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Northern Italy, autumn 1446

Two large groups of horsemen in armour and armed with lances were trotting towards a much smaller army, around them the countryside of Lombardy bathed in glorious autumn sunlight. On the smaller force’s left flank was the slow-moving River Po, the wide waterway resembling a muddy coloured snake slithering its way west to east from the Alps to the Adriatic. Either side of the river were great swathes of woodland, open fields, uncultivated land, vineyards and orchards. The smaller army’s right flank was open, inviting the large force, now around four hundred paces distant, to sweep around the vulnerable right wing, surround the smaller army and push it into the brown waters of the Po. It would be an easy victory against a numerically inferior force that had been foolish in the extreme to have left the safety of the small Venetian town of Casalmaggiore, situated only seventy miles from Milan.

The war against the Duke of Milan had been going well for the republic and after a successful campaigning season in the lush terrain of Lombardy, Venice’s armies had settled into the towns and cities that would be their winter quarters. Venice’s captain-general, Micheletto Attendolo, had left the city of Brescia, the headquarters of the army in Lombardy, to return to Venice to report personally to the Doge and the Council of Ten on what had been a very successful campaign against the forces of Milan. He had left strict instructions that there should be no major offensive moves against the Duchy of Milan for the remainder of the year.

The clean-shaven man with long black hair sitting on a white horse stared at the two groups ahead, which were still marshalling into position prior to launching a charge. Among the forest of lances were many banners fluttering in the breeze, displaying the coat of arms of the Duke of Milan – a quartered design. In the top right-hand corner was a blue snake devouring a child on a white background, the design repeated in the bottom left-hand corner. In the top left-hand and bottom right-hand corners was the black imperial eagle on a yellow background, Milan being a dukedom in the Holy Roman Empire. The handsome man began rapping his fingers on the top of his helmet, which was resting on the pommel of his saddle. He pointed at the banners.

‘When I was on good terms with the barrel of fat who rules Milan, he bored me senseless with tales of how his family, the Viscontis, adopted the insignia of a snake eating a child.’

He spun in the saddle to look at the commander of his bodyguard.

‘Do you know the story?’

‘No, lord.’

‘Then allow me to bore you a little. Ottone Visconti, the founder of the family, supposedly killed a Saracen while on crusade and stole his coat of arms. I like that story because the Visconti family and their descendants are nothing more than thieves and upstarts.’

‘Do you think the Duke of Milan is here, lord?’

His commander, Sigismondo Malatesta, Lord of Rimini, laughed.

‘The duke here? On a horse? There is no horse in the world capable of carrying the bulk of that oaf. He prefers to sit in the Red Fortress in Milan and eat small children, or so I have heard. Your men are ready?’

‘Ready, lord.’

His men were a hundred mounted men-at-arms in plate armour and full-face helmets and the same number of mounted squires more lightly armed deployed behind them. Sigismondo called his bodyguard ‘Ravens’ because they wore black armour.

Plate armour was called ‘white armour’ because of its shine. Made up of numerous steel plates of varying sizes that were attached to one another with straps, buckles and hinges, it was often burnished to such an extent that it positively shone in bright conditions. Black armour was very different. An armourer heated a steel plate until it was on the verge of glowing. The piece was then quickly submerged in heated olive oil. The piece was removed from the oil and then heated again to burn off all the remaining wet oil and bake on the black oil residue. The steel plate was quenched again in oil and the process repeated until a wholly black finish was acquired. The resulting blackened armour was rust resistant and lasted a very long time. Black armour also gave its wearer a very distinct appearance on the battlefield.

The Milanese horsemen had finished deploying into several long ranks and began to trot forward, facing them was a thin line of five hundred mounted men-at-arms in plate armour and the same number of light horsemen – their squires – behind them. All the Venetian horsemen were armed with lances but if they attempted to charge the mass of Milanese soldiers they would be easily defeated. The enemy would then be free to attack Sigismondo’s Ravens and their squires. It was an uneven contest and would be over very quickly. To make matters worse for the Venetians, the terrain was flat and unimpeded by any ditches or canals – ideal for horsemen.

Sigismondo nodded at the commander of his bodyguard and put on his helmet. Seconds later a signaller blew his trumpet, which was reciprocated by trumpeters among the men-at-arms. The horsemen facing the Milanese sharply turned their horses and retreated from the foe, the Ravens doing likewise, breaking into a canter and heading towards a narrow gap between the river and a thick wood of chestnut trees. The gap would slow the pursuing Milanese as the horsemen would be funnelled through the restricted space, although it would not stop them. But it was the best place for the men of Rimini to turn and make a stand, to give them at least a chance of reaching Casalmaggiore, some five miles to the east.

Twelve hundred horsemen were being chased by up to three times that number of Milanese, all professional horsemen who slowed to reorder their ranks when approaching the gap, the horsemen of Rimini also slowing prior to wheeling about to present an unbroken line across the gap, the Ravens and their commander in the centre of the line.

The Milanese dressed their lines in preparation for their charge, their frontage now reduced by the expanse of chestnut trees on their left flank from where came a rapid succession of cracks as seven hundred crossbowmen shot their weapons into the horsemen. They directed their bolts not at the men-at-arms encased in plate armour but at their vulnerable horses, which wore no armour. Using so-called goat’s foot levers – a steel lever with a pair of hooks that drew back the bowstring while two rear legs hooked over two steel pegs that jutted out from the crossbow’s wooden stock – that allowed a man to pull back a weapon with a three-hundred-and-fifty-pound draw weight with ease, the crossbowmen unleashed a blizzard of bolts against the Milanese. Using the shelter of the trees, the crossbowmen were shooting up to three bolts a minute at the enemy horsemen – over two thousand iron-tipped missiles that scythed down dozens of horses.

The impact was immediate: horses collapsing in pain, many killed outright, throwing their riders or pinning them beneath prostrate animals. The unceasing volleys of crossbow bolts also had the effect of creating a tidemark of dead and dying horseflesh that impeded any attempt to organise a charge against the crossbowmen at the wood’s edge. Instead, like ripple in a pond after a stone had been tossed into it, panic spread among the Milanese horsemen. Moments before they were preparing to charge and shatter a numerically inferior force of Venetian horsemen that had ridden too far into Milanese territory. Now their left flank was being cut to pieces at the hands of missile troops in the trees. And then the Venetian horsemen charged.

Many Milanese lancers were instinctively trying to manoeuvre away from the trees, turning their horses to the right to place as much distance between themselves and the crossbowmen as possible. But this created a press of horsemen in the centre of the line that disorganised the ranks formed up to charge the Venetians.

Sigismondo heard the succession of cracks, which turned into a demented tapping sound and through the vision slit of his helmet saw enemy banners on the right go down. He smiled, lowered his lance and dug his spurs into his stallion. The beast trotted forward, followed by fifteen hundred others, the earth trembling as the Lord of Rimini’s horsemen broke into a canter, and then a gallop. Ahead several banners began moving towards the Venetians in a counter-charge, but the bulk were stationary, having been discomfited and thrown into disarray by the bolts of the crossbowmen. Suddenly, the odds were better than even, and a ripple of confidence and sense of victory coursed through the Venetian ranks.

The Venetian charge was disciplined: horsemen riding knee-to-knee, lances tucked underarm to present a solid wall of armour and steel-tipped weapons. And the frenzied tapping of hundreds of crossbows being shot at the Milanese could still be heard above the rumble of hundreds of charging horsemen in plate armour.

The charge of the Milanese horsemen was disorganised and fragmented, isolated groups charging forward to meet the Venetian riders rather than sit and wait to be skewered. There was a series of loud cracks as Milanese steel lance points struck plate armour, and then a clattering sound as Venetian lances toppled men from saddles and smashed into the enemy. Sigismondo ducked when a lance was directed at his head, passing the rider in the front rank and driving his own lance into the shoulder of a man behind, the force knocking the man-at-arms from his saddle. He released the lance, gripped the handle of the poleaxe that hung from his saddle and swung it at the helmet of a third rider whose lance was still in the vertical position. Plate armour provided an excellent defence against many weapon types, but a horseman’s poleaxe was specifically designed to penetrate any weak spots. An all-metal instrument, it comprised a heavily curved steel blade and a long back spike. In a single movement Rimini’s lord of war swung the axe sideways to strike the rider’s helmet, the spike penetrating the metal to enter the man’s skull. He dropped his lance and slumped in the saddle, lifeless.

All the Ravens and the Venetian men-at-arms were armed with such weapons, their swords being reserved for cutting down fleeing foot soldiers. Still being shot at by hundreds of crossbowmen and now attacked frontally by the Venetians, the Milanese horsemen, their morale shattered, began to look for a way to escape the carnage. Their left flank had been shattered and their front ranks were being cut to pieces. But the road to the west, the road they had ridden down earlier when their scouts had brought news that an enemy force had left the town of Casalmaggiore, still lay open. And so groups began to wheel about and ride back along the dirt road they had ridden down. To find it lined with the enemy.

Seven hundred crossbowmen had advanced from the trees to form a line at right angles to the retreating horsemen, raking the riders with crossbow bolts as they galloped away from the scene of carnage. Once more they shot at the horses to kill or wound the beasts, the riders being thrown to the ground or being pinned beneath the carcases of their slain mounts. The crossbowmen reaped another cruel harvest with their weapons, scores of horses being killed or wounded. That still left hundreds of now dismounted men-at-arms on the battlefield, many staggering from being winded or stunned after being thrown from the saddle. They began to wander in a westerly direction but were intercepted by a new threat to emerge from the trees – sword and buckler men.

They could fight as foot soldiers or as light horsemen, being equipped with open-faced helmets and simple back and breast plates. They all carried a steel buckler some fifteen inches in diameter with a rounded, protruding centre that could deflect enemy strikes. Light and portable, it could also be used offensively. The sword carried by these soldiers was a straight, double-edged weapon with a single-handed hilt and a blade nearly two feet in length. A light, versatile weapon used for cutting and thrusting, parties of sword and buckler men now descended on the dismounted, disorientated men-at-arms like hungry wolves. Groups of them surrounded individuals, overpowered them and killed them.

The Milanese army had been routed, the charge of Sigismondo’s horsemen having not only shattered the front ranks of the enemy’s horsemen, but also causing many riders on the Milanese right flank to beat a speedy retreat in a southerly direction. Straight into the muddy waters of the Po. The river current was slow, but the waterway was still deep and for men wearing plate armour to attempt to cross over two hundred yards of water clutching the saddle of a horse was a hazardous venture. The crossing was risky enough, but the quick-thinking deputy of Sigismondo deployed crossbowmen and a hundred hand gunners along the bank to shoot at the dozens of fleeing and slow-moving targets. Meanwhile, the rest of the crossbowmen and sword and buckler soldiers finished off the dismounted Milanese men-at-arms.

The Lord of Rimini and the Ravens stayed on the battlefield as the rest of the victorious mounted men-at-arms and the light horsemen were despatched west to hunt down and kill any fleeing Milanese riders, capture the enemy camp and seize anything of value. Sigismondo trotted over to the riverbank as the sword and buckler men trawled the battlefield looking for any wounded Milanese, which they killed instantly before beginning to strip the dead of armour and weapons. Sigismondo halted his horse at the end of the line of hand gunners still shooting at targets in the river. Beyond them, dozens of crossbowmen were unleashing volley after volley at the men-at-arms clinging to swimming horses, turning the brown water red as bolts struck horses and men.

Sigismondo removed his helmet and looked down at the man holding a sword and buckler and wearing a mischievous grin.

‘Find your targets, you bastards. Don’t let them escape.’

A hand gun was a simple weapon comprising a long metal barrel and wooden stock that fired a lead ball. It was fired by applying a smouldering match to a hole drilled in the top of the rear of the barrel, which ignited powder in the barrel and fired the ball. Although slow to reload compared to bows and crossbows, no self-respecting Italian commander would take the field without a complement of hand gunners. The loud crack announcing the firing of a hand gun was accompanied by prodigious quantities of white smoke, which fortunately the breeze dissipated.

‘This would appear to be an extravagant waste of ammunition, Vito.’

Vito Solari turned away from the line of hand gunners he had been cursing to peer up at his commander, a broad grin on his face.

‘I’ll let the men vent their fury for a while longer, lord. There should be plenty of powder and ammunition in the enemy camp to replenish our stocks. My congratulations on your victory, by the way. This should please their lordships in Venice.’

Sigismondo showed a thin smile when the helmet of a Milanese soldier in the river was knocked off his head by what he assumed was a lead shot, the soldier gently drifting away from his horse and floating face-down in the water.

‘Will you be sending the spoils of victory to Venice as a present for the republic?’

Sigismondo’s smile vanished.

‘I will be sending the captured banners back to Venice, that is all. Everything else is to be taken back to Casalmaggiore, from where it will be sent on to Rimini.’

‘You could always sell the captured weapons and armour to Venice. After all, the republic has more money than it knows what to do with.’

Sigismondo rolled his eyes and frowned at his deputy, a tall man as thin as a lance with a round face decorated with stubble, pale-grey eyes and hair as black as night. He wore a simple cuirass and back plate and open-faced helmet, a buckler dangling from his belt and a sword in his right hand. The only thing that differentiated him from the rest of the men was an expensive pair of thigh-length leather boots.

‘Your summary of the commercial power of the Republic of Venice is most succinct, Vito. However, even it will not purchase plunder taken in its service. It will demand what we have captured here today as a matter of right. Stop their shooting, the crossbowmen, too.’

Vito turned to a signaller behind him and gave the order. The man blew his instrument and the hand gunners ceased their shooting, followed by the crossbowmen. On the other side of the river a few horses were emerging from the water with riders on their backs; others emerged with empty saddles. The hand gunners and crossbowmen whistled and jeered at the pathetic remnants of the Milanese army.

‘No sign of your father-in-law, lord,’ remarked Vito.

Sigismondo’s expression hardened. His father-in-law was Francesco Sforza, the commander of Milan’s armies, once a friend and ally, but now a mortal enemy. Sigismondo had not entered the marriage to Sforza’s daughter Polissena with any great enthusiasm. He found the woman to be plain, pious and boring. But her father had promised him that should he marry his daughter, Sforza would give him the city of Pesaro, a wealthy, populous place on the coast south of Rimini. But Sforza had reneged on the deal and Sigismondo was saddled with a wife he neither loved nor cared for, and so he had offered his sword to the Republic of Venice for no other reason than to fight and hopefully kill Francesco Sforza.

‘More’s the pity,’ sneered Rimini’s master.

Vito Solari pointed at the wood where he and a thousand men had hidden before springing their surprise on the Milanese.

‘I doubt he would have fallen or such an obvious trick.’

Sigismondo leaned forward in the saddle.

‘Trick? I think you mean my meticulous tactical planning of the battle that has just defeated Milan’s main army.’

Vito coughed up some phlegm and spat it on the ground.

‘Truth be told, lord, I never thought it would work. Any fool could see it would be folly to ride into a narrow gap between a wood and the river, especially the enemy not having scouted the trees first.’

‘You are forgetting one thing, Vito. Honour. After I had offered them battle, there was no way the enemy would have retreated in the face of a numerically inferior foe without having engaged them first. The shame would have been intolerable. As you have no honour, I would not expect you to understand.’

‘Yes, lord.’

Sigismondo looked to the west, towards the vineyards, orchards and fields of the Duchy of Milan.

‘The harvest will have been gathered in by now. In the morning we will divide into small raiding parties and visit the villages of the enemy. We will burn their granaries and barns and carry off their livestock. Any who resist are to be killed on the spot. Let’s see if we can provoke my father-in-law into leaving his hiding place.’
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It was cold in the Alps in the autumn, daytime temperatures being cool, although pleasant enough for marching. But at night it froze and if there was any breeze the windchill made remaining outside unpleasant and potentially dangerous. Frostbite and the subsequent loss of fingers and toes became a distinct possibility. Fortunately, Leon and the hundreds who marched with him were well equipped with warm clothing, boots, cloaks and excellent tents to sleep in at night, all courtesy of the Habsburgs whose armies the Swiss had destroyed and taken as plunder great quantities of weapons, clothing, equipment and food.

The army of Commander Sigmund Thyg was in high spirits as it made its way south to the San Bernardino Pass in the Swiss Alps and on to the Duchy of Milan. Thyg had won the Battle of Ragaz against a Habsburg army led by Duke Gottfried of Swabia, more by accident than design, which had led to a cessation of hostilities in the so-called Old Zurich War, a civil conflict between the city of Zurich and the other Swiss cantons over an area of land that few knew anything about. The Habsburgs, Holy Roman Empire and French had all lent their support to Zurich, though more as a way of weakening the Swiss Confederation and hopefully leading to its collapse rather that from a desire to support a wealthy Swiss city. Six years of civil war had resulted in stalemate and exhaustion and so, following the Battle of Ragaz, both sides had agreed to halt hostilities. For individuals like Sigmund Thyg the outbreak of peace was a personal disaster.

A poor farmer from an insignificant village called Euthal, he had attracted a fair degree of good fortune in the final two years of the war, notwithstanding the previous four years of poorly paid soldiering that had led to him commanding a company of impoverished halberdiers, for little financial gain. That all changed when he and his company had been selected to be scouts for the Swiss Confederate army that was moving west to engage an invading French army which was laying siege to Basel. Thyg and his men had come across the corpses of a thousand Swiss soldiers killed in battle the day before, though they did pull one man alive from a pile of bodies. That man was Leon Muller.

Thyg’s fortunes had changed markedly with the arrival of this former resident of Bern, whose tale he was only mildly interested in but who seemed to attract good fortune that rubbed off on those around him. Within months, Thyg had his own small army, which won a battle that gave him ownership of Wartau Castle at the southern end of the Rhine Valley. The next few months saw him win more victories and amass a considerable amount of money, either through plunder or raising money by intimidating the governors of enemy towns to pay the Swiss not to attack them. All in all, a war that had provided Thyg with little had suddenly become a very profitable enterprise, so he was most aggrieved when it came to an end – even more so because he had been instrumental in ending it. But once again Leon Muller came to the rescue.

The young halberdier had risen in Thyg’s army to command first a section and then a company, being promoted to captain by the commander. Muller was an accomplished halberdier but his literacy and ability to speak three languages were perhaps even greater weapons, and so when he and Thyg came across an Italian during their visit to the Grey League to recruit soldiers, Leon’s ability to speak the language laid the foundation for a lucrative employment contract, not only for Leon Muller, but also Commander Thyg and his entire army.

The Italian in question was a short, well-dressed individual named Bartolomeo d’Alviano, secretary to Francesco Sforza and commander-in-chief of the armies of the Duchy of Milan. All these things were irrelevant to Sigmund Thyg, but after the victory at Ragaz and his realisation that his army would soon be disbanded, Thyg suddenly became very interested in the affairs of the Duchy of Milan. He got Leon Muller to write to Bartolomeo d’Alviano, inviting him to Wartau Castle to see for himself the Swiss army based there. The Swiss soldiers made a favourable impression on the secretary, resulting in Francesco Sforza hiring Thyg and his men for a year’s service fighting for the Duchy of Milan. And so, rather than disband his army, Thyg left Wartau and marched his men south to Milan, taking all the money he had amassed with him.

Thyg also took his artillery train under the command of a Frenchman named Henri Russell, whom he had ‘collected’ as a result of his victory over the besiegers of Wartau Castle, plus the Frenchman’s gun crews – Russell having offered his services to Commander Thyg. Accompanying the wagons transporting a huge bombard, gunpowder and pulling a variety of field artillery, were cannon captured from the Habsburgs, which Thyg intended to sell to Milan. The gun crews walked beside their artillery pieces and the ammunition wagons, a further five hundred Swiss halberdiers, four hundred pikemen and one hundred crossbowmen guarding the wagons that held their tents, food and other equipment. There were also musicians playing fifes and drums to alleviate the monotony of marching. Not that the scenery was drab, far from it.

The Swiss left the Alps to enter Italian foothills littered with large and beautiful lakes. Surrounded by forests, many fishing villages were located on their shores. The houses were not of wooden construction as in Switzerland but of stone with tiled roofs. And they were larger than the average Swiss village, filled with inhabitants looking hale and hearty rather than malnourished and gaunt. But like all civilians they made themselves scarce when a large number of soldiers appeared in their midst, church bells ringing in alarm and people disappearing into their homes or the church to pray the soldiers marched past their village rather than help themselves to plunder and women. Fortunately for the villages in the north of the Duchy of Milan, the Swiss soldiers that passed by them were not invaders but allies in their war against Venice.

‘Who will we be fighting?’ asked Rudy.

‘The Republic of Venice,’ Leon told him.

His company was guarding one of Commander Thyg’s treasure carts containing chests filled with Habsburg money, which technically belonged to the Swiss Confederation but had been taken south with the commander rather than being surrendered to the Swiss authorities.

‘What are they fighting over?’ asked Wilhelm, who was leading the two horses pulling the cart.

‘I have no idea,’ admitted Leon.

‘What does it matter?’ said Ulrich. ‘We are being paid to fight, not to talk.’

‘Talking of which,’ remarked Wilhelm, ‘when will we be paid? We have not received any money since leaving Wartau. I hope the Duchy of Milan is a better payer than the Confederation.’

Ulrich patted one of the chests on the cart.

‘We have our own money.’

Wilhelm turned to give him a wry look.

‘I think you will find that this money and the rest in the other carts belongs to Commander Thyg rather than his army.’

‘It is our money,’ insisted Rudy.

‘Italy is a rich country,’ Leon told them. ‘There will be money enough to keep you healthy and strong, and enough spare to send back to your families.’

‘What about your family?’ asked Rudy.

‘You have a wife and child to support,’ Wilhelm reminded him.

Leon needed no reminder of an infant son named Lukas he had never seen, and the sultry Anika Brunner with whom he had enjoyed carnal delights during his winter stay in the dreary village of Euthal. Their dalliances had resulted in her getting pregnant and being forced into marriage on the demand of her father, Lukas Brunner, the village headman. Such was the hatred her father had for him that he could never return to Euthal, at least not without an army at his back, which meant he would never see his son again. Lukas Brunner was relatively wealthy, which meant his daughter and grandson would not starve, but Leon would send money back regardless so as not to humiliate his wife in the eyes of the rest of the villagers.

‘They will be supported,’ pledged Leon. ‘I owe them that at least.’

He was a captain but received the same wages as the other Swiss soldiers in the army. Even Commander Thyg was paid the same as the lowliest halberdier. Leon glanced at the chests on the cart. Well, in theory. The Swiss had been hired for a year’s service but the actual terms of employment had yet to be formalised. He did not know it, but Leon would be among the first to discover how much the Duchy of Milan was prepared to pay the Swiss when Commander Thyg met with Francesco Sforza himself at the imposing fortress of Castelgrande some fifty miles north of Milan.

Castelgrande sat above the town of Bellinzona and was one of a number of fortresses guarding the northern frontier of the Duchy of Milan. Constructed of grey stone, it sat atop a hill with a near-vertical northern side and a steep southern side. Two tall towers in the castle complex gave commanding views of the valley to the north and south, and the walls had been raised and extended to encompass the town below. It was a formidable stronghold filled with buildings that covered the top of the hill on which it stood. And from every building flew the coat of arms of Francesco Sforza: a banner quartered showing a black imperial eagle on a yellow background in the top-left and bottom-right quarters, and a blue biscione, or serpent, on a white background devouring a child in the top-right and bottom-left quarters. It was the same standard as his father-in-law, the Duke of Milan.

Bartolomeo d’Alviano had ridden out of the castle with an escort of mounted men-at-arms to meet with Commander Thyg a mile from Bellinzona, to convey an invitation to dine with his master in the castle. Thyg marched at the head of the army alongside his deputy, the callous Ritter Cleron whom Leon had taken a dislike to, and his heart sank when he saw the tall, fair-haired man with blue eyes that displayed not a trace of emotion wandering towards him.

‘Muller, the commander needs to see you. Be quick about it.’

Leon deliberately took his time to amble to the head of the now stationary column, hundreds of pike and halberd points glinting in the autumn morning sunlight. He quickened his pace when he was within sight of Commander Thyg and the shorter figure of his friend Ezra Mordecai beside him. He smiled at his friend and snapped to attention in front of the commander.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

Ritter Cleron, arms folded, ‘Emperor’ strapped to his back, rolled his eyes.

‘Muller,’ beamed Thyg. ‘How is your appetite?’

‘Good, commander.’

‘You will be joining me and Mordecai in the castle up ahead. I have just had an invite to dine with our new employer but unfortunately, he cannot speak German. And as I cannot speak Italian and neither can Mordecai here, you will be my translator.’

‘I have a working knowledge of the language,’ Ezra corrected him.

Thyg held up a hand to him.

‘I want you to be present, Muller, so this Francesco Sforza does not get me to sign anything that later turns out to be not to our advantage.’

‘It will be an honour, sir,’ said Leon.

‘You will be my translator and Mordecai can make sure the sums add up,’ stated Thyg. ‘That’s what you Jews do, isn’t it, Mordecai?’

‘Your servant,’ smiled Ezra, bowing to the commander in an extravagant fashion.

Cleron shook his head. The commander turned to his deputy.

‘You are in charge while we are away, Ritter. Get the men off the road and make camp. Put the artillery and wagons in the centre and every man is to stand to arms until we get back.’

‘You do not trust this Sforza?’ Cleron asked him.

‘Trust must be earned, Ritter. If we do not come out of the castle alive, lay siege to it and the town and put all to the sword.’

Cleron’s eyes lit up.

‘You can depend on it.’

The route to the castle was through the town, the gates of which were open, with a guard of honour waiting for Thyg and his two companions, drummers lining the road to the gatehouse to welcome the Swiss soldiers. Leon and Thyg were both wearing their sallets and armour, halberds in hand, while Ezra was dressed in a red doublet, white hose and a red hat. The drummers began playing their instruments as soon as the trio appeared, Bartolomeo d’Alviano waiting with the commander of his escort at the gates. They were both mounted on horses, the officer attired in plate armour though no helmet. Leon saw the look of surprise on his face when he saw Thyg and the others approach on foot. The escort – lancers in plate armour with white and blue feathers in their helmets – were also mounted. The officer leaned over to speak to Sforza’s secretary, who nudged his horse forward until it was in front of Thyg.

‘The captain wishes to know if you desire horses to be provided, lord.’

Thyg removed his sallet.

‘Can’t ride so there’s no point. We’ll walk behind the captain and his men.’

This was not how things were done in the Duchy of Milan, not at all, and so the captain arranged for a horse-drawn carriage to be brought to transport the Swiss representatives. Thyg, Leon and Ezra waited at the gates until a fine carriage with a bent-wood hooped frame appeared. The open windows could be covered with curtains, and the upholstery inside was soft and comfortable. The ride to the castle was agreeable enough, though Thyg was distinctly uncomfortable at having been loaded, like a chicken, into what he viewed as a fancy crate.

‘We could have walked faster than this thing is going,’ he complained as the carriage made its way along a cobblestone street, shop owners and their customers stopping their business to stare at the carriage and its escort. Thyg was peering out of one of the windows, casting black looks at any who caught his eye.

‘It is unseemly for a visiting general to arrive at the castle of his host on foot, sir,’ Leon told him.

Thyg ignored him and put his head out of the window.

‘And where is my halberd?’

Their polearms had been surrendered to the soldiers of the escort as they could not fit in the carriage.

‘There was no need to bring it,’ said Ezra.

Thyg turned in him. ‘What would a Jew know of such things?’

‘Nothing, commander, but I know that Francesco Sforza means you no harm, which makes bringing a halberd to his castle is superfluous at best. At worst...’

Ezra gave a shrug, which infuriated Thyg.

‘What do mean, at worst?’

‘Merely that it could be interpreted as an insult,’ remarked Ezra casually.

‘We are here,’ announced Leon as the carriage pulled into the castle courtyard.

The escort came to halt in front of a grand building with an ornate entrance, above which was a stone carving of Jesus carrying the cross to Golgotha. The escort dismounted and hurriedly formed two lines of soldiers either side of the carriage door, which was opened by the captain to allow Thyg and his companions to alight from their transport.

Leon followed Thyg who paced towards the entrance to what had once been a bishop’s palace where Bartolomeo stood beside an imposing individual with a round face and broad shoulders dressed in a sumptuous blue doublet with slashed sleeves to reveal a white silk shirt beneath. His hair was short and close cropped, his hose coloured white on one leg and blue on the other. A sword with a striking gold pommel hung on his left side. D’Alviano stepped forward.

‘Welcome to Castelgrande,’ his German was flawless. ‘You stand before Francesco Sforza, made Vicar of Ancona by His Holiness the Pope and Captain-General of Armies of the Duchy of Milan by Filippo Maria Visconti, Duke of Milan.’

Leon and Ezra bowed their heads to Sforza but Thyg merely studied the imposing Italian general. D’Alviano looked at Leon, prompting him to speak.

‘I am Captain Leon Muller,’ he said in Italian. He extended a hand towards Thyg. ‘This is Commander Sigmund Thyg, commander of the former Army of the Rhine and the victor of the Battle of Ragaz.’

Sforza nodded and smiled at Thyg. His brown eyes then settled on Ezra.

‘This is Ezra Mordecai, paymaster and accountant in the service of Commander Thyg.’

Sforza smiled at the trio and said a few quiet words to d’Alviano.

‘Please come inside and avail yourself of the hospitality of my lord,’ said the secretary.

The interior of the palace was both impressive and soothing at the same time. A place of marble, ivory and stone, the walls were painted in creams and light greens to give an airy, calming effect, while the many windows, all with glass, filled the palace with light. Leon walked on marble tiles along a corridor painted cream to a dining hall with a high ceiling consisting of red squares, each one containing patterns of gold interlacing stems, swirls and leaves that created an opulent appearance. He had seen nothing like it and neither had Thyg, who gawped open-mouthed at the spectacle. It was certainly a long way from the cold, draughty wooden homes of Euthal.

‘Would you like to remove your armour and weapons so you may be more comfortable at the table?’ enquired d’Alviano.

Sforza clapped his hands to bring a dozen servants forward, all dressed in white from head to foot: white long-sleeved, knee-length jackets with puffed sleeves, white hose and white shoes. Leon removed his back and breast plates and arm armour, the protection on his limbs being secured to the arming doublet beneath by so-called ‘arming points’ that allowed pieces of armour to be laced into position. He and Thyg also surrendered their swords and daggers to the servants, having left their halberds with the captain of their escort at the palace entrance. Their arming doublets, linen shirts, hose and boots were functional rather than fashionable, and after a long march from the Rhine Valley they looked out of place in the ostentatious dining hall. Even though he had been brought up in the home of a wealthy family and had received what he considered an excellent education, Leon felt out of place in the company of the Duke of Milan’s general and in what he assumed to be the general’s castle.

The three guests sat a large rectangular table, with a thick top of walnut and four massive wooden legs of oak, in chairs with laced backs and intricate wooden armrests. Thyg sat opposite Sforza, the commander still glancing up at the beautiful ceiling. As soon as everyone was seated, the servants returned with wine that they poured into glass vessels with a bowl, stem and base that Leon had never seen before. He was reluctant to pick up the glass for fear of breaking it but did so after he saw Sforza grip the stem of his own glass to raise it to toast Commander Thyg. The wine was delicious and he resisted the temptation to gulp it down. Sadly, the commander did not, emptying the glass and belching afterwards. D’Alviano was appalled.

Leon had dined with Thyg at Wartau on numerous occasions and knew his table manners left a lot to be desired. He leaned in towards the commander.

‘Sir, may I suggest you do not lick your fingers while eating, or yawn or look bored during the meal.’

Thyg wiped his nose on his sleeve.

‘That depends on what we are served.’

He picked up a silver fork.

‘What’s this?’

‘A fork, commander,’ answered d’Alviano. ‘You use it to pick up your food instead of using your fingers.’

Thyg was unimpressed. ‘Why?’

‘It is considered more civilised, commander,’ the Italian told him.

Thyg screwed up his face but for Leon it was like a return to the life he had known before he had been exiled from Bern, though this was far removed from even his father’s house. When the food was brought from the kitchens, a trio of flute players performed as silver platters carrying a wide variety of food were placed on the table, along with silver plates laid before the diners.

‘So, how much are we being paid?’ asked Thyg as he stabbed an oyster with his fork and put it in his mouth, spitting it out again when the taste was not to his liking.

‘Tastes like phlegm,’ he complained.

‘My commander is enquiring about the contract of employment,’ Leon said to Sforza.

‘My collaterale has drawn up a contract that your commander may take away with him after the meal,’ replied Sforza.

‘A collaterale is a sort of chief administrator,’ explained d’Alviano. ‘A man who is most skilled in the logistics of war.’

Leon relayed the information to Thyg, who was tearing off a chunk of a loaf in front of him, prior to dipping it into a silver bowl of hot broth.

‘Excellent, I will have you and Mordecai examine it when we return to camp. Ask the general who we will be fighting.’

‘The Venetians,’ came the answer after Leon has translated.

Thyg dropped his bread when two servants brought a peacock into the dining hall, complete with all its feathers. To all intents and purposes it appeared to be uncooked, but it had, in fact, had been plucked, cooked and then had its feathers reapplied to give the impression it was still alive. Leon and Ezra were also impressed by the spectacle. The peacock was placed on a table placed beside Sforza, a tall, sinewy man in white livery then proceeded to sharpen a carving knife while the servants removed the feathers. After they had done so the carver went to work with his knife, cutting off slices of meat and placing them on a large silver platter held by another servant. Leon believed this Francesco Sforza had a small army of servants, which made him believe his real army of soldiers must be a very large one.

‘I do not envisage a major campaign until spring of next year,’ said Sforza, taking a couple of meat slices from the platter when proffered by the servant, who then proceeded to walk around the table offering slices of peacock to the guests. Thyg used his fingers to take several slices and put them on his plate.

‘We have fought in winter before,’ said Thyg, shoving peacock into his mouth and washing it down with wine.

This brought a smile to Sforza’s face.

‘One of the reasons I hired you,’ he told Thyg through Leon. ‘But the armies have now gone into winter quarters, so I do not anticipate any serious fighting until the new year.’

‘We will need a base,’ said Thyg. ‘I have no wish to spend a winter living under canvas.’

‘I have arranged for you and your army to be quartered in the town of Pavia for the duration of the winter,’ Sforza told Thyg. ‘It is a pleasant enough place and well positioned for next year’s campaign.’

Leon had no idea where Pavia was, but if Castelgrande was any indication of Italian hospitality, then he was not worried about the coming winter.

‘I want a castle,’ demanded Thyg through Leon. ‘I had a castle in Switzerland, and I see no reason why I cannot have another.’

He looked around the spacious and ornate room.

‘What about this one?’

Sforza was not amused.

‘This castle belongs to the Duke of Milan and is unavailable. This is not Switzerland, commander. You will find Pavia to your liking, have no fear.’

Thyg emptied his glass of wine and stood.

‘Thank you for your hospitality, lord. In the morning we will be leaving for Pavia. I trust you will provide scouts to show us the way.’

Sforza was taken aback by Thyg’s abruptness and was momentarily lost for words.

‘Get up, Muller. You too, Mordecai,’ said Thyg, turning and walking away from the table. ‘Where is my armour?’

Leon, somewhat mortified, stood and bowed his head to Sforza.

‘My apologies, lord.’

Sforza flicked a hand at him.

‘Go with your commander, captain.’

Ezra emptied his glass of wine, smiled at Sforza and followed Leon from the dining hall. Sforza turned to the musicians, told them to stop playing and dismissed them. The general picked up his glass and took a sip of wine.

‘As first impressions go, Bartolomeo, it has proved somewhat of a disappointment. I hope their battlefield skills are better than their table manners.’

‘Commander Thyg defeated an army of ten thousand knights and lords at Ragaz earlier in the year, lord,’ replied d’Alviano, ‘and I was informed he had barely a thousand men.’

Sforza picked up an olive and nibbled it.

‘The one who acted as the commander’s interpreter. You know him?’

‘Leon Muller, lord, a most interesting individual. A man cast out from his home city of Bern who has made a name for himself fighting for the Swiss Confederation. I believed he could be of use to you and the Duchy of Milan, lord, but fate decreed that not only did he arrive in Italy, but also the entire Army of the Rhine.’

Sforza tapped a finger on the tabletop.

‘And the other one, the Jew?’

‘Another curious individual, lord. He was saved from being burnt at the stake by Commander Thyg’s soldiers and since that day has served the commander as a sort of personal accountant and financial adviser. He is not to be underestimated. It will be he and Muller who will convey the terms laid out in your lordship’s contract of employment.’

‘Not Commander Thyg?’

‘Commander Thyg is illiterate, lord, as are all his Swiss soldiers. As far as I know, only Leon Muller and Ezra Mordecai in the Swiss army can read and write. And the Frenchman, of course.’

‘Frenchman?’

‘Henri Russell, who was captured by the Swiss at Wartau Castle along with all his artillery and gun crews, who then offered his services to Commander Thyg. Another interesting individual.’

‘The fact the Swiss have artillery and someone who can direct its use will prove useful in the spring when we take the field against the Venetians. We will reduce their strongholds one by one to entice the Venetian field army to offer battle. Then we will see what the Swiss are made of.’

‘Commander Thyg single-handedly brought an end to the Swiss civil war with his victory at Ragaz,’ said d’Alviano.

Sforza smiled. ‘You think they will have the same effect here, in Italy?’

‘With God’s help, lord.’

‘I will be candid with you, Bartolomeo. The duke believes the Swiss to be an extravagance the duchy cannot afford. He believes they are too few to make a difference in this war.’

‘Their performance in Switzerland would suggest otherwise, lord.’

Sforza picked up another olive.

‘Well, we will not know until the spring.’

Unknown to Francesco Sforza, Commander Thyg’s army was about to be thrust into the forefront of the Duchy of Milan’s survival.
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​Chapter 2
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Milan was one of the richest cities in Europe, a place of wealthy merchants, artisans, nobles and their families, priests, monks and nuns. It was an important trading and manufacturing city, an urban centre renowned for its textiles and metallurgy. The many armourers in the city made use of the supply of iron from mines in the nearby Alps to produce high-quality weapons and armour. Indeed, many of those mines were in the hands of prominent Milanese craftsmen. The lakes, rivers and canals north of the city were used to ship iron ore to Milan, which itself had numerous canals that connected the city to the surrounding rivers: the Lambro, Adda and Ticino. And it was not only supplied with iron ore. Stone from quarries was shipped to the city to build magnificent houses and palaces decorated with frescoes, carved columns and terracotta window decorations. Ideally situated in the Po Valley, surrounded by a highly developed agricultural system, access to plentiful mineral resources, and able to take advantage of trade through the Alpine passes, Milan was rich, powerful and ambitious. The huge cathedral that was still in the process of being completed after sixty years of construction – a towering stone and marble place of worship – was a physical manifestation of the financial power and piety of the people of Milan.

One location in the city, which was in marked contrast to the opulence and extravagance of many of the fine buildings in the urban sprawl, was the stronghold of the Duke of Milan. Called the Red Fortress on account of the bricks used to build it, it was an austere, forbidding and imposing structure planted in the centre of the city. Square in shape with four square towers in each corner, it had three courtyards and was surrounded by a moat. The fortress was filled with barracks, armouries, stables and storerooms. It was a purposely cold, uninviting place befitting the man who ruled the city and duchy.

Filippo Maria Visconti had ruled the Duchy of Milan for over forty years. The son of the great Gian Galeazzo Visconti whose brother had been assassinated in Milan itself, Filippo had no intention of suffering the same fate. As a result, he rarely left the Red Fortress, entrusting his safety to the thousand men-at-arms who garrisoned the stronghold and the personnel of the so-called galuppi – young men from powerful families who became fledgling men-at-arms in the hope of winning glory on the battlefield and the favour of the duke. For his part, the duke had the sons of the duchy’s more powerful and influential families close at hand in case said families showed any signs of disloyalty or sedition.

One of the galuppi filled the duke’s tankard with wine as he stared into the fire. Behind the seated Filippo stood a middle-aged officer in plate armour, helmet in the crook of his arm, the Archbishop of Milan and the mayor of the city. Despite the fortress possessing a reception chamber and great hall where banquets were held, along with innumerable offices, the duke liked to receive visitors in a small room in his private chambers. It was sparsely furnished, had no wall decoration and a small stone fireplace provided warmth. He stared at the flickering flames in the hearth, slurping as he drank his wine. The handsome young man in blue and white hose stood next to the duke’s high-backed chair.

‘How is it that Pavia, a town with stout walls and a strong garrison, can fall to a small raiding force?’ growled the duke, emptying his tankard.

‘The details are hazy, your grace,’ replied the officer. ‘It would appear that a small force of enemy horsemen put on a display of bravado before the walls, which prompted the mayor to sally forth from the town with a force of his own horsemen.’

The officer hesitated, prompting the duke to turn away from the flames to look at him. In his youth the duke had been a muscular individual, but now he was grossly overweight with a double chin and fleshy jowls. His flushed cheeks, the dark circles under his eyes and snub nose gave him the appearance of a drunken boar.

‘Continue.’

‘The display of enemy horsemen before the walls was a ruse, your grace, intended to lure the garrison from the town. The main assault was conducted by a force of enemy foot soldiers transported to the town by riverboats on the Ticino.’

Pavia had been built on the northern bank of the River Ticino to allow boats to bring food and other supplies to the town, and now, it seemed, enemy soldiers.

‘The riverboats gained entry to the harbour and the foot soldiers on board infiltrated the town, your grace,’ explained the officer.

The archbishop gasped in alarm and crossed himself. The mayor shook his head.

‘When the mayor realised his mistake, I assume he rode back into the town to deal with the riverine assault force?’ asked the duke, holding out his tankard to be refilled.

‘Alas, your grace,’ replied the officer, ‘the mayor was killed outside the town when he fought the enemy horsemen.’

The duke’s heavy brow creased into a frown.

‘I thought you said it was a small force of enemy horsemen in front of the town?’

‘It was, your grace, but the result was defeat, nevertheless. Before he fell, the mayor commanded me to ride here to appeal...’

‘Fill it up!’ bellowed the duke at the young man.

‘There is none left, your grace,’ he replied sheepishly.

‘None left? Are the wine cellars empty? Last time I looked they were overflowing.’

‘I, I...’ stammered the young man.

‘I will have your eyes if you continue babbling, you imbecile,’ hissed the duke. ‘Go and refill your jug so I don’t die of thirst. Idiot.’

The young man bowed his head and hurried from the ill-lit chamber, only half a dozen candles providing illumination. The duke slowly rose from his chair, using his arms to push down on the armrests to lift his great bulk. His large blue doublet barely encased his huge belly, and his hose was loose to accommodate his obese legs. He pointed the empty tankard at the officer.

‘You saw the mayor fall?’

‘Yes, your grace.’

‘Just as well, because if he was still alive, I would have had him hanged in the city square.’

‘I will pray for his soul,’ said the archbishop.

The duke nodded. ‘Pray for us instead. He’s dead, and we might join him if this plague of incompetence continues.’

‘The enemy lacks the resources to take Milan, your grace.’

The words were uttered by Carlo Gonzaga, the mayor of Milan, and a scion of the immensely wealthy and powerful Gonzaga family that had lands in Italy, France and throughout Europe. Now in his thirties, he was a short man of slender build with dark hair and a pointed nose. His amiable nature belied a cunning, ambitious individual who had flattered and cajoled his way to become mayor of Milan, one of a trio of powerful men who ruled the city. The other two being the duke and archbishop.

‘I can summon the city militia at a moment’s notice, your grace,’ stated Gonzaga.

The young man returned with a full wine jug.

‘Ah, relief comes at last,’ said the duke, holding out his tankard. ‘What is your name?’

‘Leonardo Piccinio, your grace,’ answered the young man quietly, focusing on not spilling any wine as he poured it into the duke’s tankard.

‘My field army has been put to the sword, or most of it,’ stated the duke, watching the young man like a hawk, ‘and now word reaches me that the town of Pavia has fallen to the enemy. So, what would you do if you were in my position?’

Beads of sweat appeared on Piccinio’s blemish-free forehead, aware that the most powerful men in the duchy were waiting for his words.

‘Lead the army against the enemy at once, your grace, for the glory of Milan,’ he answered.

The duke flopped down in his chair, spilling wine over his doublet.

‘The glory of Milan? The idiot who was responsible for the disaster at Casalmaggiore no doubt had glory in mind when he lost half my field army.’

He turned to look at Carlo Gonzaga. ‘Is he dead, too?’

Gonzaga nodded. ‘Yes, your grace.’

‘I am running out of commanders. Where is my son-in-law?’

‘In the north of the duchy, your grace,’ the archbishop told him. ‘He has gone to meet with the Swiss mercenaries he has hired.’

‘Recall him immediately,’ said the duke. ‘We will see if these Swiss are as good as everyone say they are. As for leading what remains of my army, young Piccinio, you don’t bark yourself if you own a hound. My son-in-law is captain-general of the army, and it is his task to lead it.’

‘Do you wish me to muster the city militia, your grace?’ queried Gonzaga.

The duke took a large gulp of wine.

‘Why?’

‘In case the Venetians attack the city?’

The duke belched. ‘The Venetians will not attack Milan, they have no need to. All they need to do is destroy the harvest that has recently been gathered in and which is stored in dozens of villages and farms around the city, prior to it being transported to Milan. A cunning enemy can starve this city into surrender without firing a single cannon against the walls.’

The duke was suddenly gripped by a coughing fit, causing him to spill more wine as his huge body convulsed. It lasted for a good two minutes and at the end the duke spat phlegm into the fire in a most unedifying spectacle. He looked at the mayor with bloodshot eyes.

‘Ensure all the city gates are closely guarded and closed until further notice. And place guards on all the canals into the city. Send word to my son-in-law he is to march here with all speed.’

‘I shall hold a special mass in the cathedral to pray for the Lord’s help in the fight against Venice, your grace,’ said the archbishop.

‘We need soldiers, not prayers,’ growled the mayor.

‘Without God’s help, all the soldiers in the world will be of no use to the Duchy of Milan,’ the archbishop retorted.

‘Well, I suppose any help is welcome at this trying time,’ said the duke. ‘You may all leave me.’

The mayor and archbishop nodded their heads and took their leave. The duke sat in his chair staring into the fire. In the corridor outside the mayor engaged the archbishop in casual conversation.

‘The troops of the ducal household in this very fortress number a thousand men alone, not to mention the twelve-hundred-foot soldiers at the disposal of the duke and the city garrison of a further two hundred foot soldiers and three hundred mounted crossbowmen.’

‘Your point?’ asked the archbishop.

‘My point is that nearly three thousand soldiers are sitting idle in the city while the enemy ravages the countryside at will. We do not need to wait for Francesco Sforza to appear before acting.’

‘The duke never leaves this fortress, you know this,’ stated the archbishop, ‘which means the ducal troops stay here. You also know this.’

‘The duke needs to leave this dreary cage and show his face to the people of the city, and indeed the duchy,’ said Gonzaga. ‘There are rumours circulating in the city that his health is failing and that he will soon be dead.’

‘And do you quash or encourage these rumours?’ asked the archbishop.

‘My concern is for Milan only,’ insisted the mayor.

The archbishop said nothing but raised an eyebrow, a gesture that prompted Gonzaga to turn on his heels and pace away from the prelate. Now in his mid-fifties, Enrico Rampini, Archbishop of Milan, had been promoted from bishop only three years before. He had served as a bishop for over forty years and felt immensely grateful and privileged to have been made archbishop of a city that had such a magnificent cathedral, albeit one still being built. The generosity of the Visconti family in providing funds for the construction of the cathedral guaranteed the Papacy looking favourably on the dukes of Milan, and Rampini’s personal support for the corpulent and obviously ailing Filippo Maria Visconti. The duke was clearly drinking himself to death, which meant the question of his successor would arise sooner rather than later.

Unfortunately for the Duchy of Milan, there was no rightful successor. The duke had been married for nearly twenty years but had produced no male heirs. Indeed, he had produced no heirs at all. Despite marrying his bride when she was seventeen, when she was young, physically healthy and in her prime child-bearing years, no amount of humping on the duke’s part had resulted in a child in her belly. As the years passed, any affection he might have had for his young bride had disappeared, to be replaced by resentment and then loathing. He moved her out of the Red Fortress into a palace of her own on the other side of the city so he would not have to cast his eyes on her. It was common knowledge the duke was a cruel individual, given to violent outbursts and a man who held ancient grudges. But the treatment of his wife was considered unduly cruel and unusual, not least because wicked tongues blamed the alcoholic duke for being unable to get his wife pregnant. This resulted in his wife, Duchess Marie, becoming a revered figure in Milan – many viewing her in a sympathetic light as the victim of an unhappy marriage.

*****
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Marie sipped at the wine as she lay on her large bed, the silk sheets still ruffled from the intense bout of lovemaking she had enjoyed with the mayor. Carlo Gonzaga was not a particularly strapping individual but there was not an ounce of fat on him, his slight frame resembling something a sculptor had fashioned from a slab of marble. He stood before her in all his glory, his manhood flaccid after performing so admirably and for so long. She was lying on her belly, her shapely back and buttocks covered in sweat after their carnal gymnastics.

‘Did I please the mayor?’ she cooed.

He took a sip of wine and smiled.

‘I will have a special medal struck commemorating your services to the mayoral office.’

He sat on the bed beside her and stroked her chin. She was absolutely perfect, her skin flawless and her inability to have children ensuring her breasts, buttocks and belly had not run to fat.

‘When the duke dies, we should get married...after an appropriate period of mourning of course.’

She looked at him with her deep blue eyes.

‘And when can we expect my dear husband’s demise?’

‘The way he is drinking, I would estimate sooner rather than later.’

She placed the jewel-encrusted silver chalice on the table beside the bed and rolled onto her back. Her breasts were not large, but they were firm and her nipples proud and erect. She stared up at the coffered ceiling – rows of sunken panels created by wooden frames in a grid pattern of squares to give the illusion of indentation. Such ceilings gave the illusion of spaciousness, not that the large bedroom could in any way be described as cramped.

‘You are forgetting about the whore’s daughter being married to Captain-General Sforza. When my husband dies, it is assumed Sforza will become Duke of Milan.’

The ‘whore’ in question was the duke’s mistress, Agnese del Maino, the daughter of a minor Milanese noble who had given birth to a girl, Bianca Maria, whom the duke had taken a keen interest in. He paid for her upbringing and education and when she turned sixteen had been married to the mercenary Francesco Sforza.

‘General Sforza has no legitimate claim to the dukedom,’ Gonzaga told her, his eyes taking a walk over her very womanly body. ‘You will still be Duchess of Milan when the duke dies, and as mayor I will ensure your claim is supported.’

She turned away from the ceiling to look at her lover, her hand going to his knee.

‘There is not a republic or duchy in the whole of Italy that is ruled by a woman. You know this.’

‘Which is why I am proposing marriage,’ he said. ‘My family is rich and powerful, and you will have the support of Milan’s most influential families. Francesco Sforza is a mercenary and many in the city do not wish the duchy to be ruled by the son of an illiterate mercenary. Milan is too important and cultured for such an individual.’

Her hand moved from his knee to his groin, expertly stroking his manhood, which began to arouse itself from its slumber.

‘Breeding is all,’ she smiled.

He drained his chalice and placed it on the floor beside him when his heart began racing as she stroked his manhood.

‘Milan is a great city,’ he said. ‘It demands to be ruled by a prestigious family, and who better than a union of the House of Gonzaga and the House of Savoy?’

His words pleased her, and without stopping the caressing of his now angry member, she slid off the bed and stood in front of him, her breasts a few inches from his face. His hands began stroking her buttocks and his mouth went to one of her nipples.

‘Perhaps my husband will lead the army from the city and give battle to the Venetians,’ she mused. ‘A glorious end on the battlefield is infinitely preferable to drinking himself to death.’

He pulled away from the rock-hard nipple and looked into her inviting blue eyes.

‘I doubt there is a horse in the whole duchy that could bear his weight. Indeed, I doubt he could walk from his bedroom to the courtyard of the Red Fortress.’

She suddenly looked wistful and stopped stroking his throbbing manhood.

‘Filippo Visconti was never an attractive man, but when I married him, he was a great general and a fine figure of a man. His confidence, charm and ambition more than compensated for his plain looks. If I had been able to give him a son...’

She looked down at her aroused lover.

‘But it was not to be.’

He stood and looked directly into her eyes.

‘Do not reproach yourself, my love. You remained the dutiful wife while the duke took a succession of whores. Your reward will come after his death.’
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