t have a child. I haven’t shown flowers – blood – yet.”


“You haven’t shown a cock, either,” the gunner answered. “Until I find a pretty boy, you’ll have to do.”


Once he gave her a spare strip of mail. She begged thread from one of the company’s clothiers, and a piece of leather from the tanner, and sewed the riveted metal links on to that. She shaped it into a mail standard or collar, tied on to protect the throat. She wore it at every skirmish, every cattle-raid, every bandit ambush where she learned her business – which was, as she had always known, war.


She prayed for war the way other little girls her age, in convents, pray to be the chosen bride of the Green Christ.


Guillaume Arnisout was a gunner in the mercenary company. He never touched her. He showed her how to write her name in Green alphabet: a vertical slash with five horizontal cuts (“the same number as your fingers”) jutting out of it on the right-hand side (“sword-hand side!”). He didn’t teach her how to read because he couldn’t. He taught her how to figure. Ash thought, All gunners can calculate to a single powder-grain, but that was before she understood gunners.


Guillaume showed her the ash tree and taught her how to make hunting bows from that wood (“a wider stave than you need for a yew bow”).


Guillaume took her to visit the slaughterhouse, after the August siege at Dinant, before the company went overseas again.


The spring sun shimmered on hawthorn blossom hedging the cattle pastures. A chill wind still blew. The company encampment’s noise and smell were carried away, downwind.


Ash rode the cow into the village, sitting sideways on the peaked bone ridge of its back. Guillaume walked beside the cow, on the rutted lane. She looked down at him walking in the dust. He carried a carved stick of a secret black wood, using it at each step for support. Ash knew she had not been born when a poleaxe smashed his knee in a line-fight and he retired to the siege guns.


“Guillaume ...”


“Urh.”


“I could have brought her on my own. You didn’t have to come.”


“Hurh.”


She looked ahead. The double spire of the church was visible over the trees now. Blue smoke went up. They came to the edge of the cleared ground around the village palisade and the wind changed. The smell of the abattoir was full and choking.


“God’s blood!” Ash swore. A hard hand clipped her skinny shank. She looked down round-shouldered at Guillaume and let water brim over her lower lids.


“Now that,” Guillaume pointed, “is where we’re going. Get off that old bag of bones and lead her, for Christ’s pity’s sake.”


Ash kicked her heels out and launched herself into the air. She landed in the dusty road ruts, dipping briefly to steady herself with one hand, and sprang up. She leaped exuberantly around the plodding cow, skipping, and then ran back to the tall man.


“Guillaume.” She took his arm, gripping the rusty brown sleeve of his doublet. There was no cloth under the cuff: the gunner had no more shirt to his name at the moment than Ash did. “Guillaume, is it boys you like?”


“Ha!” He stared down at her with his dark eyes. Stringy black hair hung down shoulder-length from his head, except at his crown where he was balding. He had a habit of shaving himself every so often with his dagger, generally the same day that he remembered to get his dagger sharpened, but his cheeks were brown and leathery and hardly showed one more nick from a blade.


“Do I like boys, missy? Is that you asking me why you can’t twist me round your little finger, as you do the rest? Must I like little boys better than little girls for that to be true?”


“Most of them do what I want when I pretend.”


He yanked her long silver-white hair. “But I like you the way you are.”


Ash pushed her hair back down over her pointed ears. She kicked at the waving heads of grass that grew on the side of the village road. “I’m beautiful. I’m not a woman yet but I’m beautiful. I’ve got elvish blood in me, look at the hair. Look at my hair, you don’t care ...” She sang that to herself for a few minutes, and then looked up with what she knew to be large, widely spaced eyes. “Guillaume ...”


The gunner strode ahead, ignoring her, planting his stick with great firmness in the dust, and then flourishing it to greet the two guards on the village gate. They had iron-shod quarterstaffs, Ash noted, and thick leather jerkins in lieu of armour.


She took the rope that hung around the cow’s neck. The cow had been dry for six months. It remained barren now no matter which town’s bull the mercenaries put it to on their way through the countryside. It would make stringy meat but quite good shoe leather. Ash kicked her bare soles on the earth. Or good leather for sword-belts.


With the smell of the dusty road overcome by the smell of the village’s street, she wondered, Is it another place where they shout obscenities at scars, and make the sign of the Horns?


“Ash!”


The cow had drifted to one side of the path, and mouthed grass unenthusiastically. Ash set her bare heels on the path and heaved. The cow’s head came up. It drew in a noisy breath and mooed. Ropes of saliva trailed from its jaws. Ash led it towards the village gate and the wattle-and-daub houses, after Guillaume.


Ash had a blade now. She fingered it, staring down the guys on the gate. Someone’s twenty-inch dagger originally, so it was more of a short sword for her. At nine she is small, you could take her for seven. It did come with its own scabbard, and a loop for hanging it off her belt. She earned it. She steals food, she will not steal weapons. The other mercenaries – she has been thinking of them and herself in those terms recently – regard this as an interesting and peculiar quirk, and take advantage.


It being not long past dawn, few of the village folk were on the street. Ash regretted no one being there to see her.


“They let me enter the village armed,” she boasted. “I didn’t have to give up my dagger!”


“You’re on the books as one of the company.” Guillaume had his own falchion at his belt, a meat-cleaver of a blade with a hair-splitter single edge. In the same way that Ash habitually wore over-large doublets and played camp’s-little-mascot, she deeply suspected that Guillaume played up to the stereotypical idea that gormless villagers had of mercenaries: filthy dress and spotless weapons. Certainly he did the other thing the yokels expected and cheated them at cards, but badly, even Ash could spot him doing it.


Ash walked with her thin shoulders back and her head up. She stared down a couple of idlers standing under the hanging bush that marked one hut as a tavern.


“If I didn’t have this God-rotted barren animal,” she yelped at the gunner walking in front of her, “I’d look like a proper contract soldier!”


Guillaume Arnisout laughed briefly. He walked on. He didn’t look back.


She worried the complacent cow as far as the abattoir gates before it got its belly full of the smell. The stink of excrement and blood was strong enough to be tangible. Ash’s eyes streamed. Something stuck in the back of her throat. She handed the cow’s bridle over to a slaughterman at the gate, coughing.


A voice bawled, “Ash! Over here!”


Ash turned. Something warm and heavy hit her in the face and chest.


Surprise made her gasp, intake a breath. Immediately she choked on hot liquid. A solid mass of stuff slid from her shoulders, down her chest. She ground the heels of her hands into her burning eyes. She coughed, choked again, began to cry. The tears cleared her vision.


Blood soaked the front of her doublet and hose. Hot, steaming blood. Blood stuck her white hair together in crimson tendrils, dripping spatters into the dust. Blood covered her hands. Yellow matter crusted the creases of her clothes. She put her hand up and scooped a mass of matter out of the neck of her doublet. A lump of meat flecked with blood clots the size of her small fist.


The solid mass slid and flopped over her bare feet. It was hot. Warm. Cooling fast. Cold. Pink tubes and red tubes slid to the ground. She moved her foot out from under a kidney-shaped lump that she could not have held in her two hands.


Ash stopped crying.


She did something. It was not new, or she would not have known how to do it now. It might have been something she did just before or after she fired the crossbow point-blank at her rapist and his body exploded in front of her.


She wiped the back of her hand across her chin. Blood tightened on her skin as it dried there. She got rid of the constriction in her throat and the tears pricking behind her eyes.


She stared at Guillaume and the slaughterman, now carrying empty wooden pails.


“That was stupid,” she raged. “Blood’s unclean!”


“Come here.” Guillaume pointed to a spot in front of himself.


The gunner was standing at a skinning rack. Timbers as stout as those that made up a siege machine held a chain on a pulley. Hooks hung from the chain, over a gutter dug in the earth. Ash lifted her feet out of pig’s guts and walked towards Guillaume. Her clothes stuck to her. Her nose was ceasing to smell the reek of the slaughterhouse.


“Take out your sword,” he said.


She had no gloves. The hilt of her weapon was bound with leather, and slippery in her palm.


“Cut,” Guillaume said calmly, pointing at the cow that now hung head-down beside him, still alive, hooves trussed. “Slit her belly.”


Ash had not been in a church but she knew enough to scowl at that.


“Do it,” he said.


Ash’s long dagger was heavy in her hand. The weight of the metal pulled on her wrist.


The cow’s long-lashed eyes rolled. She groaned frantically. Her thrashing did no more than roll her from side to side on the hook. A stream of shit ran down her warm, breathing flanks.


“I can’t do this,” Ash protested. “I can do it. I know how. I just can’t do it. It’s not like she’s going to do me any harm!”


“Do it!”


Ash flicked the blade clumsily and punched it forward. She leaned all her weight into the point, as she had been taught, and the sharp metal punctured the cow’s brown and white pelt. The cow opened her mouth and screamed.


Blood sprayed. Sweat made the dagger grip slide in Ash’s hand. The dagger slid out of the shallow wound. She stared up at the animal that was eight times her size. She got a double-handed grip on the blade and cut forward. The edge skimmed the cow’s flank.


“You’d be dead by now,” Guillaume rasped.


Tears began to leak out of Ash’s eyes. She stepped up close to the breathing warm body. She raised the big dagger over her head and brought it down overarm with both hands.


The point of the blade punched through tough skin and the thin muscle wall and into the abdominal cavity. Ash wrenched and pulled the blade down. It felt like hacking cloth. Jerking, snagging. A mess of pink ropes fell down around her in the dawn yard, and smoked in the early chill. Ash hacked doggedly down. The blade cut into bone and stuck. A rib. She yanked. Pulled. The cow’s flesh sucked shut on her blade.


“Twist. Use your foot if you have to!” Guillaume’s voice directed over her harsh, effortful breathing.


Ash leaned her knee on the cow’s wet neck, pressing it back against the wood frame with her tiny weight. She twisted her wrists hard right and the blade turned, breaking the vacuum that held it in the wound, and coming free of the bone. The cow’s screams drowned every other sound.


“Hhaaaaah!” Both her hands on the dagger-grip, Ash swiped the blade across the stretched skin of the cow’s throat. The rib bone must have nicked her blade. She felt the steel’s irregularity catch on flesh. A wide gash opened. For a fraction of a second it showed a cross-section of skin, muscle sheath, muscle and artery wall. Then blood welled up and gushed out and hit her in the face. Hot. Blood heat, she thought, and giggled.


“Now cry!” Guillaume spun her around and cracked his hand across her face. The blow would have hurt another adult.


Astonished, Ash burst into loud sobs. She stood for perhaps a minute, crying. Then she wept, “I’m not old enough to go into a line-fight!”


“Not this year.”


“I’m too little!”


“Crocodile tears, now.” Guillaume sighed. “I thank you,” he added gravely; “kill the beast now.” And when she looked, he was handing the slaughterman a copper piece. “Come on, missy. Back to camp.”


“My sword’s dirty,” she said. Suddenly she folded her legs and sat down on the earth, in animal blood and shit, and howled. She coughed, fighting to breathe. Great shuddering gasps wracked her chest. Her reddened hair hung down and streaked her wet, scarred cheeks. Snot trailed from her nostrils.


“Ah.” Guillaume’s hand caught her doublet collar and lifted her up into the air, and dropped her down on her bare feet. Hard. “Better. Enough. There.”


He pointed at a trough on the far side of the yard.


Ash ripped her front lacing undone. She stripped off her doublet and hose in one, not bothering to undo the points that tied them together at her waist. She plunged the blood-soaked wool into the cold water, and used it to wash herself down. The morning sun felt hot on her bare cold skin. Guillaume stood with folded arms and watched her.


All through it she had her discarded sword-belt under her foot and her eyes on the slaughterhouse men.


The last thing she did was wash her blade clean, dry it, and beg some grease to oil the metal so that it should not rust. By then her clothing was only damp, if not dry. Her hair hung down in wet white rats’ tails.


“Back to camp,” the gunner said.


Ash walked out of the village gate beside Guillaume. It did not even occur to her to ask to be taken in by one of the village families.


Guillaume looked down at her with bright, bloodshot eyes. Dirt lodged in the creases of his skin, clearly apparent in the brightening sun. He said, “If that was easy, think of this. She was a beast, not a man. She had no voice to threaten. She had no voice to beg mercy. And she wasn’t trying to kill you.”


“I know,” Ash said. “I’ve killed a man who was.”


When she was ten, she nearly died, but not on the field of battle.




IV


First light came. Ash leaned out over the stone parapet of the bell tower. Too dark to see the ground, fifty feet of empty air below. A horse whinnied. A hundred others answered it, all down the battle-lines. A lark sang in the arch of the sky. The flat river valley began to emerge from darkness.


The air heated up fast. Ash wore a stolen shirt and nothing else. It was a man’s linen shirt and still smelled of him, and it came down past her knees. She had belted it with her sword-belt. The linen protected the nape of her neck, and her arms, and most of her legs. She rubbed her goose-fleshed skin. Soon the day would be burning hot.


Light crept from the east. Shadows fell to the west. Ash caught a pinprick of light two miles away.


One. Fifty. A thousand? The sun glinted back from helmets and breastplates, from poleaxes and warhammers and the bodkin points of clothyard arrows.


“They’re arrayed and moving! They’ve got the sun at their backs!” She hopped from one bare foot to the other. “Why won’t the Captain let us fight?”


“I don’t want to!” The black-haired boy, Richard, now her particular friend, whimpered beside her.


Ash looked at him in complete bewilderment. “Are you afraid?” She darted to the other side of the tower, leaning over and looking down at the company’s wagon-fort. Washerwomen and whores and cooks were fixing the chains that bound the carts together. Most of them carried twelve-foot pikes, razor-edged bills. She leaned out further. She couldn’t see Guillaume.


Day brightened quickly. Ash craned to look down the slope towards the river’s edge. A few horses galloping, their riders in bright colours. A flag: the company ensign. Then men of the company walking, weapons in hand.


“Ash, why are we so slow?” Richard quavered. “They’ll be here before we’re ready!”


Ash had started to be strong in the last half-year or so, in the way that terriers and mountain ponies are strong, but she still did not look older than eight. Malnutrition had a lot to do with it.


She put her arm around him. “There’s trouble. We can’t get through. Look.”


All down by the river showed red in the rising sun. Vast cornfields, so thick with poppies that she couldn’t see the grain. Corn and poppies together – the crops so thick and tangled that they slowed down the mercenaries walking with bills and swords and halberds. The armoured men on horseback drew ahead, into the scarlet distance, under the banner.


Richard bundled his arms around Ash, pale enough for his birthmark to stand out like a banner on his face. “Will they all die?”


“No. Not everybody. Not if some of the other lot come over to us when the fighting starts. The Captain buys them if he can. Oh.” Ash’s guts contracted. She reached down and put her hand between her legs and took her fingers out bloody.


“Sweet Green Christ!” Ash wiped her hand on her linen shirt, with a glance around the bell tower to see if anyone had overheard her swear. They were alone.


“Are you wounded?” Richard stepped back.


“Oh. No.” Far more bewildered than she sounded, Ash said, “I’m a woman. They told me, in the wagons, it could happen.”


Richard forgot the armed men moving. His smile was sweet. “It’s the first time, isn’t it? I’m so happy for you, Ashy! Will you have a baby?”


“Not right now ...”


She made him laugh, his fear gone. That done, she turned back to the red river fields that stretched away from the tower. Dew burned off in bright mist. Not dawn, now, but full early morning.


“Oh, look ...”


Half a mile away now, the enemy.


The Bride of the Sea’s men moving over a slope, small and glittering. Banners of red and blue and gold and yellow gleamed above the packed mass of their helmets. Too far away to see faces, even the inverted V that disclosed mouth and chin when, in the heat, they left off falling-buffs and bevors.4


“Ashy, there are so many—!” Richard whined.


The Serene Bride of the Sea’s host drew up into three. The vaward or advance unit was big enough on its own. Behind it, offset to one side, was the mainward, with the Bride of the Sea’s banners and their commander’s own standard. Offset again, the rearward was only just in sight as a moving thicket of pikes and lances.


The first rows came on slowly. Billmen in padded linen jacks, their steel war-hats gleaming, bright hook-bladed bills over their shoulders. Ash knew billhooks had some agricultural use, but not what it might be. You could hook an armoured knight off his horse with one, and use it to crack his protective metal plates open. Men-at-arms in foot armour, with axes over their shoulders like peasants going out to cut wood ... And archers. Far too many archers.


“Three battles.” Ash pointed Richard bodily, holding him by his narrow shoulders. The little boy trembled. “Look, Dickon. In the front battle. There’s billmen, then archers, then men-at-arms, then archers, then billmen, then more archers – all down the line.”


A hoarse voice, audible across the whole distance, shouted, “Nock! Loose!”


Ash scratched at her stained shirt. Everything laid itself out suddenly plain in her head. For the first time, what had been an implicit sense of a pattern found words.


She stuttered into speech, almost too fast and excited to be understood. “Their archers are safe because of their men with hand-weapons! They can shoot into us, loose an arrow every six heartbeats, and we can’t do anything about it! Because if we do try to get up close, their billmen or foot knights will kill us. Then their archers will draw their falchions and get stuck in too, or move out to the flanks and carry on shooting us up. That’s why they’ve put them like that. What can we do?”


‘If you are outnumbered, you cannot meet them in separate units. Form a wedge. A wedge-shaped formation with the point towards the enemy, then your flank archers can shoot without hitting your men in front. When their foot troops attack, they must face your weapons on each of your flanks. Send in your heavy armoured men to break their flank.’


Ash found the hard words no more difficult to decipher than discussions she had overheard, lying in the grass, back of the Captain’s command tent. She puzzled it out, and said, “How can we? We don’t have enough men!”


“Ashy,” Richard whimpered.


She protested, “What have we got? The Great Duke’s men – about half as many! And the city militia. They just about know enough not to hold a sword by the sharp end. Two more companies. And us.”


“Ash!” the boy protested loudly. “Ashy!”


‘Then do not array your men too close together. They are a mass for the enemy to shoot into. The enemy are out of range. You must move, fast, and close-assault them.’


She dug with her bare toe in the dust between the tower’s flagstones, not looking at the approaching banners. “There’s too many of them!”


“Ashy, stop it. Stop it! Who are you talking to?”


‘Then you must surrender and sue for peace.’


“Don’t tell me! I can’t do anything! I can’t!”


Richard shrieked, “Tell you what? Who’s telling?”


Nothing happened for long seconds. Then the mass of the company moved forward, running, the Great Duke’s troops with them, crashing into the first enemy battle-line, flags dipping, the red of poppies a red mist now; thunder, iron beating on iron, screams, hoarse voices shouting orders, a pipe shrilling through the dirt rising up a bare few hundred yards away.


“You said – I heard you!” Ash stared at Richard’s white and wine-coloured face. “You said – I heard someone saying – Who was that?”


The Great Duke’s line of men broke up into knots. No flying wedge now, just knots of men-at-arms gathered around their standards and banners. In the dust and red sun, the main battle of the Most Serene Bride of the Sea’s army began to walk forward. Sheaves of arrows thickened the air.


“But someone said—”


The stone parapet smacked her in the face.


Blood smashed across her upper lip. She put one hand to her nose. Pain made her scream. Her fingers spread and shook.


The noise filled her mouth, filled her chest, shook the sky crashing down. Ash touched the sides of her head. A thin, high whine filled her ears. Richard’s face streamed tears and his mouth was an open square. She could just hear him bawling.


The corner of the parapet wall fell soundlessly away. Open air gaped in front of her. Dust hung hazy. She got to her hands and knees. A violent whirring whicked past her head, loud enough for her, half-deaf, to hear.


The boy stood with his hands loose at his sides. He stared over Ash’s head, out from the broken bell tower. She saw his particoloured legs tremble. The front of his cod-flap wetted with urine. With a ripe, wet sound, he shat in his hose. Ash looked up at Richard without condemnation. There are times when losing control of your bowels is the only realistic response to a situation.


“That’s mortars! Get down!” She hoped she was shouting. She got Richard by the wrist and pulled him towards the steps.


The sharp edge of the stone barked her knees. Her sun-blasted vision saw nothing but darkness. She fell down inside the bell tower, cracking her head against the wall of the stairwell. Richard’s foot kicked her in the mouth. She bled and yelled and tumbled down to ground-level and ran.


She heard no more gunfire, but when she looked back from the wagon-fort, her chest raw inside and burning, the monastery tower was gone, only rubble and dust blackening the sky.


Forty-five minutes later the baggage train were declared prisoners.


Ash ran away, out of their sight, down to the river.


Searching.


Bodies lay so thick on the ground that the air swam with the smell. She clamped her linen sleeve over her mouth and nose. She tried not to step on the faces of the dead men and boys.


Scavengers came by to strip the bodies. She hid in the wet, red corn. Their peasant voices were rapid, inflected music.


She felt the skin across her cheeks and nose crisping in the high summer heat. The sun burned at her calves below the linen shirt, turning her fair skin pink. Her toes burned. She stood and put her wide-brimmed straw hat back on. The whole world smelled of shit and spoiling meat. She kept spitting without being able to get the taste of vomit out of her mouth. Heat made the air waver.


One of the dying men wept “Bartolomeo! Bartolomeo!” and then pleaded with the surgeon’s cart, long-handled, dragged on two wheels by a man who grunted and shook his head.


No Richard. No one. The crops were burned black for a mile or more. Ravens dragged bits of two armoured horse carcasses apart. If there had been anything else – bombards, bodies, salvageable armour – it had been cleared up or looted.


Ash ran, breathless, back to the company cooking fires. She saw Richard sitting with the washerwomen. He looked up, saw her, and ran away.


Her steps slowed.


Abruptly, Ash turned and tugged the sleeve of a gunner’s doublet. Not realising how deaf she was, she shouted, “Where’s Guillaume? Guillaume Arnisout?”


“Buried down in the lime pit.”


“What?”


The unarmed man shrugged and faced her. She followed his lips as much as the whisper of sound. “Dead and buried in the lime pits.”


“Uhh.” Air left her lungs.


“No,” another man called from beside the fire, “they took him prisoner. The bloody Brides of the Sea have got him.”


“No,” a third man held his hands apart, “he had a hole in his stomach this big. But it wasn’t the Most Serene, it was our side, the Great Duke’s men, it was someone he owed money to.”


Ash left them.


No matter what turf the camp was set up on, the camp was always the same. She made her way into the middle of the camp, where she did not often go. Now it was full of armed strangers. At last she found a manicured, blond man with a harassed expression, who wore a gold-edged green surcoat over his armour. He was one of the Lord Captain’s aides and she knew him by sight, not by name; the gunners referred to him derisively as tabard-lifter. She already understood why.


“Guillaume Arnisout?” He put his hand through his thick bobbed hair. “Is he your father?”


“Yes.” Ash lied without hesitation. She did the thing she had learned to do and the constriction in her throat went away, so that she could speak. “I want him! Tell me where he is!”


The aide pricked down a parchment list. “Arnisout. Here. He was taken prisoner. The Captains are talking. I imagine prisoners may be exchanged after a few hours.”


Ash thanked him in as quiet a voice as she could manage and returned to the edges of the camp to wait.


Evening fell across the valley. The stench of bodies sweetened the air unbearably. Guillaume did not come back to camp. Rumour began to say he had died of his wounds, died of plague caught in the Bride of the Sea’s camp, signed on with the Most Serene as a master gunner at twice the pay, run off with a noblewoman from the Duke’s city, gone home to his farm in Navarre. (Ash hoped for a few weeks. After six months, she stopped hoping.)


By sunset, prisoners moved aimlessly between the camp’s tents, unused to walking around without sword, axe, bow, halberd. The evening sun lay gold over blood and poppies. The air tasted of heat. Ash’s nose numbed itself to the worst of the decomposition. Richard stalked up to her where Ash stood in dung-stained straw, her back to a cart’s wheel, with one of the baggage train’s washerwomen dabbing witch hazel on the yellow bruises down her shins.


“When will we know?” Richard shivered, and glared at her. “What will they do with us?”


“Us?” Ash’s ears still thinly sang.


The washerwoman grunted. “We’re part of the spoil. Sell us to whorehouses, maybe.”


“I’m too young!” Ash protested.


“No.”


“Demon!” the boy shrieked. “Demons told you we’d lose! You hear demons! You’ll burn!”


“Richard!”


He ran away. He ran down the earth-track that soldiers’ feet had beaten into existence over the peasants’ crops, away from the baggage wagons.


“Man-bait! He’s too pretty,” the washerwoman said, suddenly vicious, throwing her wet rag down. “I wouldn’t be him. Or you. Your face! They’ll burn you. If you hear voices!” She made the sign of the Horns.


Ash leaned her head back, staring up into the endless blue. The air swam with gold. Every muscle ached, one wrenched knee hurt, her little toenail had been torn off bloody. None of the normal euphoria of hard exertion over and done with. Her guts churned.


“Not voices. A voice.” She pushed with her bare foot at the clay pot of witch hazel ointment. “Maybe it was sweet Christ. Or a saint.”


“You, hear a saint?” the woman snarled incredulously. “Little whore!”


Ash wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Maybe it was a vision. Guillaume had a vision once. He saw the Blessed Dead fighting with us at Dinant.”


The washerwoman turned to walk away. “I hope the Most Serene look at your ugly face and make you fuck their nightsoil men!”


Ash scooped up and hefted the pot of witch hazel in one hand, preparing to throw. “Poxy bitch!”


A hand came out of nowhere and clouted her. It stunned her. She burst into a humiliatingly loud squall, dropping the clay pot.


The man, now visible as wearing the Bride of the Sea’s livery, snarled, “You, woman, get up to the centre of camp. We’re doing shares of spoil. Go! You too, you little scarred freak!”


The washerwoman ran off, laughing too shrilly. The soldier followed.


Another woman, suddenly beside the wagon, asked, “Do you hear voices, child?”


This woman had a moon-round, moon-pale face, with no hair showing under her tight headdress. Over her big body a grey robe hung loosely, with a Briar Cross on a chain at her belt.


Ash snivelled. She wiped her dripping nose again. A line of thin, clear snot hung from her nostrils to the shirt’s linen sleeve. “I don’t know! What’s ‘hearing voices’?”


The pale moon-face looked avidly down at her. “There’s talk among the men of the Most Serene. I think they’re looking for you.”


“Me?” A tightness took hold of Ash’s ribs. “Looking for me?”


A clammily hot white hand reached down, seizing Ash’s jaw and turning her face up to the evening light. She strained against the imprint of sharp fingertips, without success. The woman studied her intently.


“If it was a true sending from the Green Christ, they hope you will prophesy for them. If it’s a demon, they’ll drive it out of you. That could take until morning. Most of them are well gone in drink now.”


Ash ignored the grip on her face, her sick fear and her bowels churning. “Are you a nun?”


“I am one of the Sisters of St Herlaine, yes. We have a convent near here, at Milano.”5 The woman let go. Her voice sounded harsh under the liquid speech. Ash guessed it not to be her first language. Like all mercenaries, Ash had the basics of most languages she had heard. Ash understood the big woman as she said, “You need feeding up, girl. How old are you?”


“Nine. Ten. Eleven.” Ash dragged her sleeve across her chin. “I don’t know. I can remember the big storm. Ten. Maybe nine.”


The woman’s eyes were light, all light. “You’re a child. Small, too. No one has ever cared for you, have they? Probably that’s why the demon got in. This camp is no place for a child.”


Tears stabbed her eyes. “It’s my home! I don’t have a demon!”


The nun put her hands up, each palm to one of Ash’s cheeks, surveying her without her scars. Her hands felt both warm and cold on Ash’s wet skin.


“I am Sister Ygraine. Tell me the truth. What speaks to you?”


Doubt bit cold in Ash’s belly. “Nothing, nobody, Soeur! Nobody was there but me and Richard!”


Chills stiffened her neck, braced her shoulders. Rote words of a prayer to the Green Christ died in her dry mouth. She began to listen. The nun’s harsh breathing. Fire crackling. A horse whinnying. Drunken songs and shouting further off.


No sensation of a voice speaking quietly, to her, out of a companionable silence.


A burst of sound roared from the centre of the camp. Ash flinched. Soldiers ran past, ignoring them, running towards the growing crowd in the centre. Somewhere in a wagon close by, a hurt man called out for his maman. Gold light faded towards dusk. The tall sky began to fill with sparks showering up from the campfires, fires let burn too high, far too high; they might burn all the mercenary tents by morning, and think nothing of it but a brief regret for plunder ruined.


The nun said, “They’re despoiling your camp.”


Not speaking to Soeur Ygraine, not speaking to anyone, Ash deliberately breathed words aloud: “We’re prisoners. What will happen to me now?”


‘Licence, liberty, and drunkenness—’


Ash clamped her hands over her ears. The soundless voice continued:


‘—the night when commanders cannot control their men who have come living off the battlefield. The night in which people are killed for sport.’


Soeur Ygraine shifted her big hand to Ash’s shoulder, the grip firm through Ash’s filthy-dirty shirt. Ash lowered her hands. A growl in her belly told her she was hungry for the first time in twelve hours.


The nun continued to gaze down at her as if no voice had spoken.


“I—” Ash hesitated.


In her mind now she felt neither silence, nor a voice, but a potential for speech. Like a tooth which does not quite ache, but soon will.


She began to hurt for what she had never before given two thoughts to: the solitariness of her soul in her body. Fear flooded her from scalp to tingling fingertips to feet.


She abruptly stuttered, “I didn’t hear any voice, I didn’t, I didn’t! I lied to Richard because I thought it would make me famous. I just wanted somebody to notice me!”


And then, as the big woman disinterestedly turned her back and began to stride away, into the chaos of firelight and drunken condottieri, Ash shrieked out hard enough to hurt her throat:


“Take me somewhere safe, take me to sanctuary, don’t let them hurt me, please!”





4 Armour pieces for the chin and lower face, made of either articulated or solid plate, and often lined with velvet or other cloth; therefore hot to wear.


5 Internal evidence therefore suggests this is not one of the Company of the Griffin-in-Gold’s contracts with the Burgundian Dukes. Therefore, the battle can be neither Dinant (19–25 August 1466) nor Brustem (28 October 1467). I theorise that this takes place in Italy, that it is Molinella (1467), a battle in the war between Duke Francisco Sforza of Milan, and the Serenissima or Most Serene Republic of Venice under the condottiere Bartolomeo Colleoni. Colleoni has been falsely credited with the first use of field guns in battle.


The battle is obscure, noted only because of a cynical comment which Niccolò Machiavelli later wrote about the ‘bloodless wars’ of the Italian professional contract soldiers: that only one man died in the battle of Molinella, and that was from falling off his horse. Better sources suggest a more accurate assessment would be around six hundred dead.


The Winchester Codex was written around AD 1495, some twenty-eight years after this date, and nineteen years after the main body of the ‘Ash’ texts (which cover the years AD 1476–1477). Some details of the battle depicted here greatly resemble the last conflict in the Wars of the Roses, the Battle of Stoke (1487). Possibly this biography was written by an English soldier who had become a monk at Winchester, and wrote about what he experienced in the English midlands, at Stoke, rather than about Molinella itself.
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Dear Anna,


It was good to meet with you in person, at last. Yes, I think doing the editing section by section with you is by far the wisest way to go about this, particularly considering the volume of the material and the proposed publication date in 2001, and the fact that I am still fine-tuning the translations.


As soon as my net connection is properly set up I can send work to you direct. I’m glad you’re reasonably happy with what you have so far. I can, of course, cut down on the footnotes.


It’s kind of you to admire the ‘literary distancing technique’ of referring to fifteenth century Catholicism in such terms as ‘Green Christ’ and ‘Briar Cross’. In fact, this is not my technique for making sure the readers can’t impose their own preconceptions about mediaeval life on the text! It’s a direct translation of the mediaeval dog-Latin, as are the earlier Mithraic references. We shouldn’t be too concerned, this is just some of the obviously false legendary material – supernatural lions and similar – attributed to Ash’s childhood. Heroes always gather myths to themselves, still more so when they are not remarkable men but remarkable women.


Perhaps the Winchester Codex purports to reflect Ash’s limited knowledge as a child: Ash at eight or ten years old knows only fields, woods, campaign tents, armour, washerwomen, dogs, soldiers, swords, saints, Lions. The company of mercenaries. Hills, rivers, towns – places have no names. How should she know what year it is? Dates don’t matter yet.


All this changes, of course, in the next section: the del Guiz Life.


Like the editor of the 1939 edition of the ‘Ash’ papers, Vaughan Davies, I am using the original German version of the del Guiz Life of Ash, published in 1516. (Because of the inflammatory nature of the text it was immediately withdrawn, and republished in an expurgated form in 1518.) Apart from a few minor printing errors, this copy agrees with the four other surviving editions of the 1516 Life (in the British Library, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, and the Glasgow Museum).


Here, I have a considerable advantage over Vaughan Davies, who was editing in 1939 – I can be explicit. I have therefore translated this text into modern colloquial English, especially the dialogue, where I use the educated and slang versions of our language to represent some of the social differences of that period. In addition, mediaeval soldiers were notoriously foul-mouthed. When Davies accurately translates Ash’s bad language as, “By Christ’s bones”, however, the modern reader feels none of the contemporary shock. Therefore, I have again used modern-day equivalents. I’m afraid she does say “Fuck” rather a lot.


Regarding your question about using different documentary sources, my intention is not to follow Charles Mallory Maximillian’s method. While I have a great admiration for his 1890 edition of the ‘Ash’ documents, in which he translates the various Latin codices, each Life, etc., in turn, and lets their various authors speak for themselves, I feel this demands more than modern readers are willing to give. I intend to follow Vaughan Davies’s biographical method, and weave the various authors into a coherent narrative of her life. Where texts disagree this will, of course, be given the appropriate scholarly discussion.


I realise that you will find some of my new material surprising, but remember that what it narrates is what these people genuinely thought to be happening to them. And, if you bear in mind the major alteration to our view of history that will take place when Ash: The Lost History of Burgundy is published, perhaps we would be wise not to dismiss anything too casually.


Sincerely,
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15 October 2000


Dear Anna,


No indeed – although my conclusions will completely supersede theirs, I feel myself very fortunate to be following in the academic footsteps of two profound scholars. Vaughan Davies’s Ash: A Biography was still a set text when I was at school! My love for this subject goes back even further, I must confess – to the Victorians, and Charles Mallory Maximillian’s Ash: The Life of a Female Mediaeval Mercenary Captain.


Take, for example, Charles Mallory Maximillian on the subject of that unique country, mediaeval Burgundy – because, although the emphasis in the opening part of the main ‘Ash’ texts is on the Germanic courts, it is with her powerful Burgundian employers that she is finally most associated. Here is CMM in full flood in 1890:–


The story of Ash is, in some ways, the story of what we might call a ‘lost’ Burgundy. Of all the lands of Western Europe, it is Burgundy – this bright dream of chivalry – which both lasts for a shorter period than any other, and burns more brightly at its peak. Burgundy, under its four great Dukes, and the nominal kingship of France, becomes the last and greatest of the mediaeval kingdoms – aware, even as it flourishes, that it is harking back to another age. Duke Charles’s cult of an ‘Arthurian court’ is, strange as it may seem to us in our modern, smoky, industrial world, an attempt to reawaken the high ideals of chivalry in this land of knights in armour, princes in fantastic castles, and ladies of surpassing beauty and accomplishment. For Burgundy, itself, thought itself corrupted; thought the fifteenth century so far removed from the Classical Age of Gold that only a revival of these virtues of courage, honour, piety, and reverence could make it whole.


They did not foresee the printing press, the discovery of the New World, and the Renaissance; all to happen in the last twenty years of their century. And indeed, they took no part in it.


This, then, is the Burgundy which vanishes from memory and history in January, 1477. Ash, a Joan of Arc for Burgundy, perishes in the fray. The great bold Duke dies, slain by his old enemies the Swiss on the winter battlefield at Nancy; lies two or three days before his corpse can be recognised, because foot-soldiers have stripped him of all his finery; and so it is three days, as Commines tells us, before the King of France can give a great sigh of relief, and set about disposing of the Burgundian princes’ lands. Burgundy vanishes.


Yet, if one studies the evidence, of course, Burgundy does not vanish at all. Like a stream which goes underground, the blood of Charles the Bold runs on through the history of Europe; becoming Hapsburg by marriage, merging into that Austro-Hungarian Empire which still – an ageing giant – survives to this day. What one can say is that we remember Burgundy as a lost and golden country. Why? What is it that we are remembering?


Charles Mallory Maximillian (ed.), Ash: The Life of a Female Mediaeval Mercenary Captain, J Dent & Sons, 1890; reprinted 1892, 1893, 1896, 1905.


CMM is, of course, the lesser scholar, full of romantic Victorian flourishes, and I am not depending on him in my translations. Ironically, of course, his narrative history is far more readable than the sociological histories that followed, even if it is more inaccurate! I suppose I am trying to synthesise rigorous historical and sociological accuracy with CMM’s lyricism. I hope it can be done!


What he says is all perfectly factual, of course – the collection of counties, countries and duchies that was mediaeval Burgundy did ‘vanish out of history’, so to speak (although not before Ash fought in some of its most notable battles). It is true in the sense that remarkably little is written about Burgundy after its AD 1477 collapse.


But it was CMM’s nostalgic lyricism about a ‘Lost Burgundy’, a magic interstice of history, that got me fascinated. Reading through it again, I feel a complete satisfaction, Anna, that I should have found, in my own field, what was ‘lost’ – and deduced exactly what that discovery implies.


I enclose the next fully translated section, Part One of the del Guiz Life: Fortuna Imperatrix Mundi. A point, here – although the main bulk of my new manuscript, ‘Fraxinus’, covers events later in 1476, I am able to use parts of it to illuminate these already-existing texts, from where the del Guiz chronicle picks up her adult life in June of that year. You may find there are some surprises even in this ‘old stuff’, that eluded CMM and Vaughan Davies!


I appreciate that, for your up-coming sales conference, you need to be ‘fully briefed’, as you put it, on what my ‘new historical theory’ arising from ‘Fraxinus’ is. For various technical reasons, I’m afraid I do not choose to go into the implications in detail just yet.


Sincerely,
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PART ONE



16 June AD 1476[?]– 1 July AD 1476



Fortuna Imperatrix Mundi1



1 ‘The goddess Fortune is the Empress of this world.’





I



“Gentlemen,” said Ash, “shut your faces!”


The clatter of helmet visors shutting sounded all along the line of horsemen.


Beside her, Robert Anselm paused with his hand to his throat, about to thrust the laminated plate of his steel bevor up into its locking position over his mouth and chin. “Boss, our lord hasn’t told us we can attack them ...”


Ash pointed. “Who gives a fuck? That’s a chance down there and we’re taking it!”


Ash’s sub-captain Anselm was the only rider apart from herself in full armour. The rest of the eighty-one mounted knights wore helmets, bevors, good leg armour – the legs of a man on horseback being very vulnerable – and cheap body armour, the small overlapping metal plates sewn into a jacket called a brigandine.


“Form up!”


Ash’s voice sounded muffled in her own ears by the silver hair she wore braided up as an arming cap, padding the inside of her steel sallet.2 Her voice was not as deep as Anselm’s. It came resonant from her small, deep chest cavity; piercing; it sounds an octave above any noise of battle except cannon. Ash’s men can always hear Ash.


Ash pushed her own bevor up and locked, protecting mouth and chin. For the moment, she left the visor of her sallet up so that she could see better. The horsemen jostled around her in a packed mass on the churned earth of the slope. Her men, in her company’s livery: on geldings of mostly medium to good quality.


Down the slope in front of her, a vast makeshift town littered the river valley. Bright under noon sunlight, walled with wagons chained together, and crammed with pennon-flying pavilions and thirty thousand men, women and baggage animals inside it – the Burgundian army. Their camp big enough (confirmed rumour had it) to have two of its own markets ...


You could hardly see the little battered walled town of Neuss inside the enclosing army.


Neuss: a tenth the size of the attacking forces camped around it. The besieged town rested precariously within its gates – rubble, now – and behind its moats and the wide protecting Rhine river. Beyond the Rhine valley, pine-knotted German hills glowed grey-green in the June heat.


Ash tilted her visor down to shade her eyes from the sunlight. A group of about fifty riders moved on the open ground between the Burgundian camp that besieged Neuss and her own Imperial camp that (theoretically) was here to relieve the town. Even at this distance Ash could see the men’s Burgundian livery: two red criss-cross slashes, the Cross of St Andrew.


Robert Anselm brought his bay around in a neat circle. His free hand gripped the company’s standard: the azure Lion Passant Guardant on a field or.3 “They could be trying to sucker us down, boss.”


Deep in the pit of her stomach, expectation and fear churned. The big iron-grey gelding, Godluc, shifted under her, responding. As always in chance ambushes, the suddenness, the sense of moments slipping away and a decision to be made—


“No. Not a trick. They’re overconfident. Fifty mounted men – that’s someone out with just an escort. He thinks he’s safe. They think we’re not going to attack them, because we haven’t struck a blow since us and Emperor-bleeding-Frederick got here three weeks ago.” She hit the high front of the war saddle with the heel of her gauntleted hand, turned to Anselm, grinning. “Robert, tell me what you don’t see.”


“Fifty mounted men, most in full harness, don’t see any infantry, no crossbowmen, don’t see any hackbutters, don’t see any archers – don’t see any archers!”


Ash couldn’t stop grinning: she thought her teeth might be all that was visible under the shadow of her visor, and you could probably see them all the way across the occupied plain to Neuss. “Now you get it. When do we ever get to do the pure knightly cavalry-against-cavalry charge in real war?”


“—Without being shot out of the saddle.” His brows, visible under his visor, furrowed. “You sure?”


“If we don’t sit here with our thumbs up our arses, we can catch them out on the field – they can’t get back to their camp in time. Now let’s shift!”


Anselm nodded decisive compliance.


She squinted up at the dark blue sky. Her armour, and the padded arming doublet and hose under it, burned as if she stood in front of an armourer’s furnace. Godluc’s foam soaked his blue caparisons. The world smelled of horse, dung, oil on metal, and the downwind stench of Neuss where they had been eating rats and cats for six weeks now.


“I’m going to boil if I don’t get out of this lot soon, so let’s go!” She raised her plate-covered arm and jerked it down.


Robert Anselm’s thick-necked horse dipped its hindquarters and then sprang forward. The company standard lifted, gripped high in Anselm’s armoured gauntlet. Ash spurred Godluc into the thicket of raised lances and through, ahead of her men, Anselm at her shoulder now, half a pace behind her trotting mount. She tapped the long spurs back again. Godluc went from trot to canter. The jolting shook her teeth to her bones, and rattled the plates of her Milanese armour, and the wind whipped into her sallet and snatched the breath out of her nostrils.


Percussive concussion shook the world. The hundreds of steel horseshoes striking hard earth threw up showers of clods. The noise went unheard, felt in her chest and bones rather than heard with her ears; and the line of riders – her line, her men; sweet Christ don’t let me get this wrong! – gathered speed down the slope and out on to clear ground.


No rabbit holes, she prayed, and then: Fuck me, that isn’t one of their commanders’ standards, it’s the Duke’s banner. Sweet Green Christ! That’s Duke Charles of Burgundy himself there!


Summer sun struck brilliances from Burgundian knights in full harness, steel-silver plates from head to toe. The sun winked from the stars that were the tips of their light war lances. Her vision blotted green and orange.


No time for new tactics now. Anything we haven’t practised, we can’t do. This season’s training will have to get us through it.


Ash glanced quickly right and left at the riders coming up nose and nose with her. Steel faces, not recognisable now as lance-leaders Euen Huw or Joscelyn van Mander or Thomas Rochester; anonymous hard-riding men, thickets of lances dropping down to attack position.


She brought her own lance down across Godluc’s thick arched neck. Her gauntlet-linen over her palm was ridged and wet with sweat where she gripped the wood. The massive jolting of the horse shook her in the high-backed saddle, and the flapping of Godluc’s azure caparisons and the rattle of horse armour deafened her already muffled hearing. She had the smell, almost the taste, of sweat-hot armour in her mouth; metallic as blood. Motion smoothed as she spurred Godluc into full gallop.


She mumbled into the velvet lining of her bevor, “Fifty mounted men. Full harness. Eighty-one with me, medium armour.”


‘How are the enemy armed?’


“Lances, maces, swords. No missile weapons at all.”


‘Charge the enemy before the enemy is reinforced.’


“What the fuck,” Ash shouted happily to the voice in her head, “do you think I’m doing? Haro! A Lion! A Lion!” She threw up her free arm and bellowed, “Charge!”


Robert Anselm, half a length to her rear, boomed back in answer, “A Lion!” and jammed the staff of the rippling cloth banner up above his head. Half her riders were pelting ahead of Ash now, almost out of formation; too late to think about that, too late to do anything but think let them learn to stick with the banner! She dropped the reins over the pommel, brought her free hand up in the automatic gesture over her sallet, slamming the visor fully down, reducing vision to a slot.


The Burgundian flag jerked wildly.


“They’ve seen us!”


Not clear, least of all to her now, at this speed and this restricted vision, but were they trying to cluster around one man? Move away? Gallop back breakneck towards their camp? Some mixture of all three?


In a split second four Burgundian horses wheeled and came up together and burst into a full gallop towards her.


Foam splattered back on her breastplate. Heat blinded her out of a dark blue sky. It was as real and as solid as bread to her – those four men galloping towards me on three-quarters of a ton of horse each, with curved metal plates strapped around them, carry poles with sharpened lance-heads as long as my hand, that will hit home with the concentrated momentum of horse and sixteen-stone rider. They will punch through flesh like paper.


She has a mental flash of the lance-tip punching through her scarred cheek, her brain, the back of her skull.


One Burgundian knight hefted his lance, gripping it with his steel gauntlet, couching it on the lance-rest on his breastplate. His head was polished metal, plumed with white ostrich feathers, slit by a bar of blackness – a visor through which not even eyes could be seen. His lance-point dipped straight towards her.


A grim exultation filled her. Godluc responded to her shift of weight and swerved right. She dropped her lance down – down – down again, and took the grey stallion of the leading Burgundian knight squarely in under the jaw.


The shaft wrenched out of her hand. His horse reared, skidding forward on broken hind legs. The man went straight over his horse’s arse and under Godluc’s hooves. Trained as a war-horse, Godluc did not even stumble. Ash slid the lanyard of her mace over her gauntlet to her wrist, swung up the 24-inch shaft, and crashed the small flanged metal head square across the back of the second man’s helmet. The metal creased. She felt it give. Something crashed into Godluc’s flank: she went careering across grass – hot grass, slippery in the heat, more than one horse missing its footing – and shifted her body-weight again to bring Godluc up beside Robert Anselm. She reached over and hauled on his war-horse’s reins, and pulled him up with her. “There!”


The confusion of colours, red and blue and yellow liveries and guidons,4 resolved itself into a mass of skirmishing men. First charge over, lances mostly abandoned, except there were the German guys from Anhelt’s crew, skimming around the edge of the fray, lances jabbing as if they were boar-sticking – and Josse in the blue brigandine reaching over from his saddle with his hand on the backplate of a Burgundian knight, trying to punch his dagger down into the gap between plackart and backplate – and a man down, face-down on the dirt – and a spray of red straight up her breastplate, someone hit in a femoral artery, nothing to do with her own wild swing at someone’s head – the leather lanyard breaking and her mace flying up in a perfect parabola into the sunlight.


Ash grasped the leather-bound hilt of her sword and whipped it out of its sheath. In a continuation of the same movement she smashed it pommel-first into the face of an armoured man. The strike jarred her wrist. She brought her sword round and slammed it down on his right upper arm and elbow. The impact jarred and numbed the whole length of her arm.


He swung his mace up.


The sliding plates of his arm defences squealed where her blow had crushed metal, and stuck. Jammed.


He could not bring his arm up – or down—


She struck her blade in hard towards his vulnerable under-arm mail.


Three wildly plunging horses stampeded through the mass of heaving bodies, pushing them apart. She looked left, right, wildly around: the Lion banner there – soul’s damnation, if I’m not sticking with the unit banner, how can I expect them to? – and the Duke’s standard about twenty yards away, close to the edge of the fight.


She gasped, “Enemy command group – in reach—”


‘Then neutralise their unit commander.’


“A Lion! A Lion!” Ash stood up high in the stirrups, pointing with her sword. “Get the Duke! Get the Duke!”


Something crashed only glancingly off the back of her sallet, but it knocked her face-down on to Godluc’s neck. The war-horse wheeled around and reared up. Busy clinging on, Ash felt his hooves crush something. Screams dinned in her ears, and shouted commands in French and Flemish, and again the Lion banner slid off to the side, and she swore, and then saw the Ducal banner jerk and go down, and the knight in front of her threw his sword point-first at her face, and she ducked, and the ground was empty—


Thirty or so horses and men in Burgundian colours galloped, routing, across the packed earth towards their camp. Only minutes, Ash thought, dazed. It’s only been minutes, if that!


The little running figures at the Burgundian camp-line resolved themselves into infantry, in the liveries of Philippe de Poitiers and Ferry de Cuisance – archers from Picardy and Hainault.


“Archers – veteran – five hundred—”


‘If you do not have sufficient missile troops, withdraw.’


“No chance now. Fuck it!” She jerked up her arm, caught Robert Anselm’s eye, and threw her whole weight into the gesture of back! “Withdraw!”


Two of Euen Huw’s lance – a disreputable bunch of bastards at the best of times – were swinging down from their horses to strip the still-living wounded. Ash saw Euen Huw himself slam a bollock dagger straight down into the visor of an unhorsed knight. Blood sprayed.


“You want to be crossbow meat?” She swung half down from the saddle and pulled the Welshman up. “Bugger off back – now!”


The stabbed man was not dead, he thrashed and screamed, and blood jetted up from his visor. Ash hauled herself up into her saddle, rode over him on her way to Robert Anselm’s side, and screamed, “Ride back to camp – go!”


The Lion banner withdrew.


A man in a blue livery jacket with a blue lion on it dragged himself up from under his dead horse. Thomas Rochester, an English knight. Ash sat still in the saddle for one minute, holding Godluc by pressure of her knees, until the man reached her and she pulled him up behind her.


The open ground in front of Neuss was scattered now with riderless horses that abandoned their panic and slowed and stopped.


The man behind her on her horse yelled, “Boss, ’ware archers, let’s get out of here!”


Ash picked a careful way across the ground covered by the skirmish. She leaned down, searching among the unhorsed men to see if any of the dead and wounded were hers – or were the Duke – and none were either.


“Boss!” Thomas Rochester protested.


The first Picardian longbowman passed a bush she had privately decided was four hundred yards away.


“Boss!”


Thomas must be rattled. He doesn’t even want me to stop and capture a stray horse, to replace his. There’s money out there on four hooves.


And archers.


“Okay ...” Ash turned and rode back, fording the almost-dry stream of the Erft, and moving on up the slope. She forced herself to ride at walking pace towards the wattle barriers of the Imperial camp’s nearest gate. She thumped Godluc’s armoured neck. “Just as well we fed you up for the practise exercise.”


The gelding threw up his head. There was blood at the corners of his mouth, and blood on his hooves.


Men wearing the Blue Lion and carrying bows came crowding out of the Imperial camp – which was a wagon-walled mirror of the Burgundian camp, down on the river plain. Ash rode in through the sentinelled gap between their wagons.


“There you go, Thomas.” She reined in for the man to slide down, looking back at him. “Lose another horse and you can walk back next time ...”


Thomas of Rochester grinned. “Sure, boss!”


Figures running, men from her sector of the camp, crowding up to her and Robert Anselm, yelling questions and warnings.


“The damn Burgundians are hardly going to follow us in here. Hang on.” The sun blasted down. Ash nudged Godluc a step aside from the crowd, and wrenched her gauntlet buckles open, and then grabbed for her helmet.


She had to lean her head way back to get at the strap and buckle under the chin-piece of her bevor. She yanked the buckle open. The sallet almost fell backward off her head, but she caught it, and put it down over the pommel of the saddle, and then sprang the pin on her bevor and concertina’d the laminations down.


Air. Cool air. Her throat rasped dry and raw. She straightened up in the saddle again.


His Most Gracious Imperial Majesty Frederick III, Holy Roman Emperor, faced her from the war saddle of his favourite grey stallion.


Ash glanced around. A full knightly entourage rode with the Emperor. All bright liveries, and ostrich plumes on their helmets. Not so much as a scratch on the steel. Far too late to join any skirmish. She caught sight of one man at the back – by the look of him, from the Eternal Twilight,5 in mail hauberk; his eyes bandaged with thin strips of dark muslin – nonetheless wearing a mildly cynical smile.


Sweat stuck her braided-up silver hair to her forehead and cheeks. Her skin felt wet and red as fire. Calm-eyed, she rode towards the Emperor, away from her shouting men. “Majesty.”


Frederick’s dry little voice whispered, “What are you doing on this side of my camp, Captain?”


“Manoeuvres, Your Imperial Majesty.”


“In front of the Burgundian camp?”


“Needed to practise advancing and retreating with the standard, Your Imperial Majesty.”


Frederick blinked. “When you just happened to see the Duke’s escort.”


“Thought it was a sally against Neuss, Your Imperial Majesty.”


“And you attacked.”


“Paid to, Your Imperial Majesty. We are your mercenaries, after all.”


One of the entourage – the southern mail-clad foreigner – stifled a noise. There was a pointed silence until he muttered, “Sorry, Your Imperial Majesty. Wind.”


“Yes ...”


Ash blinked her indeterminately coloured eyes at the little fair-haired man. The Emperor Frederick was not visibly in armour, although his velvet doublet probably concealed mail under it. She said mildly, “Didn’t we ride here from Cologne to protect Neuss, Your Imperial Majesty?”


Frederick abruptly wheeled his gelding, and galloped back into the centre of the Imperial German camp with his knights.


“Shit,” Ash said aloud. “I might have done it this time.”


Robert Anselm, helmet at hip, rode up beside her. “Done what, boss?”


Ash glanced sideways at the crop-headed man; twice her age, experienced, and capable. She reached up and pulled her hairpin, and let her heavy braid fall down, unwinding over pauldrons and breastplate as far as the tassets that hung to mid-thigh, and only then noticed that her arms were dripping red to the elbow-couters, and that her silver hair was sopping up the blood.


“Either got myself into deep shit,” she said, “or got where I want to be. You know what I want us to get, this year.”


“Land,” Anselm murmured. “Not a mercenary’s reward of money. You want him to give us land and estates.”


“I want in.” Ash sighed. “I’m tired of winning castles and revenues for other people. I’m tired of never having anything at the end of a season except enough money to see us through the winter.”


His tanned, creased face smiled. “It isn’t every company can do that.”


“I know. But I’m good.” Ash chuckled, deliberately immodest, getting less of an answering grin from him than she expected. She sobered. “Robert, I want somewhere permanent we can go back to, I want to own land. That’s what all this is about – you get land by fighting, or inheritance, or gift, but you get land and you establish yourself. Like the Sforza in Milan.” She smiled cynically. “Give it enough time and money, and Jack Peasant becomes Sir John Wellborn. I want in.”


Robert shrugged. “Is Frederick going to do that? He could be mad as hell about this. I can’t tell with him.”


“Me either.” Heartbeat and breath quietened now, ceasing to thunder in her ears. She stripped one gauntlet off and wiped her face, glancing back at the dismounting knights of the Company of the Lion. “That’s a good lot of lads we’ve got there.”


“Haven’t I been raising troops for you for five years? Did you expect rubbish?”


It was a remark intended jokingly, Ash noted; but sweat poured down the older man’s face, and his eyes flinched away from hers as he spoke. She wondered, Is he after a bigger share of our money? and realised, No, not Robert – so, what?


“That wasn’t war,” Ash added thoughtfully, pondering her captain. “That was a tournament, not a battle!”


One arm cradled his helmet; the Lion standard was socketed at his saddle. Anselm’s blunt fingers prodded under the mail standard at his throat. Its visible rim of leather was black with his sweat. “Maybe a tourney.6 But they lost knights.”


“Six or seven,” Ash agreed.


“Did you hear—?” Robert Anselm swallowed. His eyes finally met hers. She was troubled to see his forehead white with sweat or nausea.


“Down there – I took one man in the face with my sword-hilt,” he said, and shrugged an explanation: “He had his visor up. Red livery, white harts rampant. I ripped half his face away, just with the cross of my sword. Blinded him. He didn’t fall, I saw one of his mates helping him ride off towards their camp. But when I hit him he shrieked. You could hear it, Ash, he knew, right then, he’d been ruined for life. He knew.”


Ash searched Robert Anselm’s features, familiar to her as her own. A big man, broad across the shoulders, armour bright in the sun, his shaved scalp red with heat and sweat. “Robert—”


“It isn’t the dead ones that bother me. It’s the ones who have to live with what I’ve done to them.” Anselm broke off, shaking his head. He shifted in his war-horse’s saddle. His smile was wan. “Green Christ! Listen to me. After-battle shakes. Don’t take any notice, girl. I’ve been doing this since before you were born.”


This was not hyperbole but a pure statement of fact. Ash, more sanguine, nodded. “You should talk to a priest. Talk to Godfrey. And talk to me, later. This evening. Where’s Florian?”


He appeared slightly reassured. “In the surgeon’s tent.”


Ash nodded. “Right. I want to talk to the lance-leaders, we were all over the place down there. Take company roll-call. Find me back at the command tent. Move it!”


Ash rode on through the young men in armour flinging themselves down from their war saddles, shouting at each other, shouting at her, their pages grabbing their war-horses’ reins, the babble of after-battle stories. She banged one hard on the backplate, said something obscene to another of her sub-captains, the Savoyard soldier Paul di Conti; grinned at their yells of approval, dismounted, and clattered up the slope, her steel tassets banging on the cuisses that covered her thighs, towards the surgeon’s tent.


“Philibert, get me fresh clothes!” she yelled at her bob-haired page-boy, who darted away towards her pavilion; “and send Rickard, I need to get unarmed. Florian!”


A boy threw down more rushes as Ash ducked in through the flap of the surgeon’s pavilion. The round tent smelled of old blood and vomit, and of spices and herbs from the curtained-off area that was the surgeon’s own quarters. Thick sawdust clotted the floor. The sunlight through the white canvas gleamed gold.


It was not crowded. It was all but empty.


“What? Oh, it’s you.” A tall man, of slight build, with blond badly cut hair flopping over his eyes, looked up and grinned from a dirty face. “Look at this. Shoulder popped right out of its socket. Fascinating.”


“How are you, Ned?” Ash ignored the surgeon Florian de Lacey for the moment in favour of the wounded man.


She has his name to hand: Edward Aston, an older knight, initially a refugee of the rosbifs’7 royal wars, a confirmed mercenary now. The armour stripped off him and scattered on the straw was composite, bought new at different times and in different lands: Milanese breastplate, Gothic German arm defences. He sat with the wheat-coloured light on his balding head and fringe of white hair, doublet off his shoulders, bruises blacker by the minute, his features screwed up in intense pain and greater disgust. The joint of his shoulder looked completely wrong.


“Bloody warhammer, weren’t it? Bloody little Burgundian tyke come up behind me when I were finishing his mate. Hurt my horse, too.”


Ash ran over Sir Edward Aston’s English lance in her mind. He had raised for her service one crossbowman, one fairly well-equipped longbow archer, two competent men-at-arms, a bloody good sergeant and a drunken page. “Your sergeant, Wrattan, will look after your mount. I’ll put him in command of the rest of the lance. You rest up.”


“Get my share, though, won’t I?”


“Bloody right.” Ash watched as Florian de Lacey wrapped both hands around the older man’s wrist.


“Now say ‘Christus vincit, Christus regnit, Christus imperad’,” Florian directed.


“Christus vincit, Christus regnit, Christus imperad,” the man growled, his outdoor voice too loud in the confines of the tent. “Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus.”


“Hold on.” Florian planted a knee in Edward Aston’s ribs, yanked at full strength—


“Fuck!”


—and let go. “There. Back in its socket.”


“Why di’nt you tell me that was going to hurt, you stupid bugger?”


“You mean you didn’t know? Shut up and let me finish the charm.” The blond man frowned, thought for a second, and bent to murmur in the knight’s ear: “Mala, magubula, mala, magubula!”


The older knight grunted, and raised thick white eyebrows. He gave a sharp nod. Ash watched Florian’s long strong fingers firmly bind the shoulder into temporarily immobility.


“Don’t worry about it, Ned,” Ash said, “you’re not going to miss much fighting. It took Frederick-our-glorious-leader seventeen days to march the twenty-four miles from Cologne to here, he’s not exactly raring for glory.”


“Sooner have my pay for not fighting! I’m an old man. You’ll see me in my fucking grave yet.”


“Fucking won’t,” Ash said. “I’ll see you back on your horse. About—”


“About a week.” Florian wiped his hands down the front of his doublet, smearing the red wool, red lacing, and white linen undershirt with dirt. “That’s it, except an arm fracture, which I fixed up before you got here.” The tall master surgeon scowled. “Why don’t you bring me back any interesting injuries? And I don’t suppose you bothered to recover any dead bodies for anatomising?”


“They didn’t belong to me,” Ash said gravely, managing not to laugh at Florian’s expression.


The surgeon shrugged. “How am I ever going to study fatal combat injuries if you don’t bring me any?”


Ned Aston muttered something under his breath that might have been ‘fucking ghoul!’


“We were lucky,” Ash stressed. “Florian, who’s the arm fracture?”


“Bartolomey St John. From van Mander’s Flemish lance. He’ll mend.”


“No permanent cripples? No one dead? No plague outbreak? Green Christ loves me!” Ash whooped. “Ned, I’ll send your sergeant up here for you.”


“I’ll manage. I’m not dead yet.” The big English knight glowered at Florian de Lacey in disgust as he left the surgeon’s tent, something of which the anatomist-surgeon remained apparently oblivious; and had done as long as Ash had known him.


Ash spoke to Florian, watching Ned Aston’s retreating back. “I haven’t heard you use that charm for a battle injury before.”


“No ... I forgot the charm for bloodless injuries. That one was for farcioun.”


“‘Farcioun’?”


“It’s a disease of horses.”8


“A disease of—!” Ash swallowed a very un-leaderlike snuffle of laughter. “Never mind. Florian, I want to get out of this kit and I want to talk to you. Now.”


Outside, the sun hit like a dazzling hammer. Heat stifled her, in her armour. Ash squinted towards her pavilion tent and the Lion Azure standard limp in the airless noon.


Florian de Lacey offered his leather water bottle. “What’s happened?”


Unusually for Florian, the costrel did indeed contain wine thoroughly drowned by water.9 Ash doused her head, careless of spillage over steel plate. She gasped as the warm water hit. Then, swallowing greedily, she said between gulps, “Emperor. I’ve committed him. No more sitting around here – hinting to the Burgundians that Neuss is a free city – and Herman of Hesse is our friend – so would they please go home? War.”


“Committed? You can’t tell with Frederick.” Florian’s features, pale and fine-boned under the dirt, made a movement of disgust. “They’re saying you nearly got the Burgundian Duke. That right?”


“Damn near!”


“Frederick might approve of that.”


“And he might not. Politics, not war. Aw, shit, who knows?” Ash drank the last of the water. As she lowered the bottle, she saw her other page Rickard running towards her from the command tent.


“Boss!” The fourteen-year-old boy skidded to a halt on dry earth. “Message. The Emperor. He wants you at his tent. Now!”


“He say why?”


“That’s all the guy told me, boss!”


Ash stuffed her gauntlets into her inverted helmet and tucked the helmet under her arm. “Okay. Rickard, get my command lance together. Fast. Master surgeon, let’s go. No.” She halted, boot-heels skidding on glassy summer grass. “Florian. You go and change out of those clothes!”


The surgeon looked amused. “And I suppose I’m the only one?”


Ash surveyed her armour. The shining metal was brown now with drying blood. “I can’t get out of harness in time. Rickard, get me a bucket!”


A few minutes saw her armour sluiced down, head to foot; the warm water, even the dampness of her soaked arming doublet, welcome in the noonday heat. Ash wrung out her thick, yard-long mane of hair between her hands, flung it dripping over her shoulder, and set off at a fast stride for the centre of the camp, her squire running back to the Lion Azure camp with her messages.


“You’re either up for a knighting,” Robert Anselm growled, as she arrived, “or an almighty bollocking. Look at ’em!”


“They’re here to watch something, all right ...”


An unusually large crowd waited outside the Emperor’s four-chambered striped pavilion tent. Ash glanced around as she joined them. Noblemen. Young men in the V-fronted laced doublets of high fashion, with particoloured hose; bareheaded and with long curls. All wore breastplates at the least. The older men sweated in pleated full-length formal gowns and rolled hats. This square of grass in the camp centre was clear of horses, cattle, women, bare-arsed babies playing, and drunken soldiers. No one dared infringe the area around the yellow and black double-eagle standard. It smelled, nonetheless, pleasantly of war-horse droppings and sun-dried rushes.


Her officers arrived.


The sun dried her from her armour through to her arming doublet. Enclosed in form-fitting metal, she found the padded clothing underneath drank up all her sweat; left her not so much hot as unable to get air into her lungs. I would have had time to change. It’s always hurry-up-and-wait!


A broad, squarish, bearded man in his thirties strode up, brown robe flapping about his bare feet. “Sorry, Captain.”


“You’re late, Godfrey. You’re fired. I’m buying a better class of company clerk.”


“Of course. We grow on Trees, my child.” The company priest adjusted his cross. He was deep-chested, substantial; the skin around his eyes creased from far too many years spent under open skies. You would never have guessed from his deadpan expression how long Godfrey Maximillian had known her, or how well.


Ash caught his brown-eyed gaze, and tapped a bare fingernail on the helmet tucked under her arm. Metal clicked impatiently. “So what do your ‘contacts’ tell you – what’s Frederick thinking?”


The priest chuckled. “Tell me someone in the last thirty-two years who’s ever known that!”


“Okay, okay. Dumb question.” Ash planted her spurred and booted feet apart, surveying the Imperial nobles. A few of them greeted her. There was no movement from inside the tent.


Godfrey Maximillian added, “I understand there are six or seven fairly influential Imperial knights in there now, griping to him about Ash always thinking she can attack without orders.”


“If I hadn’t attacked, they’d be griping about contract soldiers who take the money but won’t risk their lives in a fight.” Ash added, under her breath, nodding to the only other contract commander outside the Emperor’s tent, the Italian Jacobo Rossano, “Who’d be a mercenary captain?”


“You would, madonna,” her Italian master gunner, Antonio Angelotti, said. His startlingly fair curls and clear-skinned face made Angelotti stand out in any crowd, and not just for his proficiency with cannon.


“That was a rhetorical question!” She glared at him. “You know what a mercenary company is, Angelotti?”


Her master gunner was interrupted by the arrival of an only-slightly cleaner and better dressed Florian de Lacey, on the heels of Ash’s remark.


“Mercenary company? Hmm.” Florian offered, “A troop of loyal but dim psychopaths with the ability to beat up every other thick psychopath in sight?”


Ash raised her brows at him. “Five years, and you still haven’t got the hang of being a soldier!”


The surgeon chuckled. “I doubt I ever will.”


“I’ll tell you what a mercenary company is.” Ash jabbed her finger at Florian. “A mercenary company is an immense machine that takes in bread, milk, meat and wine, tentage, cordage and cloth at one end, and gives out shit, dirty washing, horse manure, trashed property, drunken vomit and broken kit at the other end. The fact that they sometimes do some fighting is entirely incidental!”


She stopped for breath and to lower her voice. Her eyes gazed around the men there as she spoke, picking out liveries, identifying noble lords, potential friends, known enemies.


Still nothing from the Emperor’s tent.


“They’re a gaping maw that I have to shove provisions into, each day and every day; a company is always two meals from dissolution. And money. Let’s not forget money. And when they do fight, they produce wounded and sick men who have to be looked after. And they don’t do anything useful while they’re getting well! And when they are well, they’re an ill-disciplined rabble who beat up the local peasantry. Argghhhh!”


Florian offered his costrel again. “That’s what you get for paying eight hundred men to follow you.”


“They don’t follow me. They allow me to lead them. It’s not the same thing at all.”


In quite a different tone, Florian de Lacey said quietly, “They’ll be fine, Ash. Our esteemed Emperor won’t want to lose a sizeable mercenary contingent of his army.”


“I just hope you’re right.”


A voice not many feet behind her said, completely unselfconsciously, “No, my lord, Captain Ash isn’t here yet. I’ve seen her – a butch, mannish creature; bigger than a man, in fact. She had a waif of a girl with her, when I saw her in the north-west quarter of our camp – one of her ‘baggage train’ – whom she caressed, quite disgustingly! The girl was shrinking from her touch. That is your ‘woman-soldier’ commander for you.”


Ash opened her mouth to speak, registered Florian de Lacey’s raised eyebrows, and did not turn to correct the unknown knight. She moved a few steps away, towards one of the older Imperial captains in yellow and black livery.


Gottfried of Innsbruck inclined his head to Ash. “Good skirmish.”


“Hoped we might get reinforced from the town.” Ash shrugged. “But I guess Hermann of Hesse is not coming out to attack.”


The Imperial knight Gottfried talked with his eyes on the entrance to the Emperor’s pavilion. “Why should he? He’s held out eight months without our help, when I wouldn’t have given him eight days. Not a little free city, against the Burgundians.”


“A little free city that’s rebelling against its ‘rightful ruler’, Archbishop Ruprecht,” Ash said, allowing a large degree of scepticism into her tone.


Gottfried chuckled loudly. “Archbishop Ruprecht is Duke Charles’s man, Burgundian to the core. That’s why the Burgundians want to put him back in control of Neuss. Here, Captain Ash, you might like this one – Ruprecht was this Duke’s father’s candidate for the archbishopric; you know what Ruprecht sent the late Duke Philip of Burgundy as a gift of gratitude when he got the job? A lion! A real live lion!”


“But not a blue one,” a light tenor voice interrupted. “They say he sleeps like a lion, their Duke Charles, with his eyes open.”


Turning to look at the young knight who had spoken, formulating an answer, she suddenly thought, Don’t I know you from somewhere?


It would not be unusual to recognise a German knight from some other camp, some other campaigning season. She took him in superficially in a glance: a very young man, hardly more than her own age; long-legged and rangy, with a width to his shoulders that would fill out in a year or two. He was wearing a Gothic sallet, which even with the visor up hid most of his face; leaving her to price rich doublet and hose pied in green-and-white, high leather riding boots pointed up under the skirts of his doublet, and a knight’s spurs.


And a very fancy fluted Gothic breastplate for a man who hadn’t been in any skirmishes today.


Two or three hard young men-at-arms with him wore a green livery. Mecklenburg? Scharnscott? Ash ran through heraldry in her mind without success.


She said lightly, “I hear Duke Charles sleeps upright in a wooden chair, with all his armour on. In case we take him by surprise. Which some of us are more likely to do than others ...”


Under his sallet’s raised visor, the German knight’s expression chilled.


“Bitch in men’s clothing,” he said. “One day, Captain, you really must tell us what use you have for your cod-flap.”


Robert Anselm and Angelotti and half a dozen of Ash’s sub-captains moved up so that their armoured shoulders touched hers. She thought resignedly, Oh well ...


Ash looked deliberately down between her tassets, at the codpiece on the front of her hose. “It gives me somewhere to carry a spare pair of gloves. I imagine you use yours for the same thing.”


“Cunt!”


“Really?” Ash inspected his green and white particoloured bulge with visible care. “It doesn’t look like one – but I dare say you know best.”


Any man drawing his sword among the Emperor’s guard is looking to be cut down where he stands: she was not surprised to see the young German knight keep his hand off his sword-hilt. What startled her was the sudden flash of his appreciative grin. The smile of a young man who has the strength to take a joke against himself.


He turned his back, speaking to his noble friends as if she had said nothing at all, pointing with one gauntlet at the pine hills miles to the east. “Tomorrow, then! A hunt. There’s a he-boar out there stands high as my bay mare’s shoulder—”


“You didn’t have to make another enemy,” Godfrey muttered despairingly at her ear. Heat or strain whitened his face above the dense beard.


“It’s compulsory when they’re assholes. I get this all the time.” Ash grinned at her company priest. “Godfrey, whoever he is, he’s just another feudal lord. We’re soldiers. I’ve got ‘Deus Vult’ engraved on my sword – his has ‘Sharp End Towards Enemy’.”10


Her officers laughed. A flutter of wind picked up the Imperial standard, so that for a second the sun blazed above her through yellow and black cloth. Smells of roasting beef drifted up from the long tent-lined lanes of the camp. Someone was singing something appallingly badly, not drowned out by a flute now playing in the Emperor Frederick’s pavilion.


“I’ve worked for this. We’ve worked for this. It’s how the rules of power operate. You’re either on your way up or your way down. There’s never a place to rest.”


She watched the faces of her escort, troops in their twenties for the most part; then her officers, Angelotti and Florian and Godfrey and Robert Anselm as familiar as her own scarred face; the rest new this season. The usual mix of lance-leaders: the sceptics, the over-devoted, the crawlers, and the competent. Three months in the field, she knows most of their men by name now.


Two guards in black and yellow left the tent.


“And I could do with dinner.” Ash felt her hair. They had been standing waiting long enough for the last silver curls to dry after her hasty ablutions. The weight of her hair pulled at her when she turned her head, and the flowing thick skeins caught between the plates of her armour: she risked it, for the picture she knew she made.


“And—” Ash glanced about for Florian de Lacey and found the surgeon’s face was now missing from the command group. “Fuck it. Where’s Florian? He’s not pissed again—?”


All talk was silenced by a trumpeter. A handful of guards and six of the more influential nobles of Frederick’s court came out of the tent with the Emperor himself. Ash straightened up in the blazing heat. She saw the southern foreigner again – a military observer? – still blindfolded with translucent strips of cloth, but walking unerringly in Frederick’s footsteps, precisely avoiding the guy-ropes of the pavilion.


“Captain Ash,” the Emperor Frederick said.


She went down on one knee, carefully since she was in armour, in front of the older man.


“This sixteenth day of June, Year of Our Lord 1476,”11 the Emperor said, “it pleases me to raise you to some mark of distinction, for your valiant service in the field against our enemy, the noble Duke of Burgundy. Therefore I have bethought me much what would be fitting for a mercenary soldier in our employ.”


“Money,” a pragmatic voice said, behind Ash. She dared not look away from Frederick to glare Angelotti into silence.


The skin at the edges of Frederick’s pale eyes crinkled. The little fair-haired man, now in blue and gold pleated robes, put his ringed hands together and gazed down at her.


“Not gold,” Frederick said, “because I have none to spare. And not estates, because it would not be fitting to give them to a woman with no man to defend them for her.”


Ash looked up in plain, utter amazement and forgot propriety. “Do I look like I need defending?”


She tried to swallow the words even as she was saying them. The dry voice overrode her:


“Nor may I knight you, because you are a woman. But I will reward you with estates, albeit at second-hand. You shall marry, Ash. You shall marry my noble lord here – I promised his mother, who is my cousin in the fourth degree, that I would arrange a marriage for him. And now I do. This is your betrothed, the Lord Fernando del Guiz.”


Ash looked where the Emperor indicated. There was no one there but the young knight in pied green-and-white hose, and fluted Gothic breastplate. The Emperor smiled encouragingly.


Her breath sucked in, involuntarily. What little she could see of the young man’s face was utterly still, under his steel visor, and so white that she could see now that he had freckles across his cheekbones.


“Marry?” Ash stared, dazed. She heard herself say, “Him?”


“Does that please you, Captain?”


Sweet Christ! Ash thought. I am in the middle of the camp of His Grace the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick III. The second most powerful ruler in Christendom. In open court. These are his most powerful subjects. They’re all looking at me. I can’t refuse. But marriage? I never even thought about marriage!


She was aware of the strap of her poleyn cutting into the back of her knee as she knelt; and jewelled, armoured, powerful men all looking at her. Her bare hands where they rested together on her thigh armour appeared rough, red stains under her nails. The pommel of her sword tapped against her breastplate. Only then did she realise that she was shaking. Shit, girl! You forget. You really do forget that you’re a woman. And they never do. And now it’s yes or no.


She did the thing that put it all – fear, humiliation, dread – outside herself.


Ash raised her bowed head, looking fearlessly up; perfectly aware of the picture that she made. A young woman, bareheaded, her cheekbones slashed with the fine white lines of three old scars, her silver hair tumbling gloriously about her armoured shoulders and flowing like a cloak to her thighs.


“I can say nothing, Your Imperial Majesty. Such recognition, and such generosity, and such honour – they are beyond anything I had expected, and anything I could deserve.”


“Rise.” Frederick took her hand. She knew he must feel her palm sweat. There might have been an amused movement made by those thin lips. He held out his other hand commandingly, took the much fairer hand of the young man, and placed it over Ash’s. “Now let no one gainsay this, they shall be man and wife!”


Deafened by tumultuous and sycophantic applause, and with warm, damp male fingers resting on hers, Ash looked back at her company officers.


What the fuck do I do now?


2 Open-faced helmet; in this case with a visor which can be raised or lowered, for visibility or protection.


3 It is worth noting that the Angelotti manuscript’s term for the company’s main battle standard – Or, a lion passant guardant azure (a blue lion, pacing to the viewer’s left and looking out, one paw raised) – is unusual. Traditionally in heraldry, the lion passant guardant is referred to not as a lion, but as a leopard.


I think it is clear that Ash chooses to refer to hers as a lion for religious reasons.


The standard reproduced in the Angelotti ms, a tapering, swallow-tailed banner perhaps six feet long, is charged with the commander’s badge, and one version of the company battle-cry – ‘Frango regna!’: ‘I shatter kingdoms!’ – as well as employers’ badges from their various German, Italian, English and Swiss campaigns.


Ash’s own personal (rectangular) banner, bearing her badge, is referred to as Or, a lion azure affronté, (a blue lion’s head, face-on, on a gold field); which seems to be a lion’s head cabossed (that is, with no neck or other part of the beast featured). The more correct term would be Or, a leopard’s face azure. It is clear here that the company livery is gold, and that her men wear, as the badge, the lion passant guardant azure. This combination of blue and gold is especially characteristic of eastern France and Lorraine, and more generally of France, England, Italy, and Scandinavia, in contrast to black and gold, which is more characteristic of the German lands. I can find no reference to ‘Or, a leopard’s face azure’ nor ‘Or, a leopard azure’ being associated with any well-known individual other than Ash.


4 Cavalry lance pennants.


5 A reference from ‘Fraxinus’, to an as-yet-unidentified mediaeval myth-cycle or legend. It is also mentioned in the del Guiz text, but absent from the Angelotti and ‘Pseudo-Godfrey’ manuscripts.


6 A tourney is an organised killing affray. A tournament is an organised killing affray with blunt weapons.


7 ‘Rosbif’ or ‘roast-beef’: continental nickname at this time for an Englishman, since they were popularly supposed to eat nothing else.


8 Uncertain: possibly glanders.


9 Water was usually drunk at this period only when tiny amounts of alcohol were included, to prevent water-borne infections.


10 In the original, this is a completely untranslatable joke based on a pun between two words in German and an obscure, no longer extant, Flemish dialect. I have therefore substituted something to give the flavour of it. ‘Deus vult’ means ‘God willing’.


11 This account is accurate, with one exception. The skirmish at the siege of Neuss took place, not in 1476, but on 16 June 1475. However, records often pick up an apparent error of a year either way. Under the Julian calendar, in different parts of Europe, the New Year is variously dated as beginning at Easter, on Lady Day (25 March), and Christmas Day (25 December); and post AD 1583, the Gregorian calendar backdates the beginning of those years to 1 January.


I can do no better than refer the reader to Charles Mallory Maximillian’s comment in the ‘Preface and Notes’ to the first edition (1890):


‘The Germanic Life of Ash narrates many startling and, one might think, implausible events. It is, however, verifiable that all these particular exploits of the woman Ash are well-attested to, by a great variety of other trustworthy historical sources.


‘One should forgive, therefore, this document’s mistake in the mere dating of the events contained therein.’




II


Outside the window of the Imperial palace room in Cologne, rain poured in torrents from gutters and gargoyles to the cobblestones below. It battered loudly, irregular as arquebus12-fire, against the expensive glass windows. Biscuit-coloured stone finials gleamed with every break in the high cloud.


Inside the room, Ash faced her soon-to-be mother-in-law.


“This is – all – very – well—” Ash protested through a faceful of azure velvet. She shook herself free of it. “—but I have to get back to my company! I got escorted out of Neuss so fast yesterday, I haven’t had a chance to talk to my officers yet!”


“You must have women’s clothing for the bridal,” Constanza del Guiz said sharply, stumbling over the last word.


“With respect, madam – I have upwards of eight hundred men and women under contract to me, back at Neuss. They’re used to being paid! I have to go back and explain how this marriage is going to benefit them.”


“Yes, yes ...” Constanza del Guiz had fair hair and lazy good looks, but not her son’s rangy build. She was tiny. A soft pink velvet gown fitted tightly around her small bosom, and then flared from her hips to drape voluminously to her satin slippers. She wore a red and silver brocade undergown. Rubies and emeralds ornamented both her padded headdress and the gold belt that hung down in a V from her hips. A purse and keys hung pendant from the belt-chain.


“My tailor can’t work if you keep moving,” Constanza pleaded. “Please, stand still.”


The padded roll of Ash’s headdress sat on her braided hair like a small but heavy animal.


“I can do this later. I have to go and sort the company out now!”


“Sweet child, how do you expect me to get a wedding arranged at a week’s notice? I could kill Frederick!” Reproachful, Constanza del Guiz looked up at Ash with brimming blue eyes. Ash noted the Frederick. “And you don’t help, child. First you want to get married in your armour ...”


Ash looked down at the tailor kneeling with pins and shears at her hem. “This is a robe, ain’t it?”


“An underrobe. In your ‘livery colours’.” The old woman – fifty, perhaps – put her fingers to her shaking lips, on the verge of tears. “It’s taken me all of today to persuade you out of doublet and hose!”


A knock sounded on the door. A square-built, bearded man was admitted by the serving women. Ash turned towards Father Godfrey Maximillian and caught her foot in the sheer linen chemise that tangled her ankles, under her full-length silk kirtle. She stumbled. “Fuck!”


The whole room – tailor, tailor’s apprentice, two Cologne serving women, and her prospective new mother – stopped talking, and stared at her. Constanza del Guiz’s face pinked.


Ash cringed, took a deep breath, and stared out of the window at the rain until someone should start talking again.


“Fiat lux, my lady. Captain.” Water streamed from Godfrey Maximillian’s woollen shoulder-caped hood. He pulled it off phlegmatically, and made the sign of the cross at the Green Man carved in fine stone tracery in the room’s shrine. He beamed at the tailors and serving women, including them in his blessing. “Praise the Tree.”


“Godfrey,” Ash acknowledged. “Did you bring Florian and Roberto with you?”


Anselm had been much in Italy, originally, in tandem with Antonio Angelotti; there were still old company members who did not use the English Robert. If she could name one of her officers she was most anxious to talk to now, it was him.


“I can’t find Florian, anywhere. Robert’s acting for the company while you’re here.”


And where have you been? I expected you eight hours ago, Ash thought grimly. Looking respectable. You could at least have cleaned the mud off! I’m trying to convince this woman I’m not a freak, and you turn up looking like a hedge priest!


Godfrey must have read something of this on her face. He said to Constanza del Guiz, “Sorry to be so unkempt, my lady. I’ve been riding from Neuss. Captain Ash’s men need her advice on several things, quite urgently.”


“Oh.” The old woman’s surprise was frank and genuine. “Do they need her? I thought she was a figurehead for them. I would have imagined that a band of soldiers functions more smoothly when women are not there.”


Ash opened her mouth and the younger serving woman whipped a light linen veil over her face.


Godfrey Maximillian looked up from inadvertently shaking his muddy cloak over the tailor’s bales of cloth. “Soldiers don’t function with a figurehead in charge, my lady. Certainly they don’t raise over a thousand men successfully for three years running, and have most of the German principalities bidding for their services.”


The Imperial noblewoman looked startled. “You don’t mean she actually—”


“I command mercenaries,” Ash interrupted, “and that’s what I need to get back and do. We’ve never been paid with a marriage before. I know them. They won’t like it. It ain’t hard cash.”


“Commands mercenaries,” Constanza said, as if her mind were elsewhere, and then snapped a blue gaze back to Ash. Her soft mouth unexpectedly hardened. “What’s Frederick thinking of? He promised me a good marriage for my son!”


“He promised me land,” Ash said gloomily. “That’s princes for you.”


Godfrey chuckled.


Constanza snapped, “There have been women who tried to command in battle. That unsexed bitch Margaret of Anjou lost the throne of England for her poor husband. I could never let you do that to my son. You’re rough, unmannered, and probably of peasant stock, but you’re not wicked. I can school you to manners. You’ll find people will soon forget your past when you’re Fernando’s wife, and my daughter.”


“Bol— rubbish!” Ash lifted her arms in response to the tailor’s nudge. A blue velvet gown settled over her gold-embroidered underrobe, heavy on her shoulders.


One serving woman began to pull in the laces at the back of the tight bodice. The other draped the gown’s gold brocade hanging sleeves to one side, and buttoned the undergown’s tight-fitting sleeves from fur-trimmed cuff to elbow. The tailor fastened a belt low on Ash’s hips.


“I’ve had fewer problems getting into armour,” Ash muttered.


“Lady Ash will be a perfect credit to your son Fernando, I’m certain,” Godfrey said, straight-faced. “Proverbs, chapter fourteen, verse one: every wise woman buildeth her house, but the foolish pulleth it down with her hands.”13


Something in his tone on the last words made Ash look at him sharply.


Constanza del Guiz looked up – and it really is up, Ash noted – at the priest. “One moment. Father, you say this girl owns a company of men.”


“Under contract, yes.”


“And is therefore wealthy?”


Ash snuffled back a laugh, wiping her sun-tanned wrist across her mouth. Her weather-beaten skin wasn’t set off to advantage by silk sleeves and wolf-fur cuffs. She said cheerfully, “Wealthy if I could keep it! I have to pay those bastards. Those men. Oh, shit. I’m no good at this!”


“I’ve known Ash since she was a child, my lady,” Godfrey said smartly, “and she’s perfectly capable of adapting herself from camp to court.”


Thanks. Ash gave her clerk a look of heavy irony. Godfrey ignored it.


“But this is my only son—” Constanza put her thin fingers to her mouth. “Yes, Father. I’m sorry, I – faced with a wedding in less than a fortnight – and her origins – and no family—”


She dabbed at one eye with the corner of her veil. It was a calculated gesture, but then, as she looked at Ash struggling under the fitting of her headdress, a tension went out of her features. Constanza smiled quite sincerely.


“Neither of us expected this, but I think we can manage. Your men will be a welcome addition to my son’s prestige. And you could be lovely, little one. Let me dress you properly and put on a little white lead to hide your blemishes. I would wish you to stand in front of the court as the pride of the del Guiz family, not the shame of it.” Constanza’s plucked brows furrowed. “Especially if Tante Jeanne comes here from Burgundy, which she might, even with the war between us. Fernando’s father’s family always think they have a perfect right to come and criticise me. You’ll meet them later.”


“I won’t.” Ash shook her head. “I’m riding back to Neuss. Today.”


“No! Not until I have you dressed and ready for this wedding.”


“Now, look—” Ash planted her feet squarely apart under her voluminous, flowing skirts. She jammed her fists on her hips. The underrobe’s close-fitting sleeves suddenly creaked at the shoulder-seams.


Tacking threads snapped.


The azure velvet gown slid up through her hanging belt and bunched at her waist. The sudden weight of the purse pulled her belt skewed. Her heart-shaped horned headdress, with its padded roll and temple-pieces, slipped to one side and all but fell off.


Ash huffed a breath at the crooked wisp of linen veil that floated down into her eyes.


“Child ...” Constanza’s voice failed. “You look like a sack of grain tied with a string!”


“Well, let me wear my doublet and hose, then.”


“You cannot get married in male dress!”


Ash broke into an irrepressible grin. “Tell that to Fernando. I don’t mind if he wants to wear the dress ...”


“Oh!”


Godfrey Maximillian, studying his captain, folded his hands across his robed belly and rather unwisely said aloud what he was thinking. “I never realised. You look short, in a dress.”


“I’m taller on the goddamn battlefield! Right, that’s it.” Ash wrenched the horned head-dress and veils off her head, wincing as the pins pulled out of her hair. She ignored the tailor’s protests.


“You can’t go now!” Constanza del Guiz pleaded.


“Watch me!” Ash strode across the room, the full skirt of her gown flapping about her slippered feet. She picked up Godfrey’s wet cloak and slung it around her shoulders. “We’re out of here. Godfrey, do we have more than one company horse here?”


“No. Just my palfrey.”


“Tough. You can ride pillion behind me. Lady Constanza, I’m sorry – truly.” Ash hesitated. She gave the tiny woman a reassuring smile that, she was startled to find, she meant. “Truly. I have to see to my men. I’ll be back. I’ll have to be. Since it’s the Emperor Frederick’s gift, I can’t very well not marry your son Fernando!”


There was some debate at Cologne’s north-west gate: a lady, with her head uncovered, riding unaccompanied except for a priest? Ash gave them a few coins and the benefit of a soldier’s vocabulary, and was put out to have the gate guards then pass her through as a whore accompanied by her pimp.


“Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” she said over her shoulder to Godfrey, an hour later.


“No. Not unless it becomes necessary.”


Rain made the roads into two days’ journey, not one. Ash seethed. Deep cart-ruts full of mud tired the horse, until she gave up and bought another at a farm where they stayed, and then she and Godfrey rode on through the downpour, until they smelled the downwind stink of an established camp, and knew they must be near Neuss.


“Ask yourself why it is,” Ash said, absently grim, “that I know a hundred and thirty-seven different words for diseases of horses? High time we had something more reliable. Get up, there!”


Godfrey reined in his palfrey, waiting. “What did you think of life in the women’s rooms in the castle?”


“A day and a half is enough for a lifetime.” The roan gelding slowed again as her attention wandered. Ash felt a shift in the air and looked north at breaking cloud. “I’ve got used to people looking at me as soon as I walk into a room. Well, no – they looked at me in Constanza’s solar, but not for the same reasons!” Her eyes slitted with amusement. “I’ve got used to people expecting me to be in charge, Godfrey. In camp it’s Ash, what do we do now? And in Cologne, it’s who’s this unnatural monster?”


“You always were a bossy brat,” Godfrey remarked. “And, come to think of it, you always were fairly unnatural.”


“That’s why you rescued me from the nuns, I suppose?”


He ran a hand over his bearded chin and twinkled at her. “I like my women strange.”


“That’s good, coming from a chaste priest!”


“You want more miracles and grace for the company, you better pray I stay chaste.”


“I need a miracle, all right. Until I got to Cologne, I thought maybe Emperor Frederick wasn’t serious.” Ash shifted her heels, bringing the roan from immobility to amble. The rain began to ease.


“Ash – are you going through with this?”


“I most certainly am. Constanza was wearing more money than I’ve seen in the last two campaigns.”


“And if the company objects?”


“They’ll bitch because I didn’t let them take prisoners for ransom on the skirmish, that’s for sure. I’ll bet I’m not flavour of the month. But they’ll cheer up when they hear it’s a rich marriage. We’ll own land now. You’re the one who objects, Godfrey, and you won’t tell me why.”


They confronted each other from the saddle: the surprising authority of the young woman, and the reserved concern of the priest. He repeated, “If it becomes necessary.”


“Godfrey, sometimes you’re a real Godly pain in the ass.” Ash pushed her wet wool hood back. “Now, let’s see if we can get all the command lance in one place at the same time, shall we?”


They were in sight of the south-east side of the Imperial wagon-fort now. The small foreign contingent of great-wheeled wagons here, chained together for defence, streamed with the last of the rain. Water ran down the forged iron plates that faced the sides of the war-carts, metal already streaking with orange rust.14


Over the sides of the iron war-wagons, inside the immense laager, Ash saw a rainbow of heraldic banners and standards dripping. The canvas cones of the striped tents hung limp from their centre poles, ropes stretched and wet. A spatter of rain dashed into Ash’s face as they approached the gate. It was a good five minutes before a hail went up from the huddled guards.


Euen Huw, sidling into the gateway past them, with a chicken under his arm, stopped and looked extremely startled. “Boss? Hey, boss – nice dress!”


Ash looked resignedly straight ahead as their horses trudged in down the long wagon- and tent-lined lanes. Antonio Angelotti ran up seconds later, his pale and beautiful hands yellow with sulphur.


“Never saw you in a dress before, boss. Looks good. You missed all the excitement!” His perfect face beamed, like a down-market angel. “Heralds coming up from the Burgundian camp. Imperial heralds going down to the Burgundian camp. Terms put forward.”


“Terms?”


“Sure. His Majesty Frederick says to Duke Charles, pull back twenty miles. Lift the siege. Then in three days, we’ll pull back twenty miles.”


“And Duke Charles is still laughing, right?”


Angelotti’s yellow curls flew as he shook his head. “The word is, he’ll agree. That it’s peace between the Emperor and Burgundy.”


“Oh, shit,” Ash remarked, in the tone of one who – two minutes before – had known exactly what eight hundred-odd men, women and dependent children were doing for the next three months. And now doesn’t, and will have to work something out. “Sweet Christ. Peace. There goes our cushy summer siege.”


Angelotti fell in to walk beside her gelding. “What’s happening about this marriage of yours, madonna? The Emperor can’t be serious?”


“Yes he fucking can!”


Ten minutes riding across camp brought them to the A-frame shelters and horse lines at the north-west corner. The voluminous folds of the velvet gown clung wetly to her legs, rain darkening the cloth to royal blue. She still wore Godfrey’s cloak. It was pulled back by its own weight of soaked wool, disclosing her kirtle and the wet linen of her chemise.


The company had separated off a corner of the Imperial camp with wattle fencing and a makeshift gate, something which had not pleased the Imperial quartermaster until Ash truthfully told him it was because her troops would steal anything not nailed down. A Lion Azure standard now drooped there in the wet.


A redheaded man from Ned Aston’s lance, guarding the gate, looked up and executed a perfect double-take.


“Hey – nice dress, boss!”


“Bollocks!”


A few minutes saw her in the command tent, Anselm, Angelotti, and Godfrey present; Florian de Lacey missing, and the company’s other main sub-captains missing.


“They’re off muttering in corners. I’d leave them to it until you’ve got something you can tell them.” Robert wrung out his woollen hood. “Tell us how badly we’re screwed.”


“We’re not screwed, this is one hell of an opportunity!”


Ash was interrupted by Geraint ab Morgan ducking into the tent. “Yo, boss.”


Geraint, new this season, currently overall Sergeant of Archers, was a broad-shouldered man with cropped hair the colour of fallen leaves, that stood straight up on his skull. The whites of his eyes were perpetually bloodshot. As he came in, Ash noted that the points which joined the back of his hose to the back of his doublet were undone, and his shirt had ridden up out of the gap, disclosing a ragged pair of braies and the cleft of his buttocks.


Aware she had come back unheralded, Ash kept tactfully quiet, except for a glare that had Geraint avoiding her eye and staring up into the conical roof of the tent, where weapons and kit were hung up on the wooden struts out of the wet.


“Day report,” Ash said crisply.


Geraint scratched at his buttocks under white and blue wool hose. “The lads have been inside for two days, out of the rain, cleaning kit. Jacobo Rossano tried to poach two of our Flemish lances and they told him to sod off – he’s not impressed. And Henri de Tréville is with the provosts, arrested for being drunk and trying to set the cook on fire.”


“You don’t mean the cook’s wagon, do you?” Ash asked wistfully, “you mean the cook.”


“There was some comment about the besieged eating better in Neuss,” Florian de Lacey said, as the surgeon entered, muddy to his booted knees. “And words to the effect that rat was a delicacy compared to Wat Rodway’s stewed beef ...”


Angelotti showed white teeth. “‘God sends us meat, and the Devil sends us English cooks.’”


“Enough with the Milanese proverbs, already!” Ash swatted at his head; he dodged. “Good. No one’s successfully poaching our lances. Yet. Camp news?”


Robert Anselm volunteered briskly, “Sigismund of the Tyrol’s pulling out, he says Frederick isn’t going to fight Burgundy at all. Sigismund’s been pissed off with Duke Charles since he lost Héricourt in ’74. His men have been brawling with Gottfried of Innsbruck’s archers. Oratio Farinetti and Henri Jacques have quarrelled, the surgeons took up two dead from their men fighting.”


“I don’t suppose we’ve actually fought the enemy?” Ash somewhat theatrically whacked her palm against her forehead. “No, no; silly me – we don’t need an enemy. No feudal army does. Christ preserve me from factious nobility!”


A lance of sunlight slanted in through the open tent-flap. Everything Ash could see through the gap was dripping, and jewel-bright. She watched the red brigandines and blue and yellow livery jackets of men coming out to coax fires back into life, and tap the beer barrels that stood taller than a man, and fall to playing with greasy cards on the upturned tops of drums. Rising voices echoed.


“Right. Robert, Geraint, get the lads out, tell the lance-leaders to split ’em into red and blue scarves, and give them a game of football outside the wagon-fort.”


“Football? Bloody English game!” Florian glared at her. “You realise I’ll have more injuries to deal with than from the skirmish?”


Ash nodded. “Come to think of it ... Rickard! Rickard! Where is that boy?”


Her squire hurtled into the tent. He was fourteen, with glossy black hair and thick winged eyebrows; already conscious of how good-looking he was, and with a growing disinclination to keep it in his codpiece.


“You’ll have to run up to the provosts and warn them the noise down here isn’t a skirmish, it’s a game.”


“Yes, my lady!”


Robert Anselm scratched at his shaven head. “They won’t wait much longer, Ash. I’ve had lance-leaders up to the tent every hour on the hour, these past two days.”


“I know. When they’ve worked their energy off,” Ash continued, “get them all together. I’m going to talk to everybody, not just the lance-leaders. Go!”


“I hope you’ve got something convincing to tell them!”


“Trust me.”


Anselm went out behind Geraint. The tent emptied of all but Ash, her surgeon, priest and page.


“Rickard, on your way out, send Philibert in to dress me.” Ash watched her eldest page stomp out.


“Rickard’s getting too old,” she said absently to de Lacey. “I’ll have to pass him on as a squire, and find another ten-year-old page.” Her eyes gleamed. “That’s a problem you don’t have, Florian – I have to have body servants under the age of puberty, or all the whore-rumours start up again. ‘She’s not a real captain, she just shags the company officers and they let her prance around in armour.’ Hell-fire!” She laughed. “In any case, young Rickard’s far too good-looking for me to have around. Never fuck your employees!”


Florian de Lacey leaned back in the wooden chair, both palms flat on his thighs. He gave her a sardonic look. “The bold mercenary captain ogles the innocent young boy – except I don’t remember the last time you got laid, and Rickard’s been through half the Imperial camp whores and come to me because he caught crab-lice.”


“Yeah?” Ash shrugged. “Well ... I can’t fuck anyone in the company because it’s favouritism. And anyone who isn’t a soldier goes, you’re a woman and you’re a what?”


Florian stood and walked to look out of the tent, cradling a wine cup. Not, after all, a particularly tall man; he had the left-over stoop of a boy who grew tall earlier than his contemporaries, and learned not to like standing out in a crowd. “And now you’re getting married.”


“Yippee!” Ash said. “It won’t change anything, except we’ll have revenues from land. Fernando del Guiz can stay in his castle, and I’ll stay in the army. He can find himself some bimbo in a stuffed headdress, and I’ll be entirely happy to look the other way. Marriage? No problem.”


Florian raised a sardonic eyebrow. “If that’s what you think, you haven’t been paying attention!”


“I know your marriage was difficult.”


“Oh.” He shrugged. “Esther preferred Joseph to me – women often prefer their babies to their husbands. At least it wasn’t a man she ignored me for ...”


Ash gave up her attempt to unlace her bodice herself, and presented her back to Godfrey. As the priest’s solid fingers tugged at the cords, she said, “Before I go out there and talk to the guys – I’ve been paying attention to one thing, Florian. How come you keep vanishing lately? I turn round and you’re not there. What’s Fernando del Guiz to you?”


“Ah.” Florian wandered in an irritating manner around the kit-cluttered tent. He stopped. He looked coolly at Ash. “He’s my brother.”


“Your what?” Ash goggled.


At her back, Godfrey’s fingers were momentarily still on the bodice lacing. “Brother?”


“Half-brother, actually. We share a father.”


Ash became aware that the top of her gown had loosened. She shook her shoulders in the cloth, feeling it slide away. Godfrey Maximillian’s fingers began to untie the fastenings of her underrobe.


“You’ve got a brother who’s noble?”


“We all know Florian’s an aristocrat.” Godfrey hesitated. “Don’t we?” He went around to the trestle table and poured a goblet of wine. “Here. I thought you knew, Ash. Florian, I always thought your family came from one of the Burgundies, not the Empire.”


“It does. Dijon, in Burgundy. When my mother in Dijon died, my father remarried, a noblewoman from Cologne.” The blond man slid a shoulder up in an insouciant gesture. “Fernando’s a good few years younger than me, but he is my half-brother.”


“Green Christ up a Tree!” Ash said. “By the Bull’s Horns!”


“Florian’s hardly the only man we’ve got in the company under a false name. Criminals, debtors and runaways, to a man.” Seeing that she would not take the wine, Godfrey gulped it himself. He made a face of disgust. “That sutler’s selling us rubbish again. Ash, I assume Florian stays away from his family because no aristocratic family would ever tolerate their son as a barber-surgeon – is that right, Florian?”


Florian grinned. He sat again, sprawling back on Ash’s wooden chair, and put his boots on her table. “Your face! It’s true. All of the del Guiz family, German and Burgundian, would have a fit if they knew I was a doctor. They’d prefer me dead in a ditch somewhere. And the rest of the medical profession don’t like my research methods.”


“One corpse too many gone missing in Padua,15 I suppose.” Ash recovered some composure. “Blood! How long have I known you—”


“Five years?” Florian said.


“And now you tell me?”


“I thought you knew.” Florian stopped meeting her gaze. He scratched at the shin of his torn hose with a hand deeply dirt-ingrained. “I thought you knew everything I had to hide.”


Ash pushed her underrobe and kirtle off her shoulders and stepped out of the vast heap of crumpled silk and brocade, leaving it laying on the rushes. Her linen chemise was fine enough to show her skin as a pink glow under it, and disclose the round swell of her breasts, the darkness of her nipples.


Florian grinned at her, momentarily distracted. “That’s what I call a pair of tits. Good Lord, woman! Beats me how you ever get those under an arming doublet. One day you really must let me have a closer look ...”


Ash stripped her chemise off over her head. She stood naked and confident, one fist on her hip, and grinned back at her surgeon. “Yeah, sure – your interest in women’s bodies is purely professional. That’s what all the camp girls tell me!”


Florian leered. “Trust me. I’m a doctor.”


Godfrey did not laugh. He looked out of the tent. “Here’s young Philibert. Florian, isn’t this ridiculous? You could – mediate with your brother. Isn’t this the ideal occasion for a family reunion?”


All humour gone, Florian said flatly, “No.”


“You could be reconciled to your family – bless them which persecute you; bless, and curse not.16 And then you could strongly suggest to your brother that he doesn’t marry Ash.”


“No. I could not. I recognised who it must be out there by his livery. I haven’t met him face to face since he was a child, and I intend to keep it that way.”


An edge was apparent in the air, a tension in their voices. Ash glanced from one man to the other, entirely unconscious of being naked. “Don’t object to this marriage, guys. It can open up a whole new world for the company. We can be permanent. We’ll have land we can go back to, in the winter. And revenues.”


Florian’s gaze locked on the priest’s face. “Listen to her, Father Godfrey. She’s right.”


“But she mustn’t marry Fernando del Guiz!” The priest’s desperate voice went up an octave; he sounded like the young ordinand that Ash remembered meeting in the St Herlaine convent, eight years ago. “She must not!”


“Why not?”


“Yes, why not?” Ash echoed her surgeon. “Phili, come and sort me out shirt and doublet and hose. The green with the silver points will be suitably impressive. Godfrey, why not?”


“I’ve been waiting, but you don’t— Didn’t you recognise his name? Don’t you remember his face?” Godfrey was a big man, rather than being fat, and he had all the charisma of a large, powerful body, priest or not. Now there was helplessness in his gestures. He swung round on Florian, jabbing a finger at the willowy man sprawled in the chair. “Ash can’t marry your brother because she’s met him before!”


“I’m sure our ruthless mercenary leader has met many noble idiots.” Florian picked at his dirty nails. “Fernando won’t be the first, or the worst.”


Godfrey stepped out of the page Philibert’s way. Ash hauled a shirt over her head, sat on the wooden chest, and pulled on her doublet and hose together – two mismatched shades of green wool; still tied together at the waist with twelve pairs of cords tipped with silver aiglettes. She held her arms out, and the small boy eased her sleeves over them, tying them into the doublet’s arm-holes at the shoulders with more pairs of points.


“Go watch the football, Phili; come and tell me when they’re finishing.” She ruffled his hair. As he left, and she began lacing up the front of her best puff-sleeved doublet, she said, “Come on, Godfrey, what is it? Yeah, I know I know the face from somewhere. Where do you know him from?”


Godfrey Maximillian turned away, avoiding her eyes. “He ... won the big tournament, in Cologne, last summer. You remember, child? He unhorsed fifteen; didn’t fight in the foot combat. The Emperor presented him with a bay stallion. I – recognised the livery and name.”


Ash took his shoulder and turned him to face her again. She said flatly, “Yeah. And the rest. What’s so special, Godfrey? Where did I meet Fernando?”


“Seven years ago.” Godfrey took a breath. “In Genoa.”


Her belly jolted. She forgot the waiting company. So that’s what all the adrenalin-powered cheerfulness has been about, these past two days. I’m like that when I’m hiding something from myself. I just don’t always know that’s what I’m doing.


And it’s probably why I’ve been running the company like a half-arsed excuse for a captain; letting myself be taken off to Cologne—


The memory, chewed dry, comes back to her as it always does, in the same fragments. Sea-water slopping against the stone steps of a dock. Lantern light on wet cobbles. Male shoulders against the light. Running back to camp afterwards – the camp of her old company, under the Griffin-in-Gold banner – choking, far too ashamed to show rage openly.


“Oh. Yeah. So?” Ash’s voice sounded, even to herself, too hurried to be casual. She looked away from Godfrey, out of the tent. “Was that del Guiz? That was a long time ago.”


“I made it my business afterwards to find out his name.”


“Did you?” The back of her throat tightened with malice. “That’s the kind of thing you like to do, isn’t it, Godfrey? Even then.”


In her peripheral vision, Florian de Lacey – now Florian del Guiz, a potential brother-in-law; how strange – stood up. He put his flopping, dirty blond hair out of his eyes, in the so-familiar gesture. “What is it, girl?”


“Didn’t I ever tell you? It was before you joined us. I thought I might have got drunk some night and told you.” A questioning glance, at which Florian shook his head.


Ash got up from the chest and walked to the tent’s entrance. The wet canvas was beginning to dry now, under the afternoon sun. She reached out to test the growing tautness of a guy-rope. A cow moaned, over in the quartermaster Henri Brant’s stock pens. The wind brought wet scents of dung. The tents and other shelters – A-frame structures made of canvas pegged down over halberd shafts – were unusually empty. She cocked an ear for the sound of voices shouting at football, and heard nothing.


“Well,” she said. “Well.”


She turned back to face the two men. Godfrey’s fingers kneaded obsessively at the cord around the waist of his brown robe. You could still see, in his weather-hardened features, the pallid, plump young man that he had been then. Her rage, hanging fire, snapped.


“And you can take that sheep-face off! I’ve never seen you so happy. You loved me being punished. You could comfort me! You never like me quite so much when I’m not falling apart, do you? Bloody virgin!”


“Ash!”


Ebbing, the anger leaves her dry, free of the conviction that the world is full of faces hiding harm, viciousness, persecution.


“Jesus, Godfrey, I’m sorry!”


The priest’s face lost a little of its distress.


Florian said, “What did my brother do?”


Ash felt the dry rushes beneath her bare feet as she walked back across the tent. The shadows of clouds move across the canvas; the world bright, then dim, then bright again. She sat on the wooden chest and pulled her boots on, without looking up at the surgeon. “Wine.”


“Here.” A dirty hand entered her field of vision: Florian holding a goblet.


Ash took it, and watched the red and silver ripples on the surface of the liquid.


“You can’t hear it without laughing. No one could. That’s the problem.” She lifted her head as Florian squatted down on his haunches in front of her; she and the man now level, face to face. “You know, you don’t look anything like him. I’d never have taken you on the company books if you had.”


“Yes you would.” Florian put one hand down to support himself, careless of the mud tracked in on the rushes. He smiled. It showed the dirt in the creases of the skin around his eyes, but made his whole face glow with affection. “How else could you afford a Salerno-qualified doctor, except by finding one with a predilection for cutting up battlefield casualties to see how bodies work? Every mercenary company should have one! And where else are you going to find someone sensible enough to tell you when you’re being an idiot? You’re an idiot. I don’t know my half-brother, but what could he have done—?”


Florian suddenly straightened up and rubbed at his cramped legs. Mud smeared. He picked one or two of the larger clods off his blue hose, and watched her out of the corner of his eye. “Did he rape you?”


“No. I wish he had.”


Ash reached up and unfastened the tight braids that Constanza’s women had done up for her. Her silver hair uncoiled.


This is now. This is now: if I hear birds, they are crows yawping, not gulls. This is now, and this is summer, hot even when it rains. But my hands are cold with humiliation.


“I was twelve, Godfrey had taken me out of St Herlaine the year before; it was after I’d been apprentice to a Milanese armourer and then found the Company of the Griffin-in-Gold again.” She heard the sea in her mind. “This was when I still wore women’s dress if I wasn’t in the camp.”


Still sitting, she reached over and picked up her sword, with the sword-belt wound tidily around its scabbard. The round wheel pommel comforted her hand as she rested her palm on it. The leather on the grip was cut and needed re-doing.


“There was an inn in Genoa. This boy was there with friends, and he asked me to sit down at their table. I suppose it must have been summer. It was light until late. He had green eyes and fair hair and no particular kind of face, but it was the first time I’d ever looked at a man and got hot and wet. I thought he liked me.”


When she has to remember, when something reminds her of it, it is as if she watches what happens from a distance. But it only takes a slight effort to bring back the sweat and the fear, and her whining voice pleading Let me go! Please! She pulled away from their hands, and they pinched her breasts, leaving black bruises that she never showed to any physician.


“I thought I was it, Florian. I was doing sword-training, and the captain was even allowing me to act as his page. I thought I was so hot.”


She couldn’t look up.


“He was a few years older, obviously the son of a knight. I did everything to make him like me. There was wine but I never drank it, I just got too high when I thought that he wanted me. I couldn’t wait to touch him. When we left, I thought we were going back to his rooms. He took me round the back of the inn, near the dock, and said, ‘Lie down.’ I didn’t care, it could have been there or anywhere.”


Cobblestones: cushioned only by the crumpled cloth of her robe and kirtle and shift. She felt them hard under her buttocks as she lay down and moved her heels apart.


“He stood over me and unlaced his flap. I didn’t know what he was doing, I expected him to lie down on top of me. He took it out and he pissed—”


She rubbed her hands over her face.


“He said I was a little girl who acted like a man and he pissed on me. His friends came up and watched. Laughing.”


She sprang up. The sword thudded down on to the rushes. Rapidly, she walked to the tent’s entrance, looked out, spun around and faced the two men.


“You can’t help but laugh. I wanted to die. He held me down while all his friends did it. On my robe. In my face. The taste – I thought it would be poison, that I’d die from that.”


Godfrey reached out his hand. She stepped back from comfort without realising that she did so.


“What I don’t understand to this day is why I let it happen.”


Anguish thinned her voice.


“I knew how to fight. Even if they were stronger, and there were more of them, I knew how to run.” She rubbed her hand hard across her scarred cheek. “I did scream out to one man walking past, but he just ignored me. He could see what they were doing. He didn’t do anything to help. He laughed. I can’t be angry about it. They didn’t even hurt me.”


Sick fear in her stomach kept her from looking at either of them, Godfrey now reminded of a wet, stinking, weeping young woman; and Florian with whom things would not now be the same, not ever, not with him knowing this.


“Christ,” Ash said painfully, “if that was Fernando del Guiz – he can’t remember now or he’d have said something. Looked at me different. Do you think he still has the same friends? Do you think any of them will remember?”


Powerful hands closed over her shoulders from behind. Godfrey said nothing, but his grip tightened until she could have cried out. She could feel his mute appeal to Florian. Ash rubbed her flaming cheeks. “Fuck.”


I’ve spent five years killing men on the field of battle, and here I am thinking like a green novice, not a soldier—


Godfrey’s voice over her shoulder whispered, intensely: “Florian, find out if he remembers. Talk to him. He’s your brother. Buy him off if you have to!”


Florian walked towards Ash. He stopped when he stood directly in front of her. In the light inside the tent, his face looked grey. “I can’t do it. I can’t try to persuade him out of it. They’d burn me.”


Ash could only incredulously say, “What?”, still shaking from the rush of memory. The man in front of her reached out. She felt her hand taken. Godfrey’s grip from behind tightened again.


Florian’s long, surgeon’s fingers uncurled her hand. He pulled open the lacing of his doublet and plunged Ash’s hand under the gathered neck of his fine linen shirt.


She was touching warm flesh before she said, “What?”


Under his shirt, Ash’s fingers and palm cupped the full, rounded, firm breast of a woman.


Ash stared at his face. The dirty, unshakeable, pragmatic surgeon gripped her hand hard, and was plainly woman; plain as day, a tall woman in man’s dress.


Godfrey’s puzzled voice rumbled, “What—?”


“You’re a woman?” Ash stared at Florian.


Godfrey gaped at both of them.


“Why couldn’t you tell me?” Ash shouted. “Christ, I needed to know! You might have put the whole company in danger!”


The page Philibert put his head back through the tent-flap. Ash snatched her hand away.


The boy looked from one to the other: surgeon, field priest, captain. “Ash!”


He feels the tension, Ash thought, and then: No, I’m wrong. He’s too wrapped up in what he’s got to say to notice anything else.


The boy squealed, “They’re not playing football. The men. Everybody. They won’t! They’re all together, and they say they’re not doing anything until you come and speak to them!”


“Here we go,” Ash muttered. She glanced back at Florian, at Godfrey. “Go and tell them I’m on my way. Now.” And, as the boy Philibert ran out, “It won’t wait. They won’t wait. Not now. Florian – no – what is your name?”


“Floria.”


“‘Floria’ ...”


“I don’t understand,” Godfrey said frankly.


The tall woman retied the neck-string of her shirt. “My name is Floria del Guiz. I’m not Fernando’s half-brother, he has no brothers. I’m his half-sister. This is the only way I can ever practise as a surgeon, and no, my family is not about to welcome me back, not in Burgundy, and certainly not into the Imperial German branch of the del Guizes.”


The priest stared. “You’re a woman!”


Ash muttered, “That’s why I keep you on the company books, Godfrey. Your acumen. Your intelligence. The rapidity with which you penetrate to the heart of the matter.” She shot a look at the lantern and its marked hour-candle, burning steadily where it sat on the trestle table. “It’s nearly Nones.17 Godfrey, go and give that unruly mob out there a field-mass. Do it! I need time.”


She caught the brown sleeve of his robe as he moved towards the tent-flap. “Don’t mention Florian. I mean Floria. You heard it Under the Tree. And get me enough time to arm up.”


Godfrey looked at her for a long minute before he nodded.


Ash stared after his departing back as Godfrey stepped out across the rain-wet earth that steamed, now, in the afternoon sun. “Shit on a stick ...”


“When do I leave?” Floria del Guiz said, behind her.


Ash pressed both index fingers down hard on the bridge of her nose. She shut her eyes. The darkness behind her eyelids speckled with light.


“I’ll be lucky if I don’t lose half the company, never mind you.” She opened her eyes again; dropped her hands to her sides. “You’ve slept in my tent. I’ve seen you rat-arsed and throwing up. I’ve seen you piss!”


“No. You’re merely under the impression that you have. I’ve been doing this since I was thirteen.” Floria appeared in Ash’s peripheral vision, wine cup trailing from her long fingers. “Salerno now trains no Jews, no black Libyans, and no women. I’ve passed as a man since then. Padua, Constantinople, Iberia. Army doctoring, because nobody cares who you are. You and these men ... This past five years is the longest I’ve been able to stay anywhere.”


Ash leaned out of the tent and bawled, “Philibert! Rickard! Get in here! – I can’t make a hasty decision, Florian. Floria.”


“Stick with Florian. It’s safer. It’s safer for me.”


That rueful tone penetrated Ash’s daze. She looked straight at the woman. “I’m female. The world puts up with me. Why shouldn’t it put up with you?”


Florian ticked off on her fingers: “You’re a mercenary. You’re a peasant. You’re human cattle. You don’t have an influential rich family. I am a del Guiz. I matter. I’m a threat. If nothing else, I’m the elder: I could inherit at least the estate in Burgundy ... All this outrage comes down to property in the end.”


“They wouldn’t burn you.” Ash did not sound certain. “Maybe they’d only lock you up and beat you.”


“I don’t have your facility for being hit without minding it.” Florian’s fair eyebrows quirked up. “Ash, are you so sure they tolerate you? This idea of a marriage didn’t come out of nowhere. Somebody’s put Frederick up to it.”


“Shit. Marriage.” Ash moved back across the tent and lifted her sword up out of the rushes. Apparently absently, she said, “I heard, in Cologne, that the Emperor’s knighted Gustav Schongauer. Remember him and his guys two years ago at Héricourt?”18


“Schongauer? Knighted?” Florian, briefly distracted by outrage, glared at her. “They were bandits! He spent most of that autumn destroying Tyrolese farms and villages! How could Frederick ennoble him?”


“Because there’s no such thing as legitimate authority or illegitimate authority. There is only authority.” Ash faced the man who was a woman, still holding her scabbarded sword between two hands. “If you can control a lot of fighting men – you will. And you’ll be recognised and ratified by other controllers. Like I need to be. Except that no king or nobleman is going to knight me.”


“Knighthood? Boy’s games! But if a murdering rapist can end up as a Graf—!”


Ash waved Florian’s shock away. “Yeah, you are noble ... How do you think we get new nobles in the first place? The other Grafs are scared of him. The Emperor too, for that matter. So they make him one of them. If he gets too scary, they’ll band together and have him killed. That’s the balancing act.”


She took the wine cup out of Florian’s fingers and drained it. The buzz was enough to loosen her up, not enough to make her light-headed.


“It’s the law by which chivalry operates.” Ash looked down into the empty cup. “It doesn’t matter how generous and virtuous you are. Or how brutal. If you have no powerbase, you’ll be treated with disrespect; and if you do have a powerbase, everyone will come to you in preference to anyone else. And power comes from the ability to make armed men fight for you. To reward them with money, yes, but more – with titles and marriages and land. I can’t do that. I need to. This marriage—”


Ash abruptly reddened. She scrutinised Floria’s face, weighing up secrets known, and past confidences not betrayed. Floria, so like the Florian who had shared her tent on many nights, talking into the small hours.


“You don’t go, Florian. Unless you want to.” She met Floria’s gaze, smiled wryly. “You’re too good a surgeon, if nothing else. And ... we’ve known each other too long. If I trust you to horse-doctor me, I can’t stop trusting you now!”


A little shaken, the tall woman said, “I’ll stay. How will you manage it?”


“Don’t ask me. I’ll work something out ... Sweet Christ, I can’t marry that man!”


A distant babble of voices became plainly audible outside.


“What are you going to tell them, Ash?”


“I don’t know. But they won’t wait. Let’s move it!”


Ash waited only long enough for Philibert and Rickard to get her undressed and into her arming doublet and hose, and armour, and belt her sword around her waist, gilded sword-pommel catching the canvas-filtered light. The boys did it with never a fumble, rapid fingers tying points, buckling straps, pushing her body and limbs to where would best help them fasten her into her steel shell, all with the ease of practice. Full Milanese harness.


“I have to talk to them,” Ash added, her tone somewhere between cynicism and self-mockery. “After all – they’re the reason why the Holy Roman Emperor calls me ‘Captain’. And the reason why I can walk through a camp full of armed men without being bush-whacked.”


Florian del Guiz prompted: “And?”


“‘And’ what?” Ash left her helmet off, carrying it reversed under her arm, with her gauntlets slung into it.


“Ash. I may be a woman. I’ve still known you for five years. You have to talk to them because you rely on them – and?”


“And ... I’m the reason they don’t go back to being tanners or shepherds or clerks or goodwives. So I’d better see they don’t starve.”


Florian del Guiz chuckled. “That’s my girl!”


At the tent-flap, leaving, Ash said, “Florian, it’s the Emperor’s marriage – I’m finished if I don’t go through with it. And damned if I do.”


12 Fifteenth-century man-portable matchlock firearm.


13 Although it is a later translation, some 135 years after the ‘Ash’ texts, I have chosen the King James Authorised Version of the Bible (1611) as more accessible to the modern reader.


14 These improbable vehicles bear some resemblance to the mobile horse-drawn ‘war-wagons’ used by the Hussites in the 1420s, some fifty years earlier than this. The Eastern European fighters appear to have used them as mobile gun-platforms. However, the del Guiz ‘iron-sided’ wagons are a mere impossibility – even if constructed, they would have been so heavy that no conceivable team of horses could have moved them.


15 Padua in Italy was at this time a famous centre attended by medical students from all over Europe.


16 Romans 12: 14.


17 This text often gives the hour of the day by the monastic system: Nones is the sixth office or service of the day, taking place at 3 p.m. The monastic hours are:
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(The unwary reader should note this is further complicated by the mediaeval habit of dividing the hours of dark and the hours of daylight into twelve-hour segments, which means that in winter an ‘hour’ of darkness is longer than an ‘hour’ of daylight, and conversely for the summer.)


18 Héricourt was a small Burgundian frontier castle, put under siege by the Swiss; their campaign ended with a battle, on 13 November 1474.




III


A brisk stride took Ash into the central clear ground under the Blue Lion standard. She vaulted up on to the back of an open cart and gazed round at the men variously sitting on barrels and straw bales and wet ground, and standing with their arms folded, faces upturned grimly to hers.


“Let me recap.” Her voice was not strained; she spoke distinctly and clearly, could see no one having trouble hearing her. “Two days ago we fought a skirmish with the Duke’s men. This wasn’t under orders from our employer. It was my call. It was rash, but we’re soldiers, we have to be rash. Sometimes.”


She dropped her voice on the last word, and got chuckles from a group of men-at-arms by the beer barrels: Jan-Jacob, Gustav, and Pieter; Flemish men from Paul di Conti’s lance.


“Our employer had two choices then. He could break our contract. In that case we’d go straight across to the other side and sign up with Charles of Burgundy.”


Thomas Rochester shouted up, “Maybe we should ask Duke Charles for a contract now, if it’s peace here. He’s always off fighting somewhere.”


“Maybe not quite yet.” Ash paused. “Maybe we’d better wait a day or two, until he forgets we almost killed him!”


Another laugh, louder; and van Mander’s boys joined in; crucial because they were known as hard and consequently respected.


“We’ll sort that out later.” Ash went on briskly. “We don’t care who’s bishop in Neuss, so Frederick knew we’d go if he said the word. That was his first choice, and he didn’t take it. Second – he could have paid us money.”


“Yeah!” Two female archers (who were known as ‘Geraint’s women’ only when they weren’t around to hear about it) raised a cheer.


Ash’s heart beat faster. She rested her left hand down on her sword-hilt, thumb stroking the ripped leather binding.


“Well, as you all know by now, we didn’t get money either.”


There were catcalls. The back of the crowd closed in; archers and crossbowmen, billmen and hackbutters; all shoulder to shoulder now and putting their attention on her.


“For those of you who were with me in the skirmish, by the way, well done. It was fucking amazing. Amazing.” Deliberate pause. “I’ve never seen an encounter won by anybody who did so many things wrong!”


Loud laughter. She spoke over it, picking out individual men. “Euen Huw, you do not get off to loot the bodies. Paul di Conti, you do not start a charge from so far away that your horse is on crutches by the time you finally get to the enemy! I’m surprised you didn’t get down and walk. And as for watching your commander for orders!” She let the comments die down. “I should add some remark about keeping your eye on the fucking standard at all times ...” She cleared her throat.


Robert Anselm deliberately, and helpfully, made himself heard above the racket of several hundred voices. “Yes, you should!”


There was laughter and she knew the immediate crisis was over. Or holding, at any rate.


“So we’ll all be putting in lots of skirmish practice.” Ash looked out from the back of the cart. “What you guys did was fucking amazing. Tell your grandchildren. It wasn’t war. You just don’t see knight charging knight on the battlefields, because there’s all you nasty little fuckers with bows out there! Oh yeah – and the hackbutters.” A grin at what sounded like cheerful discontent from the gun-crews. “I wouldn’t recognise a battle without the happy sound of back-firing arquebuses!”


The redheaded man-at-arms from Aston’s lance yelled, “Get a fucking axe!” and the footmen took up the chant. The gunners responded variously and profanely. Ash nodded at Antonio Angelotti to quieten them down.


“Whatever it was, it was magnificent. Sadly, it hasn’t earned us anything. So the next time we get a chance to stick a lance up Charles of Burgundy’s ass, I’ll come back and ask if you’re going to be paid first.”


A voice at the back found a moment of silence to call, “Fuck Frederick of Hapsburg!”


“In your dreams!”


A roar of laughter.


Ash shifted her weight on to her other hip. The uncertain breeze blew tendrils of hair across her face. She smelled cooking fires, and horse manure, and the stink of eight hundred sweaty bodies packed close in a crowd. They were mostly bareheaded, being in camp and theoretically safe from attack; and their bills and halberds were piled in stacks a dozen to a tent.


Children ran around the edges, not able to pass through the packed mass made up of the men and women who fought. Most of the men and women who didn’t, the whores and cooks and washerwomen, were sitting up on the sides of wagons at the edge of the camp, listening. There were – as there always are – some men still intent on their games of dice, or dead-drunk asleep under wet canvas, or just off somewhere else, but she had the majority of her company in front of her.


Seeing so many faces that she knew, she thought: The best thing I have on my side is that they want to hear me. They want me to tell them what to do. Mostly they’re on my side. But they’re all my responsibility.


On the other hand, there are always other companies they can get employment with.


They went quiet, waiting for her. A word here and there, between mates. There was a lot of shifting of boots on wet ground, and people watching her, not commenting.


“A lot of you have been with me since I formed the company three years ago. Some of you were with me before that, when I raised men for the Griffin-in-Gold, and the Company of the Boar. Look around you. You’re a lot of mad bastards, and the chances are you’re standing next to some other mad bastards! You have to be mad to follow me – but if you do,” she increased voice-projection: “if you do, you’ve always come out of it alive – and with a hell of a reputation – and paid.”


She held up an armoured arm, before the level of talk could rise. “And we will this time. Even if we’re being paid with a marriage! I suppose there’s a first time for everything. Trust Frederick to find it.”


She gazed down at her sub-captains, who stood in a tight little knot, exchanging comments and watching her.


“During the last few days I’ve been taking chances. It’s my job. But it’s your future too. We’ve always discussed in open meeting what contracts we’ll take or not take. So now we’re going to discuss this marriage.”


The words came as fluently as ever. She never had problems talking to them. Behind the fluency, something tightened and thinned her voice. Ash became aware that her bare hands were clenched, knuckles straining.


What can I tell them? That we have to do this, but I can’t do this?


“And after we’ve discussed it,” Ash went on, “then we’re going to vote on it.”


“Vote?” Geraint ab Morgan yelled. “You mean a real vote?”


Somebody quite audibly said, “Democracy means doing what boss tells you!”


“Yes, a real vote. Because if we take this offer, it’s company lands and company revenues. And if we don’t take it – about the only excuse the Emperor Frederick is going to accept from me,” Ash said, “is ‘my company won’t let me’!”


She didn’t let them think closely about that, but carried on:


“You’ve been with me, and you’ve been with mercenary companies that don’t hold together through a season, never mind years. I’ve always put you in the way of enough loot to keep armour on your backs.”


The clouds, shifting, let sunlight sweep across the wet earth, and flash from her Milanese plate armour. It was so pat that she spared a suspicious glance for Godfrey, who stood at the foot of the cart with his hands clasped about his Briar Cross.


The bearded man raised his eyes to the heavens and smiled absently; and followed that with a swift, satisfied glance at the picture she made, standing higher than her men, in bright armour, the Lion Azure a blaze across the sky above her. A very minor miracle.


Ash stood without speaking for a moment to let them notice her armour: its expense and therefore its implications. I can afford this, therefore I’m good. You really want to be employed by me: honest, guv ...


Ash spoke. “If I get married to this man, we can have our own land to go back to in the winter. We can have its crops and timber and wool to sell. We can,” she added thinly, “stop taking suicide contracts just to get the money to re-equip ourselves every year.”


A man with lank, dark hair and wearing a green brigandine called out, “And what happens next year if we get offered a contract to fight against the Emperor?”


“He knows we’re mercenaries, for fuck’s sake.”


A woman archer got her way to the front of the crowd with her elbows. “But that’s now, when you’re under contract to him. That’s not when you’re married to one of his feudal subjects.” She craned her head back to look up at Ash. “Won’t he expect you to be loyal to the Holy Roman Empire, Captain?”


“If I wanted to be told who to fight for,” a hackbutter shouted, “I’d have joined the feudal levy!”


Geraint ab Morgan growled, “Too late to worry about that, the offer’s been made. I vote we join the property game, and don’t piss off the Emperor.”


Ash looked down from the cart. “I assume we’ll just carry on as we are.”


A rumble of complaint made itself heard across the field. The archer spun round on her heel. “Can’t you motherfuckers give her a chance? Captain Ash, you’ll be married.”


Ash recognised her now, the fair-haired woman with an odd name: Ludmilla Rostovnaya. She had the crank of a crossbow hanging from her belt. Crossbowmen from Genoa, Ash thought, and put both her hands on the side of the cart, dizzy and sick.


Why am I trying to persuade them we should go through with this?


I can’t do it.


Not for the world, never mind a poxy little Bavarian estate—


Geraint ab Morgan pushed his way to the front. Ash saw her sergeant of archers look at Florian, and at the priest, as if questioning why they didn’t speak.


Geraint yelled, “Boss, it’s fucking obvious someone’s landed this one on us because they don’t like mercenaries. Remember the Italians, after Héricourt?19 We can’t afford to have Frederick fucked off with us. You’re going to have to do this, Captain.”


“But she can’t!” Ludmilla Rostovnaya shouted into his face. There was a rising noise of talk, not everyone being able to hear the quarrel at the front of the crowd. Ludmilla’s voice rose clearly over it. “If she marries a man, her property becomes his. Not the other way around! If she marries him, this company’s contract will belong to the del Guiz family! And del Guiz belongs to the Emperor! Frederick just got himself a mercenary company for nothing!”


The words went out to the back of the crowd, you could see the intelligence pass.


Ash looked down at the eastern woman, always reassured, even in crisis and panic, to see another fighting woman. This one, in her brown padded jack and red hose, with poleyns strapped on her knees, and a sunburned fair-skinned face, now flung up an arm and pointed it at her. “Tell us you’ve thought about this one, boss!”


Her property becomes his—


Frederick is Fernando’s feudal lord – we become feudal property. Sweet pity of Christ, this just gets worse!


Why didn’t I think of this?


Because you’re still thinking like a man.


Ash couldn’t speak. Armour demands an upright posture or she would have slumped; as it was, she could only look out at the familiar faces.


Their voices died down. Only children, running and screaming at the edge of the crowd, made any noise. Ash swept her gaze over them, seeing one man with a meat-bone paused halfway to his mouth, another with wine running unnoticed from a wineskin to the earth. The sub-captains were being drawn out of their knot, their men crowding close to ask urgent questions.


“No,” she said. “I didn’t think about that.”


Robert Anselm warned, “That boy won’t let you stay in command. You marry Fernando del Guiz, we’ve lost you.”


“Shit!” said a man-at-arms. “She can’t marry him!”


“But you fuck off the Emperor and we’re fucked.” Geraint’s bloodshot eyes seemed to vanish into his stubbled cheeks as he squinted up at Ash.


She grabbed at a first thought. “There are other employers.”


“Yeah, and they’re all his second cousins or whatever!” Geraint coughed and spat phlegm. “You know the royal Princes of Christendom. Incest is their middle name. We’ll end up only being hired by arseholes who call themselves ‘noble’ because some lord once fucked their grandmother. We can forget being paid in gold!”


A different man-at-arms said, “We can always split up, hire out to other companies.”


His lance-companion, Pieter Tyrrell, yelled, “Yeah, we can go with some stupid fuck who’ll get us all killed. Ash knows what she’s doing when she fights!”


“Pity she knows fuck-all about anything else!”


Ash turned her head, unobtrusively checking to see where her battle police were, where the gate-guards were, and what the faces of the cooks and the women who washed and mended looked like. A horse neighed. The sky was momentarily full of starlings, moving to another patch of wet, worm-filled earth.


Godfrey Maximillian said quietly, “They don’t want to lose you.”


“That’s because I get them through battles, and I win.” Her mouth dried. “Whatever I do here, now, I lose.”


“It’s a different game. You’re wearing petticoats now.”


Florian – Floria – growled, “Nine-tenths of them know they couldn’t run this company the way you do. The one-tenth that think they can are wrong. Let them talk it out until they remember that.”


Ash, stifled, nodded. She raised her voice to battlefield pitch. “Listen up! I’m giving you until Compline.20 Come here for Father Godfrey’s evening service. Then I’ll hear what you decide.”


She ducked down from the cart. Florian fell into step beside her. The surgeon even walked like a man, Ash noticed, moving from the shoulders and not the hip. She was dirty enough that you could not see she had no need to shave.


The tall woman said nothing. Ash was grateful.


Ash did her rounds, checking the hay and oats for the long lines of horses, and the herb-gatherers who collected equally for Wat Rodway and Florian’s pharmacy. She checked the water and sand tubs that stood in the open lanes, between tents that might go up like tinder in the brittle summer night. She swore at a seamstress who sat in a wagon with an unshielded candle, until the weeping woman fetched a lamp instead. She checked piled bills and the stock of arrow-heads in the armourer’s tents, and the repairs waiting to be done: sword blades to be sharpened, armour to be hammered back into shape.


Florian put a hand on her steel shoulder. “Boss, stop making a frigging nuisance of yourself!”


“Oh. Yeah. All right.” Ash let riveted links of mail trail out of her fingers. She nodded to the armourer and left his tents. Outside, she scanned the darkening sky. “I don’t think these sorry shites know any more about politics than I do. Why am I letting them decide this?”


“Because you can’t. Or won’t. Or daren’t.”


“Thanks for nothing!”


Ash strode back to the central open area under the standard as lanterns were lit and hung, and the end of Godfrey Maximillian’s sung Vespers echoed across the tents. She made her way between the men and women sitting on the chilling earth.


Reaching the standard, under the Blue Lion, she faced about. “Come on, then. This is a company decision? This is all of you?”


“Yeah.” Geraint ab Morgan got to his feet, seeming wary of the attention focused on him as spokesman. Ash glanced at Robert Anselm. Her first sergeant was standing in the dark between two lanterns. His face was not visible.


“Lots counted,” he called. “It’s legit, Ash.”


Geraint said in a rush, “It’s too big a risk, pissing off our employer. We vote for you to get married.”


“What?”


“We trust you, boss.” The big, russet-haired Sergeant of Archers scratched his buttocks unselfconsciously. “We trust you – you can think of some way out of this before it happens! It’s up to you, boss. Sort it out before they get the wedding preparations finished. There’s no way we’re letting them get rid of our captain!”


Fear wiped out thought. She stared around in lantern light at their faces.


“Fucking hell. Fuck the lot of you!”


Ash stormed off.


If I marry him, he gets the company.


She lay on her back on the hard pallet, one arm under her head, staring up into the roof of the tent. Shadows moved with the shifting evening air. The rope-tied bed frame creaked. Something smelled sweet above the warm body-scent of her own sweat – bunches of camomile, and Lady’s Mantle and Self-Heal for wounds, she realised, where they hung tied to the massive struts jutting out from the tent pole. Up among the weapons. It is always easier to lay poleaxes and swords up across the struts rather than lose them in the damp rushes. Camp life means everything goes up out of the mud.


If I marry him, I get a boy who may or may not remember that he’s treated me worse than a dockside whore.


The stuffed cloth pallet was hard under her shoulders. She shifted on to fleeces. No better. The air felt damp, but warm. She lay and picked at the metal-tipped points that tied her sleeves into her doublet, until she got them undone and pulled the sleeves off, and lay back again, cooler.


Christ’s pity! – I’m in it, and it just keeps on getting deeper—!


Her Milanese harness glinted on its body stand, all rounded silver curves. She massaged flesh where straps had bit in. There might be rust starting up on the tassets, it wasn’t clear in the clay oil lamp’s light. Phili would have to scour them with sand again before it bit in, and needed taking to the armourer’s to be reground. The armourer would bitch at her if she let it get into that condition.


Ash reached down and rubbed her inner thigh muscles, still aching from the ride back from Cologne.


Striped canvas walls moved in and out with the night air, as if the tent breathed like an animal. She heard occasional voices beyond the walls’ illusory security. Enough to let her know there still were guards outside: half a dozen men with crossbows, and a leash of mastiffs apiece, in case someone from the Burgundian camp decided to sneak over and take out a mercenary commander.


She dragged each ankle-high boot off by the heel. They thudded on rushes. She flexed bare feet on the cotton pallet, then loosened the drawstring neck of her shirt. Sometimes she is just extremely conscious of her body, of muscles knotting with tiredness, of bones, of the weight and solidity of torso, arms and legs, in their linen and wool garments. She eased her wooden-handled knife out of its sheath and turned the blade to catch the light, feeling with the edge of a fingernail for nicks. Some knives sit in the hand as if they are born to it.


Cynically, she murmured aloud, “I’m being robbed. Legally. What do I do about that?”


The voice that shared her soul sounded dispassionate:


‘Not an appropriate tactical problem.’


“No shit?” She slid the knife back into its sheath and unbuckled knife, purse and belt all in one heap, shoving up her hips to pull the leather strap out from underneath her. “Tell me about it!”


The clay oil lamp’s flame dipped.


She shifted up on one elbow, knowing someone had entered the main part of the tent, beyond the tapestry that curtained off the sleeping area.


In wet summers she put handspan-high raised planking down to floor the tent. The planks shift and creak under footsteps – if the boys were asleep or elsewhere, and the tent’s guards gone, she would still be woken up, not taken in her sleep. Rushes are quieter.


“It’s me,” a voice warned pragmatically, before it approached the tapestry. She lay back down on the pallet. Robert Anselm pushed the hangings aside and stepped in.


She rolled over on to one elbow and looked up. “They send you because you’re the most likely to persuade me?”


“They sent me because you’re least likely to take my head off.” He seated himself with a thump on one of the two massive wooden chests beside her pallet; heavy German chests with locks that take up all the inside of their lids, that she kept chained around the eight-inch tent pole for security.


“Who is this ‘they’, exactly?”


“Godfrey, Florian, Antonio. We played cards, and I lost.”


“You didn’t!” She fell back on to her back. “You didn’t. Motherfucker!”


Robert Anselm laughed. His bald head gave him a face all eyes and ears. His stained shirt hung out of the front of his hose and doublet. He had the beginnings of a belly on him now, and he smelled sweetly warm, of sweat, and open air, and wood smoke. There was stubble on his face. One never noticed, looking no further than his cropped scalp and broad shoulders, how his lashes were long and fine as a girl’s.


He dropped a hand down and began to massage her shoulder, under the linen and fine wool. His fingers were firm. She arched up into them, shutting her eyes for a second. When his hand slid around to the front of her shirt, she opened her eyes.


“You don’t like that, do you?” A rhetorical question. “But you like this.” He moved his hand back to her shoulders.


She moved over so that he could dig down into the rock-hard muscles. “I learned the reasons for not sleeping with my sub-commanders from you. Made a mess of that whole summer.”


“Why don’t you have it written up somewhere: I don’t know everything, I can make mistakes.”


“I can’t make mistakes. There’s always someone waiting to take advantage.”


“I know that.”


His thumbs pressed hard into the knobs of her vertebrae. A sharp click cracked through the tent, ligament sliding over bone. His hands stopped moving. “You okay?”


“What the hell do you think?”


“In the last two hours I’ve had a hundred and fifty people come and ask to speak with you. Baldina, from the wagons. Harry, Euen, Tobias, Thomas, Pieter. Matilda’s people; Anna, Ludmilla ...”


“Joscelyn van Mander.”


“No.” He sounded reluctant. “None of the van Manders.”


“Uh huh. Right!” She sat up.


Robert Anselm’s hands moved away.


“Joscelyn thinks because he raised thirteen lances for me this season, he has more say in what we do than I have! I knew we were going to have trouble there. I may just pay off his contract and send him over to Jacobo Rossano, make it his problem. Okay, okay.” She held up both hands, palms out, realising his reluctance to tell her had been entirely feigned. “Yeah, okay. All right! Yes!”


She is conscious of the whole vast engine that is the company, ticking over outside. Rush and hurry around the cook’s wagons, the eternal oat-porridge stewing in iron cauldrons. Men on fire-watch. Men taking their horses out to graze on what grass has been left on the banks of the Erft. Men drilling with swords, with bills, with spiked axes. Men fucking the whores that they hold in common. Men with their clothes being sewn by their wives (sometimes the same women, at a later date in those women’s lives). Lantern light and camp fire light, and the scream of some animal baited for sport. And the sky coursing with stars, over it all.


“I’m good on the battlefield. I don’t know politics. I should have known I didn’t know politics.” She met his eyes. “I thought I was beating them at their own game. I don’t know how I could have been this stupid.”


Anselm clumsily ruffled her silver hair. “Fuck it.”


“Yeah. Fuck it all.”


Two sentries exchange the day’s word outside the tent, giving way to two others. She hears them talking. Without knowing their names, she knows they have unwillingly scoured-clean bodies, full stomachs, swords with nicks carefully sharpened out, shirts on their backs, some kind of body protection (however cheap the armour); the Lion Azure sewn to their tabards. There are men like this all over Frederick III’s great military camp tonight, but in this area there would not be, not these particular men – if not for her. However temporary it is, however mercenary they are, she is what holds them together.


Ash got to her feet. “Look, I’ll tell you about ... the del Guiz family, Robert. Then you tell me what I can do. Because I don’t know.”


Four days after both Charles the Bold of Burgundy’s troops and the men of the Emperor Frederick III pulled back from Neuss, effectively ending the siege,21 Ash stood in the great Green Cathedral at Cologne.


Too many people crowded into the body of the cathedral for the human eye to take in. All shoulder to shoulder, men in pleated gowns of blue velvet and scarlet wool, silver-linked chains around their necks, purses and daggers at their belts, and flamboyant rolled chaperon hats with tails hanging down past their shoulders. The court of the Emperor.


A thousand faces dappled with the light slanting from red and blue glass, falling from lancet windows a bowel-twisting height above the tiled floor. Thin stone columns pierced a frightening amount of air, too fragile to support their vaulted roof above. And around the bases of those pillars, men with gold-leaf on their dagger pommels, and plenty of flesh on their jowls, stood talking in voices that rose in volume now.


“He’s going to be late. He is late.” Ash swallowed. The pit of her bowels shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t believe it. He’s standing me up!”


“Can’t be. You should be so lucky,” Anselm hissed, “Ash, you have to do something!”


“Tell me what! If we haven’t come up with it in four days, I’m not going to think of it now!”


How many minutes before the power to contract the company passes from wife to husband? All other means exhausted, the only remaining way out of this wedding is for her to walk out of the building. Now.


In front of the Emperor’s court.


And they’re right, Ash thought. Half the royal families of Christendom are married to the other half; we wouldn’t get another contract from anyone until they’d calmed down. Not until next year, maybe. I don’t have enough money put by to feed us if we don’t have an employer for that long. Nothing like enough.


Robert Anselm looked past her, behind her head, at Father Godfrey Maximillian. “We could do with a prayer for grace, Father.”


The bearded man nodded.


“Not that it matters now, but have you found out who set me up for this?” Ash demanded, quietly enough to be heard only by her supporters.


Godfrey, standing on her right, replied equally quietly. “Sigismund of the Tyrol.”


“Goddamn. Sigismund? What have we— That man’s got a long memory. This is because we fought on the other side at Héricourt?”


Godfrey inclined his head. “Sigismund of the Tyrol is far too rich for Frederick to offend him by refusing a useful suggestion. I’m told Sigismund doesn’t like ‘mercenaries with more than fifty lances’. Apparently he finds them a threat. To the purity of noble warfare.”


“‘Purity’ of war? In his fucking dreams.”


The bearded priest smiled crookedly. “You mauled his household troops, as I recall.”


“I was paid to. Christ. It’s petty, to give us this much trouble for it!”


Ash looked over her shoulder. The back of the cathedral was also packed with standing men, merchant from Cologne in rich gear, her own lance-leaders who outshone them, and a gaggle of mercenaries who had been made to leave their weapons outside the cathedral, and consequently didn’t outshine anyone.


There were none of the bawdy remarks and cheerful grins you would have had with one of her men-at-arms being wedded. Quite apart from endangering their future, she saw how it made them look at her and see a woman, in a city, at peace, where before they had seen a mercenary, in the field, at war, and could therefore avoid considering her sex.


Ash snarled in a whisper, “Christus, I wish I’d been born a man! It would have given me an extra six inches’ reach, the ability to pee standing up – and I wouldn’t have to put up with any of this crap!”


Robert Anselm’s adult, concerned frown vanished in a spluttering burst of laughter.


Ash looked automatically for Florian’s cheering scepticism, but the surgeon was not there; the disguised woman had vanished into the mass of the company striking camp at Neuss four days ago, and had not been seen since (certainly not during the set-up outside Cologne where, as a number of uninformed mercenaries remarked, there was heavy lifting to be done).


Ash added, “And I could take Frederick setting this wedding on St Simeon’s feast-day personally ...22 Maybe we could come up with a prior betrothal? Someone to step up to the altar stone and swear we had a pre-nuptial contract as children.”


Anselm, at her left, said, “Who’s going to stand up and take the shit for that one? Not me.”


“I wouldn’t ask it.” Ash stopped talking as the Bishop of Cologne came up to the bridal party. “Your Grace.”


“Our meek, gentle bride.” Tall thin Bishop Stephen reached out to finger the folds of her banner, whose staff Robert Anselm held. He bent to inspect the scarlet lettering embroidered under the Lion. “What is this?”


“Jeremiah, chapter fifty-one, verse twenty,” Godfrey quoted.


Robert Anselm growled a translation: “‘Thou art my battle axe and weapons of war; for with thee I will break in pieces the nations, and with thee will I destroy kingdoms.’ It’s sort of a mission statement, Your Grace.”


“How – appropriate. How – pious.”


A new voice whispered drily, “Who is being pious?”


The bishop inclined his thin body in its green alb and chasuble. “Your Imperial Majesty.”


Frederick of Hapsburg limped through the crowds of men, who all got out of his way. He was leaning on a staff now, Ash noted. The little man looked at Ash’s company priest as if it were the first time he had noticed the man. “You, was it? A man of peace in a company of war? Surely not. ‘Rebuke the company of spearmen – scatter thou the people that delight in war.’”23


Godfrey Maximillian removed the hood from his robe, and stood respectfully bareheaded (if ruffled) before the Emperor. “But, Your Majesty, Proverbs one hundred and forty-four, one?”


The Emperor rasped a small, dry chuckle. “‘Blessed be the Lord my strength, which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to fight.’ So. An educated priest.”


“As an educated priest,” Ash said, “perhaps you would tell His Majesty how long we have to wait for a non-existent bridegroom, before we can all go home?”


“You wait,” Frederick said quietly. There was a sudden lack of conversation.


Ash would have paced, but the folds of her dress and the stares of the assembly stopped her. Over the altar, the Nine Orders of Angels shone in stone: Seraphim, Cherubim and Thrones, who are closest to God; then Dominions, Powers and Virtues; then Principalities, Archangels and Angels. The Principality of Cologne was sculpted with arched wings and ambiguous gender, smiling, clutching a representation of Frederick’s Imperial crown.


What’s Fernando del Guiz playing at?


He won’t dare offend the Emperor. Will he? Will he?


He is a knight, after all. Maybe he just won’t marry a peasant-woman soldier. Christ, I hope that’s it—


On the altar’s left, by some humour of the stonemasons, the Prince of This World was carved offering a rose to the naked figure of Luxury. Toads and serpents clung to the back of his robe’s rich stone folds.24 Ash contemplated the figure of Luxury. There were many women present in stone. In flesh only five, herself and her attendants. The customary maids of the bride’s honour stood behind her, Ludmilla (in one of the seamstress’s better robes) and the other three: Blanche, Isobel, and Eleanor. Women she’d known since they whored together as children in the Griffin-in-Gold. Ash took a certain private satisfaction in how many of the noblemen of Cologne already nervously recognised Blanche and Isobel and Eleanor.


If I have to go through with this damn ceremony, I’m doing it my way!


Ash watched the Emperor drift off in conversation with Cologne’s Bishop Stephen. Both of them walked as if in a royal hall, not a sacred building.


“Fernando’s late. He’s not coming!” Joy and relief flooded through her. “Well, hey, he’s not our enemy ... Archduke Sigismund did this. Sigismund’s making me compete in politics, where I don’t know what I’m doing, instead of on the field of battle, where I do.”


“Woman, you sweated your guts out to get Frederick to give you land.” Godfrey, sounding sceptical enough to be Florian. “He merely took advantage of that sin of greed.”


“Not sin. Stupidity.” Ash restrained herself from looking around again. “But it’s going to be okay.”


“Yes – no. There are people outside.”


“Shit!” Her sibilant whisper had the front two ranks of men glancing uncertainly at the bride.


Ash wore her silver hair unbound, as maidens do. Because she usually wore it in braids, it took a curl from that, flowing in ripples down over her shoulders, down her back, down, not just to her thighs, but to the backs of her knees. The finest, most transparent linen veil covered her head, and the silver metal headdress that held it in place was wound with a garland of field daisies. The veil was made from flax so fine that the scars on her cheekbones could be seen through it.


She stood stocky and sweaty in the flowing, voluminous blue and gold robes.


Drums sounded, and hurried horns. Her guts jolted. Fernando del Guiz and his supporters hurried up towards the rood-screen – all young noblemen of the Germanies, all wearing more money than she sees in six years of putting her body in the front line of battles for axe and sword and arrow to hit it.


The Emperor Frederick III, Holy Roman Emperor, walked with his entourage to take his regal place at the front. Ash picked out the face of Duke Sigismund of the Tyrol. He did not give her the satisfaction of smiling.


The light slanted down from immense perpendicular lancet windows, dappling green light on to the figure of a woman carved in black marble, riding on the back of the Bull on the altar.25 Ash looked up with despair at her enigmatic stone smile, and the gold-thread-embroidered cloths that hooded her, as the boys in white tunicles came into the choir with their green wax candles burning. She was aware of someone coming to stand beside her.


She glanced to her right. The young knight Fernando del Guiz stood there, staring equally deliberately up at the altar, not looking at her. He looked more than a little ruffled, and he was bareheaded. For the first time she got a clear look at his face.


I thought he was older than me. He can’t be. Not by more than a year or two.


Now I remember ...


It was not his face, older now, clear-skinned and with bold brows, freckles across his straight nose. Nor his thick gold hair, trimmed short now to touch his shoulders. Ash watched the embarrassed hunch of his wide shoulders, and his rangy body – grown from boy almost to man, now – shifting from foot to foot.


That’s it. That’s it ...


She found her hand aching to reach up and ruffle his hair out of its combed order. She caught his male scent, under the sweet perfume of civet. I was a child then. Now ... Of themselves, her fingertips told her what it would feel like to unlace his velvet pleated doublet, that needed no padding at his broad shoulders, unfasten it down to his narrow waist, and untie the points of his hose ... She let her gaze slide down the triangular line of his male body, to his strong rider’s thighs in finest knitted hose.


Sweet Christ who died to save us. I am as much in lust with him as I was at twelve.


“Mistress Ash!”


Somebody, plainly, had asked her a question.


“Yes?” Ash agreed absently.


Light broke in on her. Fernando del Guiz: lifting up her fine linen veil. His eyes were green, stone-green, dark as the sea.


“You are wed,” the Bishop of Cologne pronounced.


Fernando del Guiz spoke. Ash smelled wine warm on his breath. He said, in a perfectly clear voice, into the silence, “I would sooner have married my horse.”


Robert Anselm, sotto voce, muttered, “The horse wouldn’t have you.”


Someone gasped, someone laughed; there was one delighted, dirty guffaw from the back of the cathedral. Ash thought she recognised Joscelyn van Mander.


Not knowing whether to laugh or cry or hit something, Ash stared at the face of the young man she had just married. Looking for a hint – only a hint – of the complicit, humorous grin he had given her at Neuss.


Nothing.


She was unaware that her shoulders straightened, and her face took on something of the look she wore around the company’s camp. “You don’t talk to me like that.”


“You’re my wife now. I talk to you any way I please. If you don’t like it, I’ll beat you. You’re my wife, and you’ll be docile!”


Ash couldn’t help a loud blurt of laughter. “I will?”


Fernando del Guiz ran his finger, in its fine leather glove, from her chin down to the linen neck of her chemise. He made a show of sniffing at his glove. “I smell piss. Yes I do. I smell piss ...”


“Del Guiz,” the Emperor warned.


Fernando turned his back and walked away, across the flagstone floor to Frederick of Hapsburg, and a tearful Constanza del Guiz (the court’s ladies now entering the nave, the ceremony over). None of whom did more than glance sideways at the bride left standing alone.


“No.” Ash put her hand on Robert Anselm’s arm. She gave a quick look that included Godfrey. “No. It’s all right.”


‘“All right’? You ain’t going to let him do that!” Anselm had his shoulders hunched almost up to his protuberant ears, all his body yearning towards crossing the nave and knocking Fernando del Guiz over.


“I know what I’m doing, now. I’ve just seen it.” Ash increased the pressure of her fingers on his arm. There were mutters from her company, at the back.


“I would be an unhappy bride,” Ash said quietly. “But I could be a really cheerful widow.”


Both of the men startled. It was almost comical. Ash continued to look at them. Robert Anselm jerked his head once, briefly, satisfied. It was Godfrey Maximillian who coldly smiled.


“Widows inherit their husband’s businesses,” Ash said.


“Yeah ...” Robert Anselm nodded. “Better not mention it to Florian, though. The man is his brother.”


“So don’t tell h-him.” Ash did not meet Godfrey’s eyes. “It won’t be the first ‘riding accident’ among the German nobility.”


Ash paused under the vast vaults of the cathedral, momentarily unaware of her companions, of what she had said; seeking out Fernando where he stood, his back to her, weight on one hip, towering over his mother. Her body roused at the sight of him, at just the way the tall young man posed.


This will not be easy. Either way, this will not be easy.


“Ladies. Gentlemen.” Ash glanced back to check that Ludmilla and Blanche and Isobel and Eleanor were holding up her train so that she could walk, and rested her ringed fingers on Godfrey’s arm. “We’re not going to skulk in corners. We’re going to go and thank people for coming to my wedding.”


Her guts clenched. She knew the picture she made: young bride, veil back, silver-blonde hair a glorious cloud. She did not know her scars stood out silver-red against her pale cheeks. She went first to her lance-leaders, where she would feel at ease: the men spoke a word here, a small joke there, exchanged a hand-clasp.


Some of them looked at her with pity.


She couldn’t help it, she continued to stare anxiously through the crowd for Fernando del Guiz. Now she saw him angel-bright in a lancet window’s beams, talking to Joscelyn van Mander.


Van Mander kept his back to her.


“That didn’t take very long.”


Anselm shrugged. “Van Mander’s contract belongs to del Guiz now.”


She heard a whisper from behind her. The heavy material of her train, suddenly unattended, pulled back on her neck. She glared back at Big Isobel and Blanche. The two women mercenaries did not look at her; they had their heads together and whispered, their eyes fixed on a man some distance away, with expressions Ash put somewhere between awe and fear. She recognised him as the southerner who had been present at Neuss.


Little Eleanor whispered explanatorily to Blanche, “He’s from the lands Under the Penitence!”


The reason for the dark muslin cloth knotted ready for use about his neck belatedly dawned on Ash. She said tightly, “Oh, Green Christ, they’re hardly demons down in Africa – let’s get moving, okay?”


Ash moved on through the nave, greeting the minor nobles of free cities in their best robes, and their wives in towering horned, veiled head-dresses. This is not where I belong, she thought, talking politely, aimlessly; speaking to the ambassadors from Savoy and Milan, watching how shocked they were that a hic mulier26 could wear robes, could speak their languages, and did not in fact have a demon’s horns and a tail.


What do I do? What do I do?


A new voice spoke behind her, with an accent. “Madam.”


Ash smiled a farewell to the Milanese ambassador – a boring man, and afraid, too, of a woman who has killed in battle – and turned.


The man who had spoken was the southerner – pale-haired, with a face burned brown by harsh sun. He wore a short white robe, over white trousers with greaves bound around them, and a mail hauberk over all. The fact that he was dressed for war, although without weapons, put her at her ease.


In the light from the lancet windows, the pupils of his light-coloured eyes were contracted to pinpoints.


“New here from Tunis?” she guessed, speaking her accurate but uneducated mercenary’s version of his language.


“From Carthage,” he agreed, giving the city its Gothic27 appellation. “But I am adjusted, I think, to the light, now.”


“I’m – oh shit,” Ash interrupted herself rapidly.


A solid, man-shaped figure stood behind the Carthaginian. It overtopped him by a head or more: Ash judged it seven or eight feet tall. At first glance she would have thought it a statue, made out of red granite: the statue of a man, with a featureless ovoid for a head.


Statues do not move.


She felt herself colouring; felt Robert Anselm and Godfrey Maximillian crowding in close to her shoulders, staring behind the newcomer. She found her voice again. “I’ve never seen one of those up close before!”


“Our golem?28 But yes.”


With an amused look in his pale eyes, as if he were used to this, the man beckoned with a snap of his fingers. At the Carthaginian’s signal, the figure took a step forward into the shaft of window-light.


Stained glass colours slid over the carved red granite body and limbs. Each joint, at neck, shoulders, elbows, knees, ankles, gleamed brass; the metal jointed neatly into the stone. Its stone fingers were articulated as carefully as the lames of German gauntlets. It smelled faintly of something sour – river-mud? – and its tread on the tiny tiles of the cathedral floor echoed, heavily, with an impression of enormous weight.


“May I touch it?”


“If you wish to, madam.”


Ash reached out and put the pads of her fingers against the red granite chest. The stone felt cold. She slid her hand across, feeling sculpted pectoral muscles. The head tilted downwards, facing her.


In the featureless ovoid, two almond-shaped holes opened where eyes might have been on a man. Her body shocked, anticipating white of eye, pupil, focus.


The eyes behind the stone lids were full of red sand. She watched the granules swirl.


“Drink,” the man from Carthage ordered.


The arms swivelled up noiselessly. The moving statue held out a chased golden goblet to the man whom it attended. The Carthaginian drank, and gave it back.


“Oh yes, madam, we are allowed our golem-servants with us! Although there was some debate about whether they would be allowed within your ‘church’.” He surrounded the word delicately with nuances of sarcasm.


“It looks like a demon.” Ash stared up at the golem. She imagined the weight of the stone articulated arm if it should rise and fall, if it should strike. Her eyes gleamed.


“It is nothing. But you are the bride!” The man picked up her free hand and kissed it. His lips were dry. His eyes twinkled. In his own language, he said, “Asturio, madam; Asturio Lebrija, Ambassador from the Citadel to the court of the Emperor, however briefly. These Germans! How long can I bear it? You are a woman of your hands, madam. A warrior. Why are you marrying that boy?”


Waspishly, Ash said, “Why are you here as an ambassador?”


“One who had power sent me. Ah, I see.” Asturio Lebrija’s sunburned hand scratched his hair which, she noted, was cropped short in the North African fashion for one who customarily wears a helmet. “Well, you are as welcome here as I, I think.”


“As a fart in a communal bathtub.”


Lebrija whooped.


“Ambassador, I think they’re afraid that one day your people will stop fighting the Turks and turn into a problem.” Ash registered Godfrey moving aside to talk to Lebrija’s aides. Robert Anselm remained, looming, at her shoulder, his gaze fixed on the golem. “Or it’s because they envy you Carthage’s hydraulic gates and under-floor hot water and everything else from the Golden Age.”


“Sewers, batteries, triremes, abacus-engines ...” Asturio’s eyes danced as he assured her of it. “Oh, we are Rome come again. Behold our mighty legions!”


“Your heavy cavalry aren’t bad ...” Ash stroked her hand over her mouth and chin but couldn’t smother her smile. “Oops. It’s a good job you’re the ambassador. That was hardly diplomatic.”


“I have met women of war before. I would sooner meet you in the court than on the battlefield.”


Ash grinned. “So. This northern light too bright for you, Ambassador Asturio?”


“It’s hardly the Eternal Twilight, madam, I grant you—”


An older male voice behind Lebrija bluntly interrupted. “Get the fuck over here, Asturio. Help me out with this damned conniving German!”


Ash blinked, realising almost immediately that the new man spoke in the Visigoth language, that his tone was sweetly pleasant, and that her own mercenaries were the only people present who had understood him. She glared at Isobel, Blanche, Euen Huw and Paul di Conti. They subsided. As she turned back to him, Asturio Lebrija bowed a flamboyant farewell, and moved to join what must have been the senior ambassador in the Visigoth delegation at the Emperor Frederick’s side. The golem followed, with heavy soft tread.


“Their heavy cataphracts29 aren’t bad,” Robert Anselm said in her ear. “Never mind all their fucking ships! And they’ve had a military build-up going on there these last ten years.”


“I know. It’s all going to turn into another Visigoths-fighting-Turks war for control of the Mediterranean, with undisciplined serfs and light cavalry knocking hell out of each other for no result. Mind you,” – a sudden hope – “there might be some business down there for us.”


“Not ‘us’.” Anselm’s features twisted with disgust. “Fernando del Guiz.”


“Not for long.”


On the heels of that, another voice echoed through the huge spaces of the cathedral, echoing from crypt to barrel-vaults. “Out!”


Frederick of Hapsburg – shouting.


Conversation drained swiftly into silence. Ash went forward through the crowd. A foot trod on her trailing train, bringing her up short. Ludmilla muttered something as she picked the cloth up off the flagstones and flung the whole weight of it over her arm. Ash grinned back at Big Isobel, and caught up with Anselm, edging her way between him and Godfrey to the front of the crowd.


Two men had Asturio Lebrija with his arms twisted up behind his back, forcing the man in the mail shirt to kneel. Also down on the stone floor, the older Visigoth ambassador had a bill-shaft held across his throat and Sigismund of the Tyrol’s knee in his back. The golem stood as still as the carved saints in their niches.


Frederick’s sibilant voice echoed among the soaring pillars, still shaking with the re-imposition of a control Ash had not heard him lose before. “Daniel de Quesada, I may hear you say your people have given mine medicine, masonry and mathematics; I will not stand here in this most ancient cathedral and hear my people maligned as barbarians—”


“Lebrija did not say—”


Frederick of Hapsburg overrode the older ambassador: “—my fellow sovereign Louis of France called ‘a spider’, or be told to my face I am ‘old and covetous’!”


Ash glanced from Frederick and his bristling nobles to the Visigoth ambassadors. Far more likely that Asturio Lebrija had momentarily and catastrophically forgotten which language he was speaking, than that the older man – bearded, with the look of a battle veteran – would deliberately allow him to insult the Holy Roman Emperor.


She murmured to Godfrey, “Someone’s picking a fight here. Deliberately. Who?”


The bearded priest frowned. “I think, Frederick. He doesn’t want to be asked to lend military aid in Visigothic North Africa.30 But he won’t want to be heard refusing the ambassadors’ request, in case it’s supposed he’s refusing because he hasn’t got the troops to send, and is therefore weak. Easier to buy himself time like this, given this excuse, with false anger over an ‘insult’.”


Ash wanted to say something on behalf of Asturio Lebrija, whose face reddened as he strained to get out of the grip of two German knights; nothing immediately useful came to mind.


The Emperor snapped peevishly, “I will leave you both your heads! You are returned home. Tell the Citadel to send me civil ambassadors in future!”


Ash flicked a glance sideways, not realising that her whole stance changed: alert, balanced, and not usual for someone in bridal robes. The golem stood silent and motionless behind the two ambassadors. If that should move— Her fingers closed automatically, seeking a sword-hilt.


Fernando del Guiz straightened up from leaning on a cathedral pillar. Caught by the movement, Ash watched him helplessly. No different from a hundred other young German knights here, she protested to herself; and then, But he’s golden!


Gold light from the windows catches his face as he turns, laughing at something one of the squires clustered around him has said. She sees a snapshot image of light limning the edge of sun-browned masculine brow, nose, lip; warm in the cold cathedral dimness. And his eyes, which are merry. She sees him young, strong, wearing fluted armour with complete naturalness; thinks of how he knows the outdoor months of campaigning as well as she does, the sunny ease of camp-life and the blood-teasing exultation of battle.


Why despise me, when we’re the same? You could understand me better than any other woman you could have married—


Fernando del Guiz’s voice said, “Let me be the escort for the ambassadors, Your Imperial Majesty. I have some new troops I need to knock into shape. Entrust me with this favour.”


It was ten heartbeats at least before Ash replayed “new troops” in her mind.


He means my company! She exchanged glances with Robert Anselm and Godfrey Maximillian; both men frowning.


“It shall be your bridal gift, del Guiz,” Frederick of Hapsburg agreed; something sardonic in his expression. “And a honeymoon for you and your bride.” He gathered his nine-yard velvet gown about himself, with the aid of two small boy pages, and without looking over his shoulder, said, “Bishop Stephen.”


“Your Imperial Majesty?”


“Exorcise that.” A twig-thin finger flicked towards the Visigoth golem. “And when you have done it, command stonemasons with hammers, and have it broken into gravel!”


“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty!”


“Barbarian!” The older Visigoth ambassador, Daniel de Quesada, spluttered incredulously. “Barbarian!”


Asturio Lebrija looked up with difficulty from where he was pinned, on his knees. “I spoke no lie, Daniel: these damned Franks31 are children playing in ruins, destroying whatever comes to their hands! Hapsburg, you have no idea of the value of—”


Frederick’s knights slammed Lebrija face-down on the tiles. The sound of blows echoed through the vaulting heights of the cathedral. Ash took a half-step forward, only to be nearer, and caught her foot in the brocade hem and stumbled, grabbing Godfrey’s arm.


“My lord del Guiz,” the Emperor Frederick said mildly, “you will escort these men to our nearest port, in chains, and ensure they are deported by ship to Carthage. I wish them to live to carry their disgrace home with them.”


“Your Majesty.” Fernando bowed, still something coltish about him for all the breadth of his shoulders.


“You will need to take command of your new troops. Not all, not all. These men—” Frederick of Hapsburg lifted his fingers very slightly, in the direction of Ash’s lance-leaders and men-at-arms, crowding in at the rear of the cathedral. “—are now by feudal right yours, my lord. And as your liege lord, they are also ours. You shall take some of them upon this duty, and we shall retain the remainder: we have tasks that they can do, order not yet being secure in Neuss.”


Ash opened her mouth.


Robert Anselm, without moving his rigid eyes-front gaze, rammed his elbow into her ribs.


“He can’t do this!” Ash hissed.


“Yes. He can. Now shut up, girl.”


Ash stood between Godfrey and Anselm, her heavy brocade gown stifling her. Sweat dampened her armpits. The knights, lords, merchants, bishops and priests of the Imperial court began to move off in Frederick’s wake, talking between themselves; a great throng of richly dressed men, their voices travelling up into the silence of the fan-vaulting and the saints in their niches.


“They can’t just split us up like this!”


Godfrey’s hand closed painfully tightly around her elbow. “If you can’t do anything, don’t do anything. Child, listen to me! If you protest now, everyone will see that you lack the power to alter this. Wait. Wait. Until you can do something.”


The departing Imperial court took as little notice of one woman and a cluster of soldiers as they did of the stone saints above.


“I can’t leave it!” Ash spoke so that only the priest and Anselm could hear. “I built this company up from nothing. If I wait, now, either they’re going to start deserting, or they’re going to get used to del Guiz in command!”


“You could let them go. It is their right,” Godfrey said mildly. “Perhaps, if they no longer wish to be men of war—”


Both Ash and Robert Anselm shook their heads.


“These are men I know.” Ash wiped her hand across her scarred cheek. “These are men hundreds of leagues from whatever poxy farm or town they were born in, and fighting’s the only trade they’ve got. Godfrey, they’re my people.”


“Now they are del Guiz men-at-arms. Have you considered, child, that this may be better for them?”


This time it was Robert Anselm who snorted.


“I know young knights with their arses on their first war-horse! That young streak of piss and wind couldn’t restrain himself in battle, never mind his men! He’s a heroic disaster looking for a place to happen. Captain, we’ve got time. If we’re leaving Cologne, that’s good.” Anselm stared after Fernando del Guiz, walking down the nave with Joscelyn van Mander; never a glance back for his bride. “See how you like it out on the road, city boy.”


Ash thought, Shit.


They’re splitting up my company. My company isn’t mine any more. I’m married to someone who owns me – and there’s no way I can play court politics to change the Emperor’s mind, because I’m not going to be here! I’m going to be dragged off with disgraced Visigoth ambassadors to Christ alone knows where—


Ash glanced out of the cathedral’s open doors, under the unfinished west front,32 out at the sunlight. “Which is the nearest southern port from here, on Empire territory?”


Godfrey Maximillian said, “Genoa.”


19 On 24 December 1474, eighteen captured Italian mercenaries who had been fighting for the Burgundians against the Swiss were burned alive, at Basle. It was Christmas Eve.


20 Monastic hours: 9 p.m.


21 The Gutenberg press edition of the del Guiz Life gives the date as 27 June 1476; the siege of Neuss ended, of course, on 27 June 1475. However, all other contemporary sources give the date of the wedding ceremony, four days later, as 1 July 1476.


22 Simeon Salus, died c.590, is the saint associated with social outcasts, especially harlots. His feast-day is celebrated on 1 July.


23 Psalms 68: 30.


24 No longer extant, but see similar figure at Freiburg-im-Breisgau, sculpted c. AD 1280.


25 A direct translation of the original German. No such altarpiece is extant in Cologne.


26 Latin: a ‘mannish’ or ‘man-aping’ woman.


27 Text uncertain here. Charles Mallory Maximillian has ‘Visigoth’, the ‘noble Goths’. Although it is couched in terms of mediaeval legend, I believe the mention of ‘Visigoths’ to have aspects we would do well to consider.


28 I prefer this term, with its suggestion of the organic, to Vaughan Davies’s ‘robot’, or Charles Mallory Maximillian’s ‘clay man’.


This quasi-supernatural appearance is, of course, one of the mythical accretions which attach themselves to histories such as Ash’s; and should not be taken seriously, except in so far as it reflects the mediaeval psychological preoccupation with a lost Roman ‘Age of Gold’.


29 Heavily armoured lancers, with either both horse and rider armoured in overlapping scale or lamellar armour, or the horse unarmoured. This Middle Eastern form of cavalry survives throughout the mediaeval period, notably in Byzantium. (From context, I assume this not to refer to the Greek and Roman galleys also known as cataphracts.)


30 According to conventional histories, the Germanic Visigothic tribes did not settle in North Africa. Rather the reverse – with the Muslim Arab invasion of Visigothic Spain, in AD 711.


31 A term used in this text for Northern Europeans in general.


32 As with the nave, this was in fact left unfinished until the nineteenth century.
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Sorry to contact you out of office hours, but I *must* talk to you about the translation of these documents.


I have very fond memories of ‘doing’ Ash at school. One of the things I like about her, which comes through strongly in your translations of these texts, is that she’s a jock. Basically. She doesn’t read, she can’t write, but boy can she hit things. And she has a complex character despite that. I love this woman! I still think that a modern translation of ASH, with your new document discovery, is one of the best and most commercial ideas that’s come my way in a long time. You know I’m supporting you here, in the editorial discussions, despite not being fully briefed yet.


However. These sources —


I can cope with the odd mistake in dating, and with mediaeval legends. This is, after all, how those people *perceived* their experiences. And what we have here, with your prospective new theory of European history, is brilliant stuff! – But it’s for this very reason that each deviation from history must be carefully documented. Provided the legends are clearly noted as such, we have a cracking good history book for the marketing department to sell.


*But* –


*GOLEMS*???!!!


In mediaeval Europe?!


What next – zombies and the undead?!! This is fantasy!


HELP!


— Anna
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This is what comes of getting connected to e-mail, one then forgets to check it! I am *so* sorry not to have answered you yesterday.


About ‘golems’. I am following Charles Mallory Maximillian’s translation here (with a little FRAXINUS). He refers to them in 1890 as ‘clay walkers’, very much the legendary Cabalistic magical servant as featured in the legend of the Rabbi of Prague. (We should remember that when Maximillian did his translation, the Victorian era was gripped by the fin-de-siècle occult revival craze.)


Vaughan Davies, in his later translation, rather unfortunately calls them ‘robots’, a reference which in the late 1930s was not as hackneyed as it now appears.


I intend to use the term ‘golem’, in this third edition, unless you think it too unscholarly. I am aware that you would like this book to have a wide readership.


As regards what these ‘golems’ or ‘walkers’ may, historically, have actually been, I think they are a mediaeval confabulation of something undoubtedly real with something legendary. The historical reality is mediaeval Arabic engineering.


You will no doubt be aware that, as well as their civil engineering, the Arabic civilisations practised a kind of fine engineering, making fountains, clocks, automata, and many other devices. It is quite certain that, by the time of al-Jazari, complex gear trains existed, also segmental and epicycle gears, weight drives, escapements and pumps. The Arabs’ celestial and biological models were largely water-powered, and invariably – obviously – stationary. However, the European mediaeval traveller often reported the models to be *mobile* figures of men, horses, singing birds, etc.


My research indicates that the del Guiz LIFE has conflated these travellers’ tales with mediaeval Jewish stories of the golem, the man of clay. This was a magical being with, of course, no basis in fact.


If there *had* been a ‘walker’ or ‘servant’ of some sort, I imagine it could conceivably have been a *vehicle*, wind-powered like the sophisticated pole-mills of the period – but then, it would require wheels, sophisticated road-surfaces, and a human driver, to function as any kind of message-carrying device, and could perform no indoor tasks at all. And you may say, rightly, that this is stretching historical speculation unjustifiably far. No such device has ever been discovered. It is chroniclers’ licence.


As a legendary part of the Ash cycle, I like my golems, and I hope you will let me keep them. However, if too much emphasis on the ‘legendary’ aspect of the texts is going to weaken the historical *evidence* which I am drawing from the del Guiz text, then let’s by all means cut the golems out of the finished version!


— Pierce Ratcliff
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I wouldn’t know a segmental gear if it bit me! But I’m prepared to credit that these ‘golems’ are a mediaeval legend based on some kind of reality. Any study of women’s history, black history, or working class history soon makes you see how much gets dropped from conventional histories, so why should engineering history be any different?


But I guess it’s safer to leave them out. Let’s not confuse mediaeval legend with mediaeval fact.


One of my assistants has raised a further query about the ‘Visigoths’ today. She’s concerned that, since they were a Germanic tribe who died out after the Roman Empire, how can they still be around in 1476?


Another query, from me – I’m not a Classicist, it’s not my period, but don’t I remember Carthage being *wiped out* in Roman times? Your manuscript speaks as if it still exists. But it makes no mention of the ARAB cultures of North Africa.


Is all this going to be made clear? Soon? PLEASE?!


— Anna
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I didn’t realise that publisher’s editors worked such unnatural hours. I hope you aren’t working too hard. :)


You ask me for a statement of my theory – very well. We probably can’t proceed in our working relationship without one. Bear with me for a moment, and I’ll give you some necessary background:


The arrival of what the LIFE calls the ‘Gothic’ ambassadors DOES present an apparent problem. I believe that I have solved this problem, however; and, as you imply, it is a key factor in my reassessment of European history.


While the ambassadors’ presence at Frederick’s court is verified by references in both the CHRONIQUE DE BOURGOGNE and the correspondence between Philip de Commines and Louis XI of France, I at first found it difficult to see where these ‘Goths’ (or, as I prefer Charles Mallory Maximillian’s more precise translation, ‘Visigoths’: the ‘noble Goths’) might originate.


The Germanic Gothic barbarian tribes did not so much ‘die out’, as your assistant suggests, as become absorbed into the ethnic mix of the lands they moved into after Rome fell. The Ostrogoths in Italy, for example; the Burgundians in the Rhone Valley, and the Visigoths in Iberia (Spain). They continued to rule these territories, in some cases for centuries.


Maximillian thus suggests these ‘Visigoth’ ambassadors are Spanish. I was not completely happy with that. CMM’s rationale is that, from the eighth century on, Spain is divided between a Christian Visigoth knightly aristocracy, and the Arabic dynasties that follow their own invasion in AD 711. Both the numerically inferior Muslim and Visigoth aristocratic classes ruled over a great mass of Iberian and Moorish peasantry. Therefore, Maximillian says, since there were ‘Visigoths’ of this kind left until well into the late fifteenth century, there might also have been mediaeval rumours that either these Christian Visigoths or the ‘heathen Saracen’ (Muslims) retained some ‘engines and devices’ of Roman technology.


It is actually not until fifteen years after Ash’s death that the last Arab Muslims are finally driven out of the Iberian peninsula in the ‘Reconquista’ (1488-1492). The Visigoth ambassadors to the court of the Emperor Frederick *could* therefore be supposed to come from Iberia.


However, I personally then found it very puzzling that the ASH texts directly state that they come from a settlement which must have been on the coast of North Africa. (Even more puzzling since they are plainly not Arab!)


The author of the 1939 second edition of the ASH documents, Vaughan Davies, basing HIS theory on not much more than the text referring to Northern Europeans as ‘Franks’, treats the Visigoths as the standard Saracen knights of the Arthurian legends – the ‘Saracens’ are mediaeval Europe’s idea of the Arab cultures, mixed with folk-memories of the crusades to the Holy Land. I don’t think Davies does anything at all scholarly to address this problem.


Now, we include the other problem – Carthage! The original North African Carthage, settled by the Phoenicians, WAS eradicated, as you point out. The Romans rebuilt a city on that site.


The interesting thing is that, after the last Roman Emperor was deposed in AD 476, it was the Vandals who moved in and took over Roman North Africa – the Vandals being, like the Visigoths, a Gothic Germanic tribe.


They moved in as a small military elite, to rule and enjoy the fruits of this great African kingdom, under their first king, Gaiseric. Although they remained somewhat ‘Germanised’, Gaiseric did bring in an Arian priesthood, make Latin the official language, and build more Roman baths. Vandal Carthage became a great naval centre again, Gaiseric not only controlling the Mediterranean, but at one point sacking Rome itself!


So you can see that we already have had a kind of ‘Gothic Tunisia’. The last (usurping) king, Gelimer, lost Vandal Africa in three months to the Byzantine Empire in AD 530 (and was last heard of enjoying several large Byzantine estates). The Christian Byzantines were duly driven out by the surrounding Berber kingdoms, and Islam (chiefly by the military use of the camel) in the 630s. All trace of Gothic was eradicated from Moorish culture from then on; not even occasional words survive in their language.


Ask yourself, where could Germanic Gothic culture have survived after AD 630?


In Iberia, close to North Africa, *with the Visigoths*.


As you are aware, I believe that the entire field of academic research on Northern European history is going to have to be modified once my ASH is published.


Briefly: I intend to prove that there was a Visigothic settlement on the Northern coast of Africa as late as the fifteenth century.


That their ‘resettlement’ took place much later than Vandal North Africa, after the end of the Early Middle Ages; and that their period of military ascendancy was the 1400s.


I intend to prove that in AD 1476 there was an actual, historical mediaeval settlement, peopled by the survivors of the Roman Visigoth tribes – with no ‘golems’, no legends about ‘twilights’.


I believe it to have been peopled by an incursion of Visigoth-descended Iberians from the Spanish ‘taifa’ (mixed/border) states. One might reasonably think this, from the racial type described here. The Fraxinus text calls the settlement ‘Carthage’, and indeed it may have been close to the site of the original Phoenician or Roman or Vandal Carthages.


I believe that this Gothic settlement, intermingling with Arab culture (many Arab military terms are used in the del Guiz and Angelotti manuscripts) produced something unique. And I believe that it is perhaps not the fact of this settlement’s existence that is so controversial, so much as (shall we say) what this culture did, and their contribution to our culture as we live in it today.


There will be a Preface, or Afterword, perhaps, setting out the implications fully, that will go with the ASH documents; this is as yet unfinished.


I am sorry to be so cagey about those implications at this stage. Anna, I do not wish someone else to publish ahead of me. There are days when I simply cannot believe that no one else has read the ASH ‘Fraxinus’ manuscript before I saw it – and I have nightmares of opening THE GUARDIAN to a review of someone else’s new translation. At the moment, I would rather not put my complete theory on electronic media, where it could be downloaded. In fact, until I have the whole translation complete, word-perfect, and the Afterword at first-draft stage, I am reluctant to discuss this editorially.


Bear with me, please. This has to be rigorous and water-tight, or I shall be laughed out of court – or at least, out of the academic community.


For now, here is my first attempt at transmitting translated text to you: Section 2 of the del Guiz LIFE.


— Pierce
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Vandals, yes, but I can’t find *any* hint in my books on European or Arabic history, no matter where I look – *WHAT North African ‘Visigoths’?*


Are you SURE you’ve got this right?


I have to be honest and say that we don’t need any controversy about the scholarship associated with this book. *Please* reassure me on this. Today if possible!
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Initially, I had all the same doubts that you have. Even the Vandals had, by the fifteenth century, been gone from an entirely Islamic Tunisia for nine centuries.


At first, you see, I thought the answer must lie in the mediaeval mindset – let me explain. For them, history isn’t a progress, a sequence of things happening in a particular order. The fifteenth-century artists who illuminated histories of the Crusades put their twelfth-century soldiers into fifteenth-century clothes. Thomas Mallory, writing his MORTE D’ARTHUR in the 1460s, puts his sixth-century knights in the same armour as his own Wars of the Roses period, and they speak as knights in the 1460s spoke. History is *now*. History is a moral exemplar of the present moment.


The ‘present moment’ of the Ash documents is the 1470s.


Initially, therefore, I thought the ‘Visigoths’ referred to in the texts must be, in fact, Turks.


We can’t easily imagine, now, how *terrorised* the European kingdoms were when the vast Osmanli Empire (that’s Turkish to you!) besieged and took Constantinople (AD 1453), the ‘most Christian city’. To them, it literally was the end of the world. For two hundred years, until the Ottoman Turks are finally beaten back from the gates of Vienna in the 1600s, Europe lives in absolute dread of an invasion from the east – it is their Cold War period.


What I thought at first, then, was that it was not too surprising if Ash’s chroniclers decided that she (simply because she was a famous military commander) *must* have had some hand in holding the Turks back from defenceless Europe. Nor that, fearing the Osmanli Empire as they did, they concealed its identity under a false name, hence ‘Visigoths’.


Of course, as you know, I had later to revise this.


— Pierce Ratcliff, Ph.D.
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I have no idea how I can explain to my editorial director, never mind sales and marketing, that the Visigoths are actually Turks, and that this whole history is a farrago of lies!
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No, no, they’re NOT Turks! I just thought that they MIGHT be. I was WRONG!


My theory posits a fifteenth-century Visigoth enclave on the North African coast. It is my *point* that the evidence for this has been shuffled under the academic carpet.


This happens – it happens with many things in history. And events and people not only get deliberately written out of history, as with Stalinism, they seem almost to slip out of sight when the attitude of the times is against them – I could cite Ash herself as an example of this. Like most women who have taken up arms, she vanishes from history during patriarchal periods, and during more liberal times, still tends to appear only as a ‘figurehead’ warrior, not involved in actual killing. But then, this happens to Joan of Arc, Jeanne de Montfort, Eleanor of Aquitaine, and hundreds of other women who were not of sufficiently high social class that their names couldn’t be ignored.


At various times I’ve been fascinated both by the PROCESS of how this happens – cf my thesis – and by the DETAILS of what gets written out. If not for Charles Mallory Maximillian’s ASH (given to me by a great-grandmother who, I think, had it as a school prize in 1892), then I might not have spent twenty years exploring ‘lost’ history. And now I’ve found it. I’ve found a ‘lost’ piece of sufficient significance that it will establish my reputation.


I owe it all to ‘Fraxinus’. The more I study this, the more I think its provenance with the Wade family (the chest in which it was found supposedly brought back from an Andalusian monastery, on a pilgrimage) is accurate. The mediaeval Spains are complex, distant, and fascinating; and if there were to have been some Visigoth survivals – over and above the bloodlines of these Roman-era barbarians in the Iberian ruling classes – this is where we might expect to find it recorded: in little-known mediaeval manuscripts.


Naturally, the ASH manuscripts contain exaggerations and errors – but they contain a coherent and ESSENTIALLY true story. There WAS at least a Visigoth city on the North African coast, and possibly a military hegemony to go with it!


— Pierce
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Fine.


MAYBE.


How could something of this magnitude just VANISH out of history???


— Anna
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Apologies for answerphone. I’d left this line switched over to fax. I want to reassure you, but


You see, the thing is, it’s EASY to vanish from history. BURGUNDY does it, for God’s sake. There it is, in 1476, the wealthiest, most cultured, most militarily organised nation in Europe – and in January 1477 their Duke gets killed, and Charles Mallory Maximillian was right, NOTHING EVER GETS WRITTEN ABOUT BURGUNDY AGAIN.


Well, no, that’s not entirely true. But most educated people’s concept of European history is that north-west Europe consists of France and Germany, and has done from the fall of the Roman Empire. Burgundy is the name of a wine.


You see, what I’m trying to say is


It actually took Burgundy about a generation to vanish totally, Charles’s only child Mary married Maximilian of Austria, and they became the Austro-Hungarian Hapsburgs, which last until World War One, but the POINT I wanted to make is


The point is, if you didn’t know Burgundy was a major European power, and that we came THIS close to having five hundred years of Burgundy instead of France — well, if you didn’t know it, you wouldn’t learn it. It’s as if the whole country is FORGOTTEN the moment that Charles the Bold dies on the battlefield at Nancy.


No one has ever satisfactorily explained this! Some things just don’t get into history


I think something similar happens with the ‘Visigoth’ settlement


Here I am babbling away at the keyboard in the early hours, you’re going to think I’m an idiot


Excuse me, please. I’m exhausted. I’ve got a seat on a plane at Heathrow, I only have an hour to pack, the taxi’s due about now, and then I decided to check my phone, and found your last message.


Anna, the most amazing, wonderful thing has happened! My colleague Dr Isobel Napier-Grant telephoned me. She’s in charge of the diggings outside Tunis – the GUARDIAN’S been running stories on their latest discoveries, you may have seen – and she’s found something that may be one of the ‘clay walkers’ in the del Guiz text!


She thinks it *just might have been* an actual *mobile* piece of technology!!! – maybe mediaeval – post-Roman —


or it may be complete nonsense, some weird Victorian invention or forgery that’s only been in the ground a hundred years


Tunis, of course, is near the historical ruins of Roman Carthage


Taxi’s here. If this damn thing works, I’ve sent you the next translated section Ash. Phone as soon as back from Tunisia.


anna – if the golem are true – what else is?





PART TWO



1 July–22 July AD 1476



Nam sub axe legismus, Hecuba regina1



1 “For under the axis [‘Axle’ of Rota Fortuna] is written, ‘Queen Hecate’” – an interesting quotation by the author of the Angelotti manuscript, in which the mediaeval “dreadful example” of the Fall of Kings, Queen Hecuba of Troy, has been replaced by Hecate, the powerful and sometimes malignant goddess of Hell, night and the moon. Curiously enough, the Greek for “Hecuba” is “Hekabe”.





I



Afloat on the Rhine river, the barge shifting underfoot, Ash lifted her chin and unbuckled her sallet. “What hour is it?”


Philibert took it from her. “Sunset.”


On my wedding night.


The little page-boy, with the help of the older Rickard, unbuckled the straps of her brigandine, unlaced the mail standard around her throat, unbuckled her sword-belt, and took her weapons and armour off her body. She sighed, unconsciously, and stretched her arms out. Armour is not heavy when you put it on, weighs nothing ten minutes afterwards, and when you take it off is the weight of lead.


The Rhine river barges presented problems enough: two hundred men of the Lion company detailed off – at Fernando del Guiz’s perfectly legal insistence – as escort for the disgraced Visigoth ambassadors, travelling from Cologne to the Swiss cantons, over the pass and down to Genoa. Therefore two hundred men, their gear and horses, to be organised. And a deputy commander to be left behind with the rest of the company: in this case, her unilateral decision appointed Angelotti, with Geraint ab Morgan.


Outside, there was a solid grunt and the sound of weight slumping to the deck: her stewards, poleaxing the last of the bullocks to be brought on board. She heard footsteps, water sloshed from leather buckets to clean the barge’s deck, where basins do not catch all the blood: the rip of skin as the butcher’s knife is taken to the carcass.


“What will you eat, boss?” Rickard shifted from one foot to the other, obviously anxious to get out on deck with the rest of the company. Men gambling, drinking; whores enjoying the night on the slow-flowing river.


“Bread; wine.” Ash gestured abruptly. “Phili will get it for me. I’ll call for you if I need you.”


Philibert put a pottery plate into her hands, and she paced up and down the tiny cabin, cramming the crusts of bread into her mouth, chewing, spitting out a crumb and washing it all down with wine; all the time frowning, and moving – with a memory of Constanza, in her solar in Cologne – not like a woman, but like a long-legged boy.


“I called an officer meeting! Where the fuck are they?”


“My lord Fernando rescheduled it to the morning.”


“Oh, he did, did he?” Ash smiled grimly. Her smile faded. “He said ‘not tonight’, and made bad jokes about bridal nights – right?”


“No, boss.” Phili looked pained. “His friends did. Matthias and Otto. Boss, Matthias gave me sweetmeats. Then he asked me what the whore-captain does. I don’t tell him. Can I lie to him, next time?”


“Lie yourself blue in the face if you like.” Ash grinned conspiratorially, to an answering pleased wicked grin from the boy. “That goes for Fernando’s squire Otto, too. You keep ’em guessing, kid.”


What the whore-captain does...? Well, what do I do?


Be a widow. Confess, do penance. People do.


“Fucking Christ!” Ash threw herself down on the cabin’s box-bed.


The wood of the Rhine barge creaked, gently. Night air breathed off the unseen water, making the canvas-roofed cabin pleasantly cool. A part of her mind registered the creak of ropes, horses shifting their hooves, a man praising wine, another man devoutly praying to St Catherine, other barges; all the night noises of two hundred men of the company travelling south upriver, as the long train of barges pulled away from Cologne.


“Fuck!”


“Boss?” Philibert looked up from sanding a rust-spotted breastplate.


“This is bad enough without—!” Without everybody confused about who they’re supposed to be taking orders from, me – or him. “Never mind.”


Slowly, unaware of the boy’s fingers undoing her points, she dragged off doublet and hose together, and sprawled back in her shirt. A burst of laughter on deck shattered the comparative quiet. She was not aware that she flinched. One hand unconsciously tugged the hem of her long gathered shirt down over her bare knees.


“Boss, you want the lanterns lit?” Phili rubbed his knuckle into his eye-socket.


“Yeah.” Ash watched without seeing as the scruffy-haired page hung the lanterns on their hooks. A buttery yellow light illuminated the opulent quarters, the silk pillows, the furs, the box-sided bed, the canvas canopy with the green and gold colours of del Guiz quartered with the Hapsburg yellow and black.


All of Fernando’s travelling chests were thrown carelessly open, crowding the small cabin; his doublets spilling out, every surface covered with his possessions. She inventoried them automatically in her head – a purse, a shoeing horn, a bodkin; a cake of red wax, shoemaker’s thread; a bag, a silk-lined hood, a gilded leather halter; sheaves of parchment; an eating-knife with an ivory handle ...


“I could sing for you, boss.”


She reached out with her free hand and patted Philibert on the hip. “Yeah.”


The little boy pulled his caped hood off over his head, and stood in the lamplight with his shaggy hair sticking up. He squeezed his eyes shut and began to sing unaccompanied:


“The thrush she sings from the fire,


‘The Queen, the Queen’s my bane—’”


“Not that one.” Ash swung her legs over and sat on the edge of the box-bed. “And that’s not the beginning of that song. That comes near the end. It’s okay, you’re tired. Go sleep.”


The boy looked at her with stubborn dark eyes. “Rickard and I want to sleep in here like always.”


She has not slept alone since she was thirteen.


“No. Go sleep with the squires.”


He ran out. The heavy tapestry curtain let in a burst of sound as it opened, cut it off as it swung to. A far more graphic and biologically descriptive song than Philibert’s old country tragedy was being sung out on deck. He probably knows the words to this one too, she thought; but he’s been walking around me today like I was Venetian glass. Since this morning, and the cathedral.


Footsteps sounded outside on the deck. She recognised the sound: all her skin shivered. She lay back down on the mattress.


Fernando del Guiz pushed the curtain open, bawling something over his shoulder that made Matthias – a not-very-noble young male friend, Ash thought – howl with laughter. He let the curtain drop behind him, closing his eyes and swaying with the ship.


Ash stayed where she lay.


The curtain stayed undisturbed. No squire, no page; none of his court friends, young boisterous German knights. No very public aristocratic bridal customs? she wondered.


No – no, you won’t will you? Drag the sheets out of here and show there’s no virgin bloodstains? You won’t want to listen to people saying his wife’s a whore.


“Fernando—”


His large hands unbuttoned the front of his puff-sleeved satin doublet, and he shrugged it back off his shoulders. Fernando smiled a particularly knowing smile. “That’s ‘husband’ to you.”


Sweat stuck his yellow hair to his forehead. He struggled with the points at his waist, abandoned them halfway – cloth ripped as he tore his arm out of his shirt. Even rangy in build, with his body not yet filled out to his adult weight, Ash found him just plain big: male chest, male torso, the hard muscles of male thighs when the man is a knight and rides every day.


He didn’t bother to unlace his cod-flap, he reached in and hitched his stiffening cock out over the top of the fabric, clutching it in his hand; and clambered one-handed on to the tiny truckle-bed towards her. The yellow lantern light turned his skin into oiled gold. She inhaled. He smelled male, smelled also how linen shirts smell, when they are left to dry in the open air.


With her own hands she pulled up her shirt, under which she was naked.


He reached down and wrapped his hand around his thickening purple cock, lifted her hips with his other hand, guided his thrust with an inexpert shove.


More than ready – ready since the realisation that it was his footsteps outside – she received the whole thick length of him thrust into her; shivered, hot as fever. Impaled, she enclosed his solidity.


His face lowered, inches from hers. She saw, in his eyes, his realisation of her wetness. He murmured, “Whore ...”


His thumb stroked her scarred cheekbones, an old scar at the base of her neck, a curve of black bruises where a blow at Neuss had driven her breastplate in under her arm. His slurred young voice mumbled, “You got a man’s body.”


The points of his hose at his waist, and at his cod-flap, pulled tight. The fine wool ripped down the inner seam, exposing the hard flesh of his thigh. His torso fell across her. His weight made her struggle to breathe. She dug her fingers into the big muscles of his upper arms, hard. His skin under her hand was velvet over hardness; silk over iron. Her head fell back on the silk pillows. She moaned in her throat.


The man thrust, two or three times. Her wet, pulsing cunt held him; a shiver of pre-sensation began to loosen her muscles; she felt herself opening, flesh unfolding.


He jerked twice, like a poacher’s rabbit from the killing blow, and his hot seed flooded her, copious, slicking down her thighs. His heavy body sprawled over her.


She smelled – almost tasted – thin German beer on his breath.


His cock slid out of her, limp.


“You’re drunk!” Ash said.


“No. You wish I was. I wish I was.” He looked down at her from a blurred face. “This is my duty and it’s done. And that’s it, madam wife. You’re mine now, sealed by blood—”


Ash said drily, “I don’t think so.”


His expression changed: she could not read it. Arrogance? Revulsion? Confusion? A simple, selfish desire not to be here, not to be on this barge, in this bed, with this problematical she-male?


If I was hiring him, I could read him. What’s the matter with me?


Fernando del Guiz rolled off her, sprawling face-down and semi-clothed on the mattress. Only his wet semen marked the linen. “You’ve been with men before. I hoped there was an outside chance it might be a rumour, that you weren’t really a whore. Like the French king’s maid. But you’re not a virgin.”


Ash shifted to face him. She merely blinked at him. Both her gaze and her voice were level, flat, very slightly tinged with black humour. “I haven’t been a virgin since I was six. I was raped for the first time when I was eight. Then I stayed alive by whoring.” Looking for comprehension in his expression, she saw none. “Have you ever had a little maid?”


His fair skin flushed, and he coloured pink from cheeks to brow to the back of his neck. “I have not!”


“A little girl of nine or ten? You’d be surprised how many men want that. Although, to be fair, some of them didn’t care whether it was woman, child, man or sheep, so long as they got to stick their cocks in something warm and wet—”


“God and His angels!” Sheer, appalled shock. “Shut up!”


She felt the whisper of air as his fist moved; her own arm came up by reflex, and the blow was all but absorbed by the fleshy part of her forearm. She is muscular there. Only his knuckles brush her scarred cheek. That touch jolts her head back.


“Shut up, shut up, shut up—”


“Whoa!”


Panting, with bright unspilled tears in her eyes, Ash shifted her body back from him. Back from warm, silken skin over hard muscle: from the body that she longs to wrap herself around.


Bitter, all feudal privilege now, he spat, “How could you do all that?”


“Easily.” Again, it is the commander’s voice: acerbic, pragmatic, and with a conscious humour. Ash shook her head to clear it. “I’d rather have had my life as a whore than be the kind of virgin you were hoping for. When you understand why, we might have something to talk about.”


“Talk? To a woman?”


She might have forgiven him if he had said ‘to you’, even in that tone of voice, but the way that he said ‘woman’ made her mouth curl up at one corner, without humour.


“You forget who I am. I’m Ash. I’m the Lion Azure.”


“You were.”


Ash shook her head. “Well, fuck me. This is some wedding night.”


She thought she had him, swore she came within a bowstring’s width of Fernando bursting out laughing – of seeing that generous, acknowledging grin she had seen at Neuss – but he threw himself back across the truckle-bed, limbs sprawling, one arm over his eyes, and exclaimed, “Christus Imperator! They made me one flesh with this.”


Ash sat up, cross-legged on the palliasse, easily limber. She was entirely unconscious of being naked while he was still partly clothed, until the sight of him sprawled out in front of her, and his naked thigh and belly and cock in the lantern light, made a hot wetness grow in her cunt, and she coloured, and shifted to sit differently. She put her hands down in front of her, the unsatisfied ache hot in her vagina.


“Fucking peasant bitch!” he exclaimed. “Bitch on heat! I was right the first time I met you.”


“Oh, bloody hell ...” Her face flamed. She put her hands over her cheeks, and her fingertips felt that even her ears were hot. She said hurriedly, “Never mind that.”


Without taking his arm away from his face, he groped and pulled a blanket half over his body. She could feel the skin of her face heating. She locked her hands about her own ankles, to keep from reaching out to touch the hard velvet of his skin.


Fernando’s breathing shifted to a snore. His heavy sweating body slumped further down in the bed, deeply and instantly asleep.


After a while she wrapped her hand around the saint’s medallion at her throat, and held it. Her thumb caressed the image of St George on one side, the ash-rune on the other.


Her body screamed at her.


She did not sleep.


Yes, I am probably going to have to have him killed.


It’s no different from killing on the field of battle. I don’t even like him. I just want to fuck him.


More hours later than a marked candle could count, she saw summer light around the edges of the tapestry curtain. Dawn began to lighten the Rhine river valley, and the cavalcade of ships moving upstream.


“So what are you going to do?” She said it quietly and rhetorically to herself.


She lay, naked, face-down on the pallet, reaching out for her belt where it lay on her piled doublet and hose. The sheath of her knife came easily to her hand. Her thumb stroked the rounded hilt of the bollock dagger, slipped down to press it an inch or so out of the scabbard. A grey metal blade, with harsh silver lines on the much-sharpened edge.


He’s asleep.


He didn’t even bring a page in with him, never mind a squire or a guard.


There’s no one to shout an alarm, never mind defend him!


Something about this sheer depth of ignorance, his inability to even conceive that a woman might kill a feudal knight – Green Christ, hasn’t he ever thought he might be knifed by a whore? – and his forgetfulness in merely falling asleep, as if this were any night between a married pair: something in that touched her, despite him.


She rolled over, drawing the dagger. Her thumb tested the edge. It proved keen enough to slice the first layers of dermis, at a touch, without penetrating to the red meat below.


What I ought to think is Died of arrogance, and kill him. If only because I might not get another chance.


I wouldn’t get away with it; naked and covered in blood, it’s going to be kind of obvious who did it—


No. That isn’t it.


I know damn well that once it was done, a fait accompli as Godfrey would call it, then my lads would tip the body over the side, shrug, and say, “Must’ve had a boating accident, my lord,” to anybody who asked; up to and including the Emperor. Once it’s done, it’s done; and they’d back me.


It’s doing it. That’s the objection I have.


Christ and His pity know why, but I don’t want to kill this man.


“I don’t even know you,” she whispered.


Fernando del Guiz slept on, his face in repose unprotected, vulnerable.


Not confrontation: compromise. Compromise. Christ, but don’t I spend half my life finding compromises so that eight hundred people can work together? No reason to leave my brains behind just because I’m in bed.


So:


We are a split company: the others are in Cologne: if I kill Frederick there’ll be someone who objects – there’s always someone who objects to anything – and if it were van Mander, for example, there’s another split: his lances maybe following him, not me. Because he likes del Guiz: he likes having a man, and a noble man, and a real live knight for a boss. Van Mander doesn’t much like women, even if they are as good on the field of battle as I am.


This can wait. This can wait until we’ve dumped the ambassadors in Genoa and got back to Cologne.


Genoa. Shit.


“Why did you do that?” She spoke in a whisper, lying down beside him, the electric velvet of his skin brushing hers. He shifted, rolling over, presenting her with a freckled back.


“Are you another one like Joscelyn – nothing I do will ever be enough, because I’m a woman? Because the one thing I can’t be is a man? Or is it because I can’t be a noble woman? One of your own kind?”


His soft breathing filled the tented cabin.


He rolled back again, restless, his body pressing up against hers. She lay still, half under the warm, damp, muscular bulk of him. With her free hand, she reached up to brush fine tendrils of hair out of his eyes.


I can’t remember what his face looked like then. I can only see in my mind what he looks like now.


The thought startled her: her eyes flicked open.


“I killed my first two men when I was eight,” she whispered, not disturbing his sleep. “When did you kill yours? What fields have you fought?”


I can’t kill a man while he’s sleeping.


Not out of—


The word eluded her. Godfrey or Anselm might have said pique, but both men were on other barges in the river-convoy; had found things to do that would take them as far from the command barge as possible, this first night after her wedding.


I need to think this through. Talk it through with them.


And I can’t split the company. Whatever we do will have to wait until we get back to the Germanies.


Ash’s hand, without her volition, stroked the sweat-damp strands of hair back from his brow.


Fernando del Guiz shifted in his sleep. The narrow bed necessarily threw their bodies together on the piled palliasses; skin against skin; warm, electric. Ash, without much thinking about it, leaned down and put her mouth to the back of his neck, her lips to his soft moist skin, breathing in the scent and feel of the finest hair at his nape. Vertebrae made hard lumps between his freckle-spotted shoulders.


With a great sigh he rolled over, put his arms around her waist, and drew her to his hot body. She pressed against him, breast and belly and thighs, and his cock hardened and jutted up between them. Still with his eyes shut, one of his narrow strong hands stroked her between the thighs, fingers dipping into her wet warm cleft, stroking her. The early light hazing the cabin illuminated his fair lashes, fine on his cheeks; so young, she thought, and then, aah!


One tilt of his hips put his swollen cock up inside her. He rested, still holding her close in his arms, and within minutes began rocking his body, pushing her up to a mild, unexpected, but completely pleasurable orgasm.


His head dipped, face coming to rest against her shoulder. She felt the brush of his lashes against her skin. Eyes still closed, half-asleep; he slid his hands over her shoulders, down her arms, around her back. A warm, valuing touch. Erotic, and kind.


He is the first man my age to touch me kindly, she realised; and as Ash opened her eyes, taken equally by surprise to find herself smiling at him, he thrust harder and deeper and came, and sank back from his peak into deeper sleep.


“What?” she leaned down, hearing him mumble.


He said it again, slipping down into an exhausted sleep, too unconscious to be reached again.


What she thought she heard was, “They have married me to the lion’s whelp.”


There were tears of humiliation, bright and wet, standing on his lashes.


Ash, waking again an hour later, found herself in an empty bed.


Fifteen days later – fifteen nights of empty beds – on the feast-day of St Swithun,2 they arrived within five miles of Genoa.


2 Celebrated on 15 July; thus an internal reference for the date of the company’s arrival outside the port-city of Genoa.




II


Ash thumbed up the visor of her sallet, in the dew-wet early morning. The sun was not a finger’s breadth above the horizon. Some coolness was still in the air. Around her, men walked and rode, wagons creaked; a wind blew her the noise of a shepherd on a distant hillside, singing as he surely would not if the country was not peaceable.


Robert Anselm rode up, past the wagons and horsemen, from the rear of the column; his open-faced sallet lodged in the crook of his arm. The southern sun had reddened his bald scalp. One of the men walking with a bill over his shoulder whistled like a blackbird, and shifted into the opening bars of Curly Locks, Curly Locks, wilt thou be mine? as Anselm trotted past, only apparently oblivious. Ash felt a smile tug at her mouth: the first for over a fortnight.


“Okay?”


“I found four of these assholes dead-drunk in the steward’s wagon this morning. They didn’t even get out to sleep it off somewhere else in the camp!” Anselm squinted against the morning sun, riding knee to knee with her. “I’ve got the provosts disciplining them now.”


“And the thefts?”


“Complaints, again. Three different lances: Euen Huw, Thomas Rochester, Geraint ab Morgan before we left Cologne—”


“If Geraint had more complaints about this before we left Cologne, why didn’t he take action?”


Ash looked keenly at her second-in-command.


“How’s Geraint Morgan working out?”


The big man shrugged.


“Geraint’s not keen on discipline himself.”


“Did we know that when we took him on?” Ash frowned at the thickening dawn mist. “Euen Huw vouched for him ...”


“I know he got slung out of King Henry’s household after Tewkesbury. Drunk in charge of a unit of archers – on the field. Went back into the family wool business, couldn’t settle, ended up a contract soldier.”


“We didn’t hire him just because he’s an old Lancastrian, Roberto! He has to pull his weight, same as everyone else.”


“Geraint’s no Lancastrian. He fought with the Earl of Salisbury at Ludlow – for the Yorkists, in fifty-nine,” Anselm added, apparently none too confident of his captain’s intricate knowledge of rosbif dynastic struggles.


“Green Christ, he started young!”


“He’s not the only one ...”


“Yeah, yeah.” Ash shifted her weight, bringing her horse back towards Roberto’s flea-bitten grey. “Geraint’s a violent, lascivious, drunken son-of-a-bitch—”


“He’s an archer,” Anselm said, as if it were self-evident.


“—and worst of all, he’s a mate of Euen Huw,” Ash continued. Her twinkle died. “He’s shit-hot on the field. But he gets a grip, or he goes. Damn. Well, at least I’ve left him in joint command with Angelotti ... Come on then, Robert. What about this thief?”


Robert Anselm squinted up at the obscuring sky, then back at her. “I’ve got him, Captain. It’s Luke Saddler.”


Ash recalled to her mind his face: a boy not yet fourteen, mostly seen around the camp flushed with ale, wet-nosed and avoided by the other pages; Philibert had had tales to tell of twisted arms, hands touching cods. “I know him. Aston’s page. What’s he taking?”


“Purses, daggers; someone’s saddle, for Christ’s pity’s sake,” Anselm remarked. “He tried to sell that. He’s in and out of the quartermaster’s all the time, Brant says; but it’s mostly the lads’ personal kit.”


“Crop his ears this time, Roberto.”


Anselm looked a little grim.


Ash said, “You, me, Aston, the provosts – we can’t stop him thieving. So ...”


She jerked a thumb back at the men riding and walking; hard men in dusty leather and linen, sweating in the early Italian morning, shouting comments to each other about anything they passed, loud voices careless of rebuke.


“We have to act. Or else they’ll do it for us. And probably bugger him into the bargain: he’s a pretty kid.”


Frustrated, she remembers Luke Saddler’s sullen, shifty expression when she had had him into the command tent, to see if the full weight of the commander’s displeasure might move him; he had smelled of Burgundian wine, that day, and giggled inanely.


Pricked by an inadequate feeling of having failed the boy, she snapped, “Why tell me, anyway? Luke Saddler’s not my problem. Not now. He’s my husband’s problem.”


“As if you cared two tits about that!”


Ash looked down rather pointedly at the front of her brigandine. It was not proving very much less hot to wear than plate. Robert Anselm grinned at her.


“As if you’re going to let del Guiz worry about this mob ...” he added. “Girl, you’re going demented, running around picking up after him.”


Ash stared ahead through the morning sea-mist, thickening now on the road, just making out the figures of Joscelyn van Mander and Paul di Conti riding with Fernando. Unconsciously, she sighed. The morning smelled of sweet thyme, from where the cartwheels crushed it at the edges of the wide merchants’ road.


Her husband Fernando del Guiz rode laughing among the young men and servants of his entourage, ahead of the wagons. A trumpeter rode with him, and a rider carrying the banner with the del Guiz arms. The Lion Azure company standard rode a few hundred yards back, between the two wagon lines, whitening with the dust he kicked up.


“Sweet Christ, it’s going to be a long bloody trek back to Cologne!”


She shifted by unconscious habit with the movements of her mount, a riding horse she had long ago nicknamed The Sod. She smelled sea nearby; so did he, and moved skittishly. Genoa and the coast no more than four or five miles away now? We could arrive well before noon.


Sea-mist dampened down the dust kicked up by lines of plodding horses, and the twenty-five lances who rode in groups of six and seven between them.


Ash sat up in the saddle, pointing. “I don’t recognise that man. There. Look.”


Robert Anselm rode up beside her and looked where she looked, narrowing his eyes to bring the outer line of wagons into focus – wagons driven with shields still strapped to their sides, and hand-gunners and crossbowmen riding inside them on the stores.


“Yes, I do,” she contradicted herself, before he could answer. “It’s Agnes. Or one of his men, anyway. No, it’s the Lamb himself.”


“I’ll bring him through.” Anselm tapped his long spurs into his grey’s flanks, and cantered across the lines of moving carts.


Even with the droplets of mist, it was too hot to wear a bevor. Ash rode in sallet and a blue velvet-covered brigandine, the gilt rivet-heads glinting, with her brass-hilted bastard sword strapped to her side. She eased her weight back, slowing, as Robert Anselm brought the newcomer back inside the moving camp.


She watched Fernando del Guiz. He didn’t notice.


“Hello, She-male!”


“Hello, Agnes.” Ash acknowledged her fellow mercenary commander. “Hot enough for you?”


The straggle-haired man made a gesture that took in the full suit of Milanese plate that he rode in, the armet helm he currently carried on the pommel of his saddle, and the black iron warhammer at his belt. “They’ve got Guild riots down at Marseilles, along the coast. And you know Genoa – strong walls, bolshie citizens, and a dozen factions always fighting to be Doge. I took out the head of the Farinetti in a skirmish last week. Personally!”


He tilted his hand in his Milanese gauntlet, as far as the plates would allow, and made an imaginary illustrative thrust. His lean face was burned black from fighting in the Italian wars. Straggling black hair fell past his pauldrons. His white livery surcoat bore the device of a lamb, from whose head radiated golden beams, embroidered all over in black thread with ‘Agnus Dei’.3


“We’ve been up at Neuss. I led a cavalry charge against Duke Charles of Burgundy.” Ash shrugged, as if to say it was nothing, really. “But the Duke’s still alive. That’s war.”


Lamb grinned, showing yellow broken teeth through his beard. In broad northern Italian, he remarked, “So now you’re here. What is this – no scouts? No spies? Your guys didn’t spot me until I was on top of you! Where the hell are your aforeriders?”4


“I was told we don’t need any.” Ash made her tone ironic. “This is a peaceful countryside full of merchants and pilgrims, under the protection of the Emperor. Didn’t you know?”


Lamb (she had forgotten his real name) squinted through the mist to the head of the column. “Who’s the bimbo?”


“My current employer.” Ash didn’t look at Anselm as she spoke.


“Oh. Right. He’s one of those employers.” Agnus Dei shrugged, which is a fairly complicated process in armour. His black eyes flashed at her. “Bad luck. I’m shipping out, down to Naples. Bring your men with me.”


“Nah. I can’t break a contract. Besides, most of my guys are back at Cologne, under Angelotti and Geraint ab Morgan.”


A movement of the Lamb’s lips, regretful, flirtatious. “Ah well. How was the Brenner Pass? I waited three days for merchants going down to Genoa to get their wagons through.”


“We had it clear. Except that it snowed. It’s the middle of fucking July for Christ’s sake – sorry, Lamb. I mean, it’s the middle of July. I hate crossing the Alps. At least nothing fell on us this time. You remember that slide in seventy-two?”


Ash continued to talk civilly, riding beside him, aware of Anselm glowering on her other side, his grey plodding, horse and rider creamed white with chalk dust. From time to time her gaze flicked ahead, through the opalescent pearl of the mist, to the blurs of sunlight breaking through. Fernando’s bright silks and satins glowed where he rode helmetless in the morning. The creak of wheels and the loud voices of men and women calling conversation echoed flatly. Someone played a fife, off-key.


After some professional conversation, Lamb remarked, “Then I shall see you on the field, madonna. God send, on the same side!”


“God willing,” Ash chuckled.


The Lamb rode off south-east, in what she supposed must be the direction of his troop.


Robert Anselm remarked, “You didn’t tell him your ‘current employer’ is also your husband.”


“That’s right, I didn’t.”


A dark, short man with curly hair rode up beside Anselm, glancing to either side before he spoke. “Boss, we must be nearly in Genoa!”


Ash nodded to Euen Huw. “So I assume.”


“Let me take him out hunting.” The Welshman’s thumb slid down to caress the polished wooden hilt of his bollock dagger. “Lots of people have accidents when they’re hunting. Happens all the time.”


“We’re twenty wagons and two hundred men. Listen to us. We’ve scared the game off for miles around. He wouldn’t buy it. Sorry, Euen.”


“Let me saddle up for him tomorrow, then, on the way back. A bit of mail wire around the hoof, under the hock – aw, boss, go on!”


Her gaze could not help but be calculating when she looked through the mist at which of the lance-leaders rode with her, and who rode with Fernando del Guiz and his squires. It had been a frightening drift the first couple of days, then the Rhine river journey presented enough problems to keep every man occupied, and now it had stabilised.


You can’t blame them. Whatever they ask me, he makes me clear all orders through him now.


But a divided company can’t fight. We’ll get cut up like sheep.


A man with potato features and a few wisps of white hair protruding under the rim of his sallet nudged his roan gelding up level with Ash. Sir Edward Aston said, “Knock the bloody little bugger off his horse, lass. If he keeps us riding without scouts, we’re up to our necks in trouble. And he hasn’t had the lances drill any night we’ve made camp.”


“And if he keeps paying over the odds at every town we stop at for food and wine, we’re in trouble.” Ash’s steward, Henri Brant, a middle-aged stocky man with no front teeth, nudged his palfrey closer to her. “Doesn’t he know the value of money? I don’t dare show my face among the Guilds on the way back. He’s spent most of what I had put by to last us until autumn in these past fifteen days!”


“Ned, you’re right; Henri, I know.” She tapped spurs and shifted her weight left. Her grey gelding sneaked its head out and nipped Aston’s roan on the shoulder.


Ash belted The Sod between the ears, and spurred off, kicking up gouts of wet dust, the cool air welcome on her face.


She slowed momentarily beside the wagons that held the Visigoth ambassadors. Tall wheel rims jolted in the ruts of the high road, sending the cart one way and then the other. Daniel de Quesada and Asturio Lebrija lay bound hand and foot with hemp rope, rolling with every jolt.


“Did my husband order this?”


A mounted man riding with his crossbow across his saddle spat. He didn’t look at Ash. “Yeah.”


“Cut them loose.”


“Can’t,” the man said, even as Ash winced mentally and thought, What’s the first rule, girl? Never give an order you don’t know will be obeyed.


“Cut them loose when Lord Fernando sends word back to you,” Ash said, hitting The Sod with a gloved hand again as the gelding tried to sidle up to the crossbowman’s mount, a wicked light in its eye. “Which he will – you need a gallop to shake the temper out of you, you sod. Hai!”


The last remark Ash addressed to her horse. She spurred him from trot to canter to gallop, weaving a thunderous way between the lines of moving carts, ignoring the coughs and curses of those in her dust. The mist began to lift as she galloped. A dozen lance-pennants became clear above the wagons.


Fernando’s bright bay pushed ahead of the group, throwing its head up and fretting at the bit, the reins looping dangerously down. Ash noticed that he had given his helmet to his squire, Otto; and that Matthias – neither knight nor squire – carried his lance. The fur of the foxtail pennant shone dully, in wet mist, drooping from its shaft above his head.


Her heart stirred immediately she saw him. Golden boy, she thought. The absolute picture of a knight: glowing with strength. He rode easily, and bare-headed. His Gothic plate showed rich, fine workmanship: fluted pauldrons and cuisses, each hinge flanged with decorative pierced metal. Condensation gleamed on the curve of his breastplate, and his tangled gold hair, and the polished brass fleur-de-lis that rimmed the cuffs of his gauntlets.


I was never that careless, she thought, with pinched envy. He’s had this since birth. He doesn’t even have to think about it.


“My lord.” She rode up. Her husband’s head turned. His cheeks were rough with gold stubble. Ignoring her, he half-turned in his saddle to speak to Matthias, and the long riding sword that swung at his hip banged against the bay’s flank. The horse kicked out in aggravation, and the whole group of young men swirled into movement, shouting good-naturedly, and re-formed.


The group of squires riding around Fernando seemed reluctant to let her in. A loosening of her rein allowed The Sod’s head to snake out and nip the haunch of one.


“Fuck!” The young knight sawed at his reins as his horse reared. Mount and rider staggered away, curvetting in circles.


Ash slid in neatly beside Fernando del Guiz. “A messenger came in. There’s been trouble at Marseilles.”


“That’s leagues away from here.” Fernando rode using both hands to hold up a wineskin, and tip it with his arms at full extension. The first streams hit him in the mouth; he coughed; straw-coloured wine spilled down the front of his fluted breastplate.


“You win, Matthias!” Fernando dropped the half-full wineskin. It thudded to the ground and burst. He threw a handful of coins. Otto and another page rode in close to undo straps, cut points, take pauldrons and breast- and back-plate off him. Still wearing arm-defences, Fernando slit the arming doublet’s lacing, and the points at his waist, with his dagger, and ripped off the wet doublet. “Otto! It’s too hot for harness.5 Have them put my pavilion up. I’ll change.”


The spoilt garment went down into the dust as well. Fernando del Guiz was riding in his shirt now, the white silk bunching at his waist where it rode up out of his hose. His hose slid down to his cuisses, the material of the cod-flap stretched tight across his groin. When he dismounted, it would fall; he would strip it off and walk, unconcerned, in his shirt. Ash shifted in her saddle.


She wanted to reach out to his saddle and put her hand between his legs.


The trumpeter wheeled, sounding a long call.


Ash, jolted, said, “We’re stopping?”


Fernando’s smile took in those of her lance-leaders riding with him as well as his squires and pages and young noble friends. “I’m stopping. The wagons are stopping. You may do what you please, of course, lady wife.”


“You want the ambassadors fed and watered while we stop?”


“No.” Fernando reined in as the lead wagons stopped.


Ash sat astride The Sod, casting a glance around. The morning mist continued to lift. Broken ground, yellow rocks, scrub dried brown from the long summer’s drought. A few copses of bushes – they could hardly be called trees. Higher ground two hundred yards from the wide road. A paradise for scouts, spies and dismounted men. Maybe even mounted bandits could sneak up.


Godfrey Maximillian plodded up to her on his palfrey. “How close are we to Genoa?”


The priest’s beard was white, and the damp dust settled in the creases of his face gave her a premonition of how he would look if he reached sixty.


“Four miles? Ten? Two?” She fisted her hand, punched her thigh. “I’m blind! He forbids me to put scouts out, he forbids me to hire local guides; he’s got this damn printed itinerary for pilgrims going to ports for the Holy Land, and he thinks that’s all we need! He’s a noble knight, no one’s going to bushwhack him! What if it hadn’t been Lamb’s men out there? What if it had been some bandit?”


She stopped as Godfrey smiled, and shook her head. “Yeah, okay, I grant you, the difference between Lamb and a bandit is a bit hard to spot! But hey, that’s Italian mercenaries for you.”


“A baseless slander. Probably.” Godfrey coughed, drank from his jug, and handed it up to her. “We’re making camp two hours after we get started?”


“My lord wants to change his clothes.”


“Again. You should have tipped him over the edge of a barge into the Rhine before we ever got to the cantons, never mind crossed the Alps.”


“That isn’t very Christian of you, Godfrey.”


“Matthew ten, thirty-four!”6


“I don’t think that’s quite how Our Lord meant that one ...” Ash lifted the pottery jug to her lips. The small beer stung her mouth. It was tepid, vaguely unpleasant, and (being wet) still extremely welcome for all that. “Godfrey, I can’t push it, not right now. This is no time to ask my people to start picking sides between me and him. It’d be chaotic. We’ve got to at least function until we get back from this idiot’s errand.”


The priest slowly nodded.


Ash said, “I’m going to ride up to the top of the next ridge while he’s busy. We’re wandering around in a mist in more ways than one. I’ll go take a look. Godfrey, go show your Christian charity to Asturio Lebrija and his mate. I don’t think my lord husband had them fed this morning.”


Godfrey’s palfrey plodded back down the column.


Jan-Jacob Clovet and Pieter Tyrrell caught Ash up as The Sod skittered unwillingly up the slope – two fair-haired, almost identical young Flemish men, with unshaven faces, and tallow candle droppings on the sleeves under their brigandines, and crossbows at their saddles. They smelled of stale wine and semen; she guessed they had both been rousted out of a whore’s cart before daybreak; probably, if she knew them, from the same woman.
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