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 Prologue

Northern Italy,
October 1448

 


It was autumn and the
days were shortening but it was still warm, even humid on some
days. The trees were turning brown and yellow, and shedding their
leaves. Lombardy was a beautiful land, filled with fields, rivers,
orchards and vineyards. It was also a populous place, teeming with
splendid towns and cities with ancient histories, and dotted with
hundreds of villages. The inhabitants of those villages worked the
fields, orchards and vineyards that surrounded their settlements in
an unending cycle of grinding toil. Duke Gottfried of Swabia pulled
up his horse when he spotted a large group of villagers working in
a sprawling vineyard, filling baskets with grapes. His deputy, a
swarthy individual wearing a shining suit of plate armour, which
paled beside the magnificent armour worn by his lord, halted his
mount.

‘Is anything wrong,
your grace?’

Gottfried pointed at
the villagers.

‘Do you know why there
are so many vineyards in the world?’

‘Your grace?’

‘It is because every
church service requires wine as well as bread, and wine is
healthier to drink than water, which means there is an insatiable
desire for wine. Hence the high numbers of vineyards.’

It was the time of the
grape harvest, which meant villagers rushed to the vineyards to
collect the ripened grapes in baskets before getting them to the
presses. The harvest took place in either September or October,
though the exact time when the grapes were judged ready to be
picked was something of an art form. A few days too early or too
late meant the difference between success and failure. The best way
to measure if a grapevine was ready to be picked was taste and
appearance. The grapes should be sweet to the taste and show no
sign of becoming shrivelled, which happened when they began to
over-develop. They should also be colourful and plump.

Once picked, it became
a race again time to get them pressed as quickly as possible.
Baskets of grapes were emptied into large wooden tubs where they
were crushed by two or more people, treading endlessly around the
tub to produce juices that drained into a waiting basin and which
would eventually become wine.

The villagers were so
involved in harvesting the grapes that they gave the duke, his
mounted men-at-arms, squires and wagons barely a glance. But then,
the duke’s party was not a large one. He had arrived in Italy to
fight for the Republic of Venice with five hundred men-at-arms and
the same number of squires. But now that army was reduced to barely
fifty men-at-arms and double that number of squires. His own squire
held his banner behind him: three black lions on a yellow
background, though the standard hung limp in the windless early
morning air. It reflected how Duke Gottfried, one of the wealthiest
nobles in southern Germany, felt. He had arrived in Italy with high
expectations of inflicting vengeance on the Swiss who had
humiliated him at the Battle of Ragaz, but was leaving with his
noble tail very much between his legs. Losing one army was bad
enough; losing two was akin to humiliation.

‘At least I was not in
command at Caravaggio,’ Gottfried muttered to himself.

His deputy was
perplexed. ‘Your grace?’

‘Nothing, we must
continue our journey if we are to reach Venice sooner rather than
later.’

Just days before,
Gottfried and his men had been part of a large army commanded by
Venice’s captain-general, the aged Micheletto Attendolo. The
general had devised a plan to destroy the army of Milan’s
captain-general, Francesco Sforza, who was marching to the relief
of the besieged town of Caravaggio. Attendolo had assembled an army
of over fourteen thousand men, an impressive feat by any standard.
Sforza’s army was half that size, and victory had seemed certain.
Attendolo was a veteran condottiere, a mercenary leader who
had made a career and a fortune fighting for the various duchies
and republics on the Italian peninsula. Having cornered the
Milanese, Attendolo had devised a bold plan to mount a
three-pronged attack on Sforza’s forces. Unfortunately, the plan
had failed miserably. The Venetians had been defeated, Duke
Gottfried had barely escaped with his life, and the Milanese were
now masters of northern Italy. Attendolo had withdrawn to the city
of Brescia, the headquarters of the Venetian army in Lombardy.
Sigismondo Malatesta, the so-called ‘Wolf of Rimini’, had ridden
south, back to Rimini, in the process abandoning his Venetian
allies. Gottfried had decided to do the same, though only because
his ‘army’ had been reduced to a miniscule force that would not
influence future operations in any way. He had decided to return to
Lindau, though not before paying his compliments to the Doge who
had welcomed him into Venetian service. He had fought as a
subordinate to Attendolo at the debacle of Caravaggio and the
earlier abortive assault on the village of Marignano, throwing
himself into the thick of the fighting on both occasions. He could
therefore retire from Venetian service with honour, which in the
end was the only thing that really mattered. He had spent a small
fortune, first fighting the Swiss, and then raising and financing
the army that he had led into Italy. The battered and bruised
survivors he now commanded were the paltry remnants of that force.
The rest were lying dead in the fields and woods around Caravaggio,
along with thousands of Italians.

He could of course
return to Lindau and raise another army, but he no longer believed
Venice was capable to defeating the newly created Golden Ambrosian
Republic of Milan. Francesco Sforza had proved himself a master
condottiere who in the new year might be laying siege to
Venice itself, so decisive had been his victory at Caravaggio. It
was not inconceivable that other republics might join Milan to
bring Venice low and plunder the republic’s rich lands in
Lombardy.

As the column of
horsemen and wagons journeyed east, Gottfried was struck by how
prosperous those lands were. Swamps had been drained to create
fields growing barley, rye, oats and millet, while hillsides were
blanketed with vineyards, olive groves and orchards, and open
pasture supported sheep and cattle. If Venice lost these lands, it
would be unable to support its field army in Lombardy.

It was ironic that the
armour worn by Duke Gottfried had been made in Milan by master
armourer Tommaso Missaglia. It had cost a small fortune, which was
irrelevant to the duke as it made a statement regarding Gottfried’s
wealth and status. Missaglia had sent armourers to Lindau to take
the duke’s measurements to ensure the completed armour fitted
perfectly. And not only that, even when he was covered from head to
foot in Milanese plate armour, it felt like a second skin, so light
and well-balanced were the integral parts. Its purpose was
straightforward enough: to protect the duke from head to foot. But
each piece of the suit was both functional and also a work of art
in itself.

The armour comprised a
‘Venetian’ sallet, a breastplate with integral faulds and tassets,
a backplate with integral culet to protect the small of the back,
an asymmetrical pair of pauldrons to protect the shoulder area,
vambraces to cover the forearms, an asymmetrical pair of mitten
gauntlets, a pair of cuisses and poleyns to protect the thighs and
knees, and a pair of greaves. The sallet had a rounded crown that
extended downwards to just above the level of the shoulders where
it flared outwards very slightly at each side and then more
markedly at the nape to form a short projecting ‘tail’.

The rounded
breastplate covered the duke’s chest and a plackart protected the
lower half of his front torso, a separate gorget protecting the
neck. The plackart, a Milanese speciality, overlapped the lower
edge of the main plate and was articulated to it by means of a
single medial strap and buckle. The lower edge of the plackart was
flanged outwards to receive faulds, which were pieces of plate
armour that protected the waist and hips. These overlapping
horizontal lames of metal were connected by leather strips to form
an apron-like skirt. They ended just above the knees.

His thighs were
shielded by cuisses, his knees by poleyns and his shins by greaves.
Even his feet were encased in sabatons to provide complete
protection. The pauldrons were etched with three lions to give the
suit a personal touch. Gottfried was thankful his armour, at least,
had escaped unscathed from the debacle of Caravaggio. As it was
warm and no enemy was near, his sallet was dangling from his
saddle.

The column journeyed
on along the dirt road, skirting villages filled with yellow stone
buildings with tiled roofs and hale and hearty commoners. They paid
the mounted men-at-arms equipped with lances scant attention,
indicating this part of Venetian-controlled territory in Lombardy
was free of bandits and under the rule of law. Fields, pastures,
canals and irrigation ditches were all well-maintained, and all
bridges were in good order. He wondered how the landscape would
change once Milan assumed control of what was now in effect a land
without an army to defend it. If the leaders of the curiously named
Golden Ambrosian Republic had any sense, they would ensure there
was a seamless transition of power to guarantee the continued
prosperity of this part of Lombardy.

Gottfried was
distracted from his musings by the appearance of a ragged band of
what appeared to be women and young girls on foot, escorted by
horsemen. But not any horsemen. The riders were dressed in baggy
white leggings, long blue coats and white turbans wrapped around
red caps. They looked like something out of a travelling circus.
The duke’s deputy pointed at them.

‘Slave traders, your
grace.’

Gottfried saw the
whips being held by some of the exotic riders, along with the carts
in front of the captives.

‘Stand ready!’ he
called to his men, spurring his horse forward.

Two of the slavers at
the rear of the column turned their horses to block the road, which
was nothing more than a narrow dirt track. Gottfried pulled up his
horse and pointed at the captives trudging along with heads
bowed.

‘What is going on
here?’

The pair of
olive-skinned riders looked at each other in confusion and swapped
words in a language that was unknown to Gottfried. Their eyes
opened wide when the duke’s deputy and fifty heavily armed
men-at-arms appeared behind their lord. The slavers began babbling
to each other in alarm.

‘Stand aside,’
commanded the duke, slowly extracting his sword from its
scabbard.

The two slave traders
were now silent, staring with alarm at the duke and his soldiers.
They began babbling again when a third rider appeared, bringing his
white horse to a halt and flashing a set of white teeth at
Gottfried. He had a narrow face and full brown beard, and like his
men he wore a white turban.

‘Greetings,
effendi,’ he said in Italian to Gottfried. ‘I am Abdul
Hamid, a merchant in the service of the Lord of Rimini.’

‘I am Duke Gottfried
of Swabia, currently in the service of the Doge of Venice. What
sort of service do you perform?’ asked Gottfried, already knowing
the answer.

Hamid turned in the
saddle and made a sweeping gesture with his arm.

‘I am taking these
captives to Venice to sell in the slave market,
effendi.’

Gottfried nudged his
horse forward.

‘Tell your men to move
aside,’ he hissed.

Hamid spoke a few
words to the pair who had blocked the road, the two turning their
mounts to allow the duke to pass. He walked his horse forward,
Hamid falling in beside him and every slaver now focused on the
handsome, clean-shaven German lord, the sun reflecting of his
combed, black hair. The carts had stopped, as had the captives, who
lifted their heads and looked at Gottfried with pitiful
expressions. They were all young, most around fourteen or fifteen,
chains around their ankles and ropes on their wrists attached to
the back of the carts. Their clothes were dirty and torn and their
ankles were bloody from the chafing of the fetters. Gottfried felt
anger rise in him at their treatment at the hands of infidels.

‘Where do you come
from?’ he asked the leader of the slavers.

‘Anatolia,
effendi, a land to the east of Venice.’

‘A land of
infidels.’

Hamid continued to
smile.

‘A land of Ottoman
followers of the Prophet, lord.’

Gottfried halted his
horse beside an older captive, a woman with a leather strap
covering her mouth and curly brown hair. Her clothes indicated a
degree of wealth, notwithstanding being dirty and torn. Her brown
eyes pleaded with Gottfried to be released. The duke sheathed his
sword and pointed at her.

‘Why is she
gagged?’

Hamid’s smile
disappeared.

‘She is a
troublemaker, effendi, who has a poisonous tongue and was a
traitor to the Lord of Rimini.’

Gottfried had only
just left the company of Sigismondo Malatesta, the Italian noble
who had an inflated view of his own military abilities and who
treated those of equal social rank as his inferiors. Gottfried had
no liking or respect for the man who revelled in the ridiculous
name, ‘Wolf of Rimini’.

‘I would hear her
speak,’ said Gottfried.

‘I would advise
against that, effendi. She is a sorceress who may bewitch
you.’

Gottfried beckoned his
deputy to ride forward.

‘Troublemaker, traitor
and now a witch? There appears to be no ended to her skills,’
remarked Gottfried.

His deputy rode up and
saluted. Gottfried pointed at the gagged captive.

‘Remove her gag,’ said
the duke.

‘I must protest,’
wailed Hamid. ‘This woman is my property until she is sold in
Venice.’

Gottfried rounded on
him.

‘You would do well to
keep your mouth shut, infidel. As a Christian knight, it appals me
you are given free rein to kidnap Christian women and children, to
sell as slaves.’

Hamid pulled a folded
piece of paper from one of his saddlebags and held it out to
Gottfried.

‘I have permission
from the Venetian authorities to trade in their territories,
effendi.’

Gottfried ignored him
as his deputy unbuckled the leather strap around the woman’s
mouth.

‘Ny name is Rosina
Perkini, lord,’ she told Gottfried. ‘I was illegally seized in
Rimini, having been found guilty of no crimes.’

‘Silence, whore,’ spat
Hamid.

‘A whore as well,’
remarked Gottfried. ‘Your crimes increase by the minute, lady.’

‘She is no lady,’
hissed Hamid.

‘And you will be
silent,’ roared Gottfried.

His men-at-arms
lowered their lances and the slavers looked at each other
nervously. Gottfried peered down at Rosina Perkini.

‘You come from
Rimini?’

‘Yes, lord.’

Gottfried glanced at
the other female captives.

‘And those?’

‘Taken from their
homes during a raid, during which their parents and grandparents
were slaughtered, lord.’

Gottfried’s expression
hardened. He had no idea if she was telling the truth, but he had
taken an instant dislike to Abdul Hamid, so he was inclined to give
her the benefit of the doubt.

‘Cut her free and
remove those shackles from her ankles. And after that, release the
other captives,’ he instructed his deputy.

‘You cannot do that,
effendi,’ protested Hamid, ‘I have a legal right to—’

In a blur Gottfried
whipped the dagger with a its thin blade from its sheath with his
left hand and plunged it into the neck of the Ottoman slave trader.
The needle-like point easily penetrated his flesh to inflict a
fatal blow.

‘Kill them all,’
shouted the duke.

His men needed no
second prompting, digging their spurs into their horses and
charging the slavers. The Ottomans scattered into the vineyards on
either side of the road, pursued by the duke’s men-at-arms. Hamid,
blood gushing from his neck, toppled from his saddle to land at the
feet of Rosina Perkini. She spat on his corpse.

‘God will thank you,
lord.’

The German squires had
ridden forward to protect their duke. The other captives were
screaming and weeping after the men-at-arms thundered by them in
pursuit of the slavers.

‘Get the smiths to
free the prisoners of their shackles,’ Gottfried told his
deputy.

Like all great lords,
Gottfried was accompanied by a shadow army of cooks, servants,
smiths, farriers, priests and musicians to keep the duke in the
style he was accustomed to when on campaign.

‘We will camp here so
we may return these young girls to their homes.’

‘They have no homes to
return to thanks to him,’ said Rosina, curling her lip at the dead
Hamid.

‘Then what do you
suggest?’ asked Gottfried, not really interested in the welfare of
commoners now he had done his Christian duty in freeing them.

Rosina rubbed her
wrists after the rope around them had been cut.

‘Where are you
travelling to, lord?’

‘Venice.’

Her eyes lit up.

‘Then I would ask you
to allow me and the girls to travel with you. The Doge knows me,
and I am sure he will show these girls Christian mercy when I plead
their case with him.’

Gottfried raised an
eyebrow.

‘You know the
Doge?’

‘I was a guest in his
palace last year, lord.’

He did not enquire as
to how a guest of one of the most powerful men in Christendom had
been reduced to the position of being sold into slavery. Perhaps
she was a liar and witch, though he had to admit there was
something about her that was intriguing. And she became useful when
her shackles had been removed, comforting the girls and informing
them they would not be sold into slavery but instead would receive
kindness and charity from the king of Venice. Gottfried doubted
that, but, like Sigismondo Malatesta, he had underestimated the
tenacity and survival instincts of Rosina Perkini.

The slavers were all
hunted down and killed, their carts used to transport the hapless
girls to Venice. They sat huddled together with heads down, rubbing
red-raw ankles and sore wrists. But at least they were alive and
being fed decent food, which restored some colour to their cheeks.
Gottfried had wanted to drop them off at the nearest nunnery but
Rosina persuaded him to allow them to accompany him to Venice so
the Doge might see the cruelty of Sigismondo Malatesta for himself.
After she had washed, changed her clothes and eaten a hearty meal,
he allowed her to ride beside him on the road east. Her dress was
beyond saving and so she donned a shirt, doublet and hose, and rode
like a man, which the duke found unusual but not dislikeable. In
truth, agreeable female company was a welcome relief after the
defeat at Caravaggio.

He had to admit Rosina
Perkini was pleasant company and an individual obviously used to
mixing with the cream of society. She was intelligent but not too
forward, listening to Gottfried as he waxed lyrical about the world
and its failings.

‘I have been in Italy
for two years now and have been saddened by what I have seen.’

‘In what way,
lord?’

‘There are too many
Jews and infidels in this land, Mistress Perkini. There are no Jews
or Ottomans in Lindau, which means the church and the nobility are
not corrupted, unlike in Italy.’

He did not mention he
had consigned all the Jews in Lindau to the stake as a convenient
way of erasing the considerable debts he owed to his city’s Jewish
residents. Indeed, the proceeds of selling their property and
seizing their gold and jewels had allowed him to raise an army to
campaign in Italy.

‘You believe the
church to be corrupt, lord?’

‘Earlier in the year,
I attended a ceremony in Rome, in the Basilica of Saint Mary Major
itself, which saddened me greatly. I saw with my own eyes the Pope
induct a low-born Swiss thief and murderer into the Order of the
Golden Spur.’

Rosina thought of the
handsome Swiss soldier who had entertained her in Rome in the
summer.

‘I was at the
ceremony, lord,’ she smiled. ‘The Swiss individual in question had
saved the life of His Holiness, or so I was informed.’

‘There is always a
cardinal available to make Pope,’ said Gottfried scathingly. ‘It
was a grave error of judgement to induct a commoner into the Order
of the Golden Spur, which is supposed to be an award reserved for
those who have displayed faith and devotion and are graced with the
merits of probity and virtue. It is an outrage.’

He spat out the last
sentence with venom. Rosina recognised jealousy when she saw it but
said nothing. The duke turned in the saddle to look at her,
examining her round, attractive face.

‘You were at the
ceremony?’

She decided to be
honest with him. It was the least she could do after he had rescued
her from a life of being endlessly humped by Ottomans in some
stinking, disease-ridden brothel far from Italy.

‘I was the mistress of
Sigismondo Malatesta, lord, which is why the Doge will know me when
we arrive in Venice.’

He raised an
eyebrow.

‘And how is it that
you were reduced to being a slave of infidels?’

‘Sigismondo Malatesta
is a violent, volatile individual, lord,’ she replied. ‘I do not
claim to be a pious individual, or indeed one who has led a
virtuous life. Some might say I deserved my fate, but my prayers
were answered when you and your brave soldiers appeared. That
confirmed to me that God did not believe I deserved further
punishment after being the prisoner of the Lord of Rimini.’

A tear ran from her
eye down her cheek. Gottfried pulled a clean cloth from the top of
one of his steel mittens and offered it to her.

‘Thank you, lord.’

They rode on in
silence for a while, Gottfried deep in thought. The countryside
around the column of riders and wagons was alive with activity.
Shepherds were tending flocks, fields were being ploughed for the
planting of the winter crops of wheat and rye, and grapes were
being harvested.

‘He wants to be
Venice’s captain-general,’ announced Rosina out of the blue. ‘The
Lord of Rimini, I mean.’

A sardonic smile crept
over Gottfried’s face.

‘Allow me to bring you
up to date, mistress. While you were a guest of the Ottomans, the
Venetian army was defeated at a place called Caravaggio. I fought
in the battle, as did the Lord of Rimini. According to the current
Venetian captain-general, Micheletto Attendolo, Sigismondo
Malatesta did not press his attack with vigour, thus losing us the
battle. I am sure his report to the Doge will state as much. That
being the case, it seems highly unlikely the Lord of Rimini will be
made Venice’s new captain-general.’

‘What of the current
one, lord?’

‘Failure of such
magnitude tends to end military careers,’ he told her. ‘I fear the
Terraferma will shrink considerably after the defeat at
Caravaggio.’


‘Terraferma?’

‘The name of the
territory on the mainland controlled by Venice,’ he informed
her.

He made a great sweep
with his arm.

‘All that you see is
the Terraferma. It provides the food to feed Venice and the
soldiers who fight in the republic’s army. Venice also extracts
taxes from the cities and towns in the Terraferma. You will
therefore appreciate how calamitous the recent defeat will be when
all this is lost to the Golden Ambrosian Republic.’

‘What is that,
lord?’

He found her ignorance
about Italian politics endearing. Then again, what would a mistress
of a lord know of such things?

‘Until recently, Milan
was ruled by a duke named Filippo Maria Visconti. When he died
without a male heir, the nobles of Milan decided to declare a
republic and share power among themselves, thus was the Golden
Ambrosian Republic born.’

Rosina Perkini may not
have heard of the Ambrosian Republic but she was not ignorant of
the man who had ruled Milan, who had an illegitimate daughter by
the name of Bianca Maria who had married Francesco Sforza. Sforza’s
daughter, Polissena, had married the Wolf of Rimini, who had come
to loathe his wife and Sforza on account of a promise made by
Francesco to gift Sigismondo the city of Pesaro. Thus had begun a
private war between the two that had turned into a real war.

‘Soon this land will
be ruled by Milan,’ stated Gottfried.

‘Alas for Venice,’
sighed Rosina, smiling at the thought that Sforza had triumphed
over Sigismondo.


 


 Chapter
1

Swiss flags flew from
the mayor’s house in the village of Mozzanica, located a mere two
miles southeast of the town of Caravaggio. The village’s
inhabitants had abandoned their homes to take themselves, their
livestock and any valuables to the safety of woods to the south,
far away from the soldiers of Milan and Venice who had just fought
each other. Under the direction of Henri Russell, the French master
gunner now in Swiss service, the village had been turned into a
formidable strongpoint. Trenches, obstacles and cannon emplacements
ringed the settlement of stout stone buildings, though in the
event, Mozzanica had been left unmolested during the battle, the
enemy concentrating on trying to break into the main Milanese camp.
One of the attacks had been commanded by an old enemy of the Swiss
– Duke Gottfried of Swabia. The German had led thousands of foot
soldiers across the River Serio, through the trees that flanked the
shallow waterway, and tried to breach the line of wagons that
formed the western edge of the Milanese camp. But the village of
Mozzanica anchored the southern end of that line of wagons, and so
the Swiss had charged from the village to hit the enemy in the
flank. Gottfried’s soldiers had been cut to pieces and the
survivors fled for their lives, leaving their slain comrades
behind.

The dead had been
stripped of their weapons and armour before being interred in a
mass grave to the south of the village, the spoils of war being
meticulously itemised and then stacked in the village’s warehouses.
It was a rich haul of helmets, plate armour, swords, polearms and
daggers. Sigmund Thyg, the illiterate commander of the Swiss
mercenaries in the pay of the Golden Ambrosian Republic, stood at
the entrance to one of the warehouses and rubbed his hands
together.

‘This lot and the
captured enemy equipment in the other warehouses will fetch a
princely sum.’

The individual
standing next to him, a man of similar height and build, nodded.
Ezra Mordecai, the son of the Jewish money-lender Abraham Mordecai,
had been rescued from the stake by the Swiss, subsequently becoming
Thyg’s accountant, secretary and general dogsbody.

‘A rich haul,’ grinned
Thyg. ‘Mordecai, you and Muller will travel to Milan to negotiate
the sale. Muller, as you are a friend of the archbishop there, try
to get a good price.’

Leon, standing next to
his friend Ezra, scratched his head.

‘I have met the
archbishop, commander, but I would not call him a friend.’

Thyg’s grin did not
waver.

‘After butchering half
the Venetian army, he will be your friend, believe me. Best not
introduce him to Mordecai, though, he being a Jew. We don’t want
the price being reduced on account of your association with a
godless heathen.’

‘How kind you are,
commander,’ remarked Ezra dryly. ‘I assume I will be receiving a
bonus for arranging the sale of the captured weapons and
armour?’

Thyg’s grin
disappeared instantly.

‘All monies raised
from the sale of the captured equipment will be shared equally
among the army. There will no bonuses.’

Ezra mulled over his
words.

‘Actually, when the
equipment is sold, all will be receiving bonuses after the monies
are shared out, equally. I therefore thank you for your generosity,
commander.’

Thyg knew he had been
outwitted but did not know how. Sigmund Thyg was not an educated or
sophisticated individual, but he was a born fighter and leader and
his men had the utmost trust in him. And whereas in other armies
the spoils of victory were first allocated to nobles, princes and
kings, in Swiss armies everything was apportioned equally,
regardless of rank. It was the same with wages. Thyg was paid the
same as the lowliest soldier in his army. Even Henri and his
gunners were paid the same as the Swiss, which the master gunner
thought hilarious. And thanks to their string of victories in
Italy, the Swiss and their French allies were paid regularly all
year round, which also set them apart from most armies in
Christendom.

‘Don’t get smart,
Mordecai,’ said Thyg. ‘Remember, I’m the only one standing between
you and a wooden stake with kindling around its base.’

Leon caught Ezra’s eye
and smiled. The commander would never willingly part company with
Ezra, who had proved his worth during the Swiss campaign in Italy.
It was thanks to Ezra that the Swiss had an account with the Medici
Bank, their money safe from theft, and available to access in a
number of cities in Italy and even from a branch in the Swiss city
of Geneva.

Leon heard horses’
hooves and turned to see a party of mounted men-at-arms
approaching. Attired in plate armour and sallets and armed with
lances, at the head of the upwards of twenty riders was a standard
bearer carrying a flag showing a red cross on a white background,
with an image of Saint Ambrose, patron saint of Milan, in the
centre. The horsemen halted a few paces from Thyg, Ezra and Leon,
an officer with a white plume in his helmet jumping down from his
horse, removing his helmet and pacing over to them.

‘I wish to speak to
Commander Sigmund Thyg,’ he said curtly in Italian.

Only Ezra and Leon
understood his words, their commander only speaking his native
German and having made no attempt to learn the local language. Leon
extended a hand towards the commander.

‘This is Commander
Thyg,’ he told the Italian.

The officer in his
gleaming armour, well-groomed hair and clean-shaven face regarded
the commander with barely concealed disdain. Thyg’s hard face was
showing stubble, his hose and boots were dirty, and his doublet was
frayed. He had barely slept for days, having been busy with
stripping the enemy dead of valuables and organising their burial
to ensure his men were not struck down with pestilence, as well as
arranging patrols to guard against the return of enemy forces. He
had fought as part of an army of three sections: the troops of
Milan’s former Ducal Household, the personal army of
Captain-General Francesco Sforza, and his own Swiss soldiers. Each
had fought a separate battle against the Venetians, though it had
been the Swiss who had saved Sforza’s forces when the Venetians had
broken into the Milanese camp.

The officer saluted
Thyg.

‘My name is Captain
Vincenzo Calmeta and on behalf of the republic I am here to
requisition the weapons and equipment captured from the Venetians
in the battle.’

He looked past Thyg to
the piles of armour and weapons that had been stored in the
warehouse.

‘What’s he saying?’
asked Thyg.

‘Are you going to tell
him?’ Ezra said to Leon.

Leon decided to
question the officer instead.

‘My name is Captain
Leon Muller, the commander’s ambassador. I seem to remember all
spoils of war taken on the battlefield belong to Commander Thyg,
according to the terms of the contract signed between General
Sforza and the commander over two years ago.’

‘An excellent point,’
beamed Ezra.

‘That contract is null
and void,’ replied Calmeta. ‘It was signed on behalf of the Duke of
Milan but he is now dead and Milan is now a republic. Please pass
on my message to your commander.’

‘Before I do,’ replied
Ezra, ‘I would remind you that the contract the commander signed
was very specific concerning his entitlement to all moveable goods
he captures from the enemy.’

Ezra turned to stare
at the equipment stacked in the warehouse behind him.

‘And, as you can see,
all these items can be classed as moveable, and therefore they
belong to Commander Thyg.’

‘What in the name of
Christ are you babbling about, Mordecai?’ demanded Thyg.

‘The republic has sent
these soldiers to confiscate the weapons and armour you took in
battle,’ Ezra explained in German. ‘He has been informed by the
authorities in Milan that your contract with the late Duke of Milan
is null and void.’

‘What does that mean?’
asked Thyg.

‘It means we are
unemployed,’ said Leon.

The Milanese officer
looked in expectation at Thyg, the commander glancing at Calmeta
and then behind at the rich haul of plunder acquired after the
battle.

‘Tell him to piss
off,’ commanded Thyg.

‘My commander will not
surrender the captured weapons and armour,’ Ezra told Calmeta, ‘and
requests you and your men withdraw from his presence.’

Captain Calmeta
hesitated. He had over twenty mounted men-at-arms and faced three
men, only two of whom carried weapons. Neither Thyg nor Leon wore
armour and Ezra Mordecai was clearly a civilian. Thyg gave the
young captain a sly smile.

‘Translate my words,
Muller, word for word.’

‘Yes, commander.’

Thyg stepped forward
until his face was inches from the handsome visage of Captain
Calmeta.

‘I know what you are
thinking. You are thinking of making a name for yourself, in your
shining armour and with your sharp sword. But ask yourself this.
Can you fight your way out of this village after you have cut us
down?’

Leon translated the
words and then, as Thyg held the captain’s gaze with unblinking
eyes, he slowly tipped his head to the right, which caused Calmeta
to glance in that direction. He registered alarm when he saw Thyg’s
deputy, Ritter Cleron, standing in front of his company – fifty
halberdiers – and resting ‘Emperor’, his two-handed sword, on his
shoulder. The Swiss were equipped in plate armour covering their
torsos, thighs, arms and necks, with sallets protecting their
heads. The lances of the Milanese had greater reach than the
eight-feet-long Swiss halberds, but the horses had no armour
protection and if violence erupted, the Swiss would run at the
stationary horses and slash open their bellies with their polearms.
The Milanese would be able to fend off some with their lances, but
not enough to prevent their horses being horribly wounded. And then
the men-at-arms would be fighting outnumbered on foot. If
they had time to get to their feet before being cut down.

‘Whatever happens, you
will die first,’ Thyg promised Calmeta.

Leon translated his
commander’s words and waited for the captain to respond. He was
dressed in full plate armour whereas Thyg’s only protection was his
padded doublet. But Thyg’s reflexes were sharper than the wicked
dagger that hung from his belt, and before the captain had a chance
to draw his sword, Leon believed Thyg’s dagger would be in one of
Calmeta’s eye sockets. The cool air was drenched with tension as
Calmeta weighed up his options.

‘You will answer for
your insolence,’ the captain informed Thyg before turning on his
heels and striding back to his horse. Gaining the saddle, he gave
the command to retire, wheeled his horse about and led his men from
the village. Cleron sauntered over as his men watched the riders
trot from Mozzanica. He stopped in front of Thyg and rested the
point of his sword of the ground.

‘Trouble?’

‘We are no longer
employed by Milan,’ Thyg told him. ‘The city sent those horsemen to
inform me the weapons and armour we took after the battle were to
be surrendered to its new rulers. What was it called, Muller?’

‘The Golden Ambrosian
Republic,’ said Leon.

‘We should get back to
Piacenza as quickly as possible,’ advised Cleron, ‘where we can
weigh up our options.’

Thyg nodded. ‘But
first, I am going to see Francesco Sforza about our wages. Muller,
you are with me.’

They walked from the
village into the main Milanese camp, which was still surrounded by
the lines of wagons on three sides, a defence that had proved
essential in blunting Venetian attacks. Horses were standing in
field stables and the aroma of wood smoke hung over the area from
hundreds of campfires. There was a forest of small white conical
tents, with the larger pavilions of the nobles and senior officers
between them. From medical tents came groans and screams as
surgeons and their assistants dug bullets, splinters and crossbow
bolts from bodies, and amputated limbs.

They passed one such
tent and saw two men holding down a patient on a trestle table
while a surgeon was sawing off his lower leg beneath the knee. The
patient had a piece of wood in his mouth to bite down on, but his
muffled screams were still audible. Leon shuddered.

‘Thank God for our
plate armour.’

The armour the Swiss
had captured from their enemies had meant they went into battle
with their heads, necks, torsos and arms covered in plate. Only
their legs and feet were unprotected so as not to reduce mobility.
But as most projectiles, swords and lance and spear points on the
battlefield were aimed above the waist, this was not a great
disadvantage. The greatest threat to a tightly packed Swiss
formation on the battlefield were arrows shot on a high trajectory,
which fell vertically from the air to strike legs and feet.

‘Waste of time sawing
off his lower leg,’ remarked Thyg. ‘He will die from blood loss
later today.’

‘Not if the wound is
cauterised,’ replied Leon.

He glanced at the
knife lodged in the burning brazier beside the sawing surgeon.
After the wounded part of the leg had been removed, the red-hot
blade would be applied to the wound to stop excessive bleeding,
though at the cost of massive tissue damage.

‘Dead by morning,
then,’ sniffed Thyg, continuing on his way.

Leon followed, walking
through a camp filled with tired soldiers, many of whom had
bandaged faces and hands after receiving wounds to those body parts
not protected by armour. Not all the Milanese had the luxury of
sallets with visors, gorgets and limb armour. Those with minor
arrow, crossbow bolt or sword wounds would probably survive; those
with abdominal wounds and serious puncture wounds would die.

Thyg was in his
element, his good fortune in never having been seriously wounded in
battle continuing. He was not a callous man like Ritter Cleron, but
rather simply indifferent to the sights of death and destruction.
Whereas Cleron enjoyed killing, for Sigmund Thyg it was just a
means to ensuring the Swiss remained unbeaten on the battlefield,
thus ensuring their account with the Medici Bank remained
healthy.

‘I don’t like this
Golden Ambrosian Republic,’ announced Thyg. ‘Sending soldiers to
steal our legal plunder speaks volumes.’

‘I’m sure General
Sforza will sort it out,’ said Leon.

‘There is nothing to
sort out,’ Thyg shot back. ‘That plunder is ours and we will keep
it. We will go back to Piacenza and stay there until we receive
what is due to us.’

‘And after that?’
probed Leon.

‘That’s the problem
with you, Muller, you think too far ahead. We have just won a
battle, we possess a large quantity of captured weapons and armour,
and hold a city in northern Italy. Our position is a strong one. We
just need to negotiate a new, more profitable contract with this
Golden Ambrosian Republic.’

Captain-General
Francesco Sforza’s headquarters was in the fortified village of
Fornovo San Giovanni, a settlement around a mile northwest of
Mozzanica. The village had been subjected to a heavy assault from
Venetian foot soldiers, including hand gunners and crossbowmen, and
large holes had been gouged in the walls of its buildings by the
lead shot of the hand guns. The wagons that had been used to block
entry into the village had been struck by a large quantity of
crossbow bolts, many of which were now being prised from the
splintered wood by Milanese squires and servants. Those still
serviceable would be distributed among the victors’
crossbowmen.

At the headquarters
building – a two-storey house with a red-tiled roof and wooden
shutters over the windows – two lightly armed billmen barred the
pair’s entry.

‘Announce me, Muller,’
instructed Thyg.

‘Have you ever thought
of learning the rudiments of the Italian language, commander?’

‘What are
rudiments?’

‘The basic principles
of the language.’

‘Why would I need to
learn the language when I have you and Mordecai to speak for
me?’

Leon did as
instructed, and after a brief delay they were both ushered into the
presence of the man who had won the Battle of Caravaggio. He was
stood at a table in a bare room with stone walls and dirt floor,
poring over a map with his senior commanders, like him dressed in
civilian garb, though Sforza was alone in wearing a sleeveless
leather brigandine. Tall and strapping with brown, close-cropped
hair, his physical presence dominated the room. He turned away from
the map when the Swiss pair entered the room, giving Thyg a warm
smile and extending his arm.

‘My thanks to you,
Commander Thyg,’ he said. ‘You and your men were pivotal in turning
defeat into victory.’

Leon translated his
words and Thyg smiled back, shaking the general’s hand and
prompting spontaneous applause from the officers around the table.
Like Sforza, they were all natives of Tuscany and had served in his
army for years. Like Thyg’s Swiss soldiers, they were loyal to
their general and not the rulers of Milan.

‘Thank you,
gentlemen,’ Sforza said to his commanders.

They filed out of the
room, nodding at Thyg and to Leon, noting the Order of the Golden
Spur around the latter’s neck and smiling in approval. The
eight-pointed gold cross with white in the middle, on which was
engraved the word ‘Maria’, marked out Leon Muller as a member of an
élite brotherhood that numbered no more than one hundred knights in
all Christendom. To be a member of such a select band signalled
that Leon Muller was special, one who had been chosen by God to
save the life of His Holiness the Pope.

Thyg walked over to
the table and stared at the map of Lombardy. Being illiterate, he
would have been unable to identify many of the towns and cities,
but he would have recognised the location of Milan and the position
of the great River Po that occupied a strategic position in
southern Lombardy. Sforza stood beside him and pointed to a city
northeast of Milan.

‘The city of Bergamo
will be our next target. The Venetians are now in a weakened
position and we must take advantage of the republic’s dire straits
before the campaign season ends.’

Leo translated his
words but Thyg was not really interested in strategy.

‘Talking of
republics,’ he said. ‘Tell the general about the attempted theft of
our spoils earlier, Muller.’

Leon did so, Sforza
listening thoughtfully and glancing at a clearly annoyed Thyg. He
was well aware of the Swiss commander’s love of money and the
insistence of his men that they were paid promptly once a contract
for their services had been signed.

‘It was obviously a
mistake,’ said the general. ‘I would not give the matter a second
thought. Be assured there will be more plunder to be won when we
lay siege to Bergamo.’

‘My Jewish accountant
and Muller here believe we no longer have a contract of employment
with Milan, now the duke is dead,’ said Thyg.

Sforza looked at
Leon.

‘You think the Golden
Ambrosian Republic will dispense with your services after helping
to destroy the Venetian field army in Lombardy? Your contract still
stands, Captain Muller, notwithstanding the death of the Duke of
Milan.’

Leon informed the
commander of what Sforza had told him.

‘We want a third of
the spoils when Bergamo falls,’ said Thyg.

Sforza was surprised
by the demand but could see Thyg was in a prickly mood. He was also
reluctant to argue with the man who had tipped the scales of battle
in his favour only days before.

‘When Bergamo falls,
the Swiss will have their fair share of the spoils,’ he promised
Thyg. ‘We strike at Bergamo, demand its surrender and hopefully it
will capitulate without a fight.’

Thyg listened to
Leon’s translation but was sceptical.

‘I remember when we
conducted a winter siege of Lodi,’ he told Sforza. ‘We froze and
starved through the winter and then you,’ he jabbed a finger at the
general, ‘denied us the opportunity to plunder the town when it
surrendered. Do not take me for a fool, general.’

Leon was going to
soften the commander’s words when he translated them, but he saw no
reason to shield Sforza from the truth. The Swiss had been
promised the plunder of Lodi, only for the general to deny them
because he did not want the town and its inhabitants being
plundered. He therefore provided a word accurate translation of
Thyg’s words.

Sforza was not
amused.

‘You are in the pay of
Milan and I am the republic’s captain-general. Therefore you will
obey orders and prepare for the march to Bergamo. This is not
Switzerland, commander, where decisions are taken by popular vote.
You would do well to remember that. You may both leave.’

Leon saluted Sforza
but Thyg did not, marching from the room, Leon scurrying after
him.

‘You still think we
are out of work, Muller?’ the commander asked as they made their
way back to the Swiss camp.

‘General Sforza was
keen to emphasise that the recent victory against Venice made the
possibility of Milan’s rulers dispensing with our services a remote
one, commander. From a military point of view, it is a logical
conclusion and one I am apt to agree with.’

‘Then why did they
send soldiers to steal our plunder? A move they must have known
would rile us. Perhaps we should pay a visit to General Soncino to
discover the answer.’

The Battle of
Caravaggio had been fought as a result of Francesco Sforza laying
siege to the town of Caravaggio, prompting the Venetian army
marching to its relief. After the defeat of the Venetians, the town
had immediately surrendered, the garrison being allowed to march to
Venetian territory, though without their cannon, gunpowder and hand
guns. Roberto Soncino, the commander of what were formerly Milan’s
ducal troops, had fought at Caravaggio and commanded the garrison
of Milan itself. Prior to the battle, he had established his
headquarters in the village of Avanzesca, to the west of the Swiss
position. But when Thyg and Leon arrived at the settlement, they
found it deserted. There were no wagons, field stables or kitchens,
and no soldiers. Just areas of flattened grass where tents and
pavilions had been pitched.

Thyg frowned. ‘I smell
a rat, Muller.’
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The city of Milan was
basking in the glory of the victory over the Venetians. Crowds
flocked to its many churches and the magnificent cathedral to give
thanks to God for the defeat of the enemy. Dedicated to Saint Mary
of the Nativity, it was the largest church in all Christendom, a
breathtaking brick structure panelled with marble. Construction had
begun over fifty years before and soon a huge cathedral appeared in
the centre of the city. It was now half finished, though a lack of
funds meant work had all but halted on the building. Nevertheless,
even half-built, it was still an awe-inspiring sight and a physical
representation of the wealth and power of Milan.

That wealth had
allowed the late Duke of Milan to raise an army of over eleven
thousand men, though its various defeats at the hands of the
Venetians had reduced its numbers considerably. So much so that at
the Battle of Caravaggio, Francesco Sforza had commanded only three
thousand soldiers. Like all Italian armies, it was organised around
so-called ‘lances’. Each lance, or lancia, was made up of a
fully armoured man-at-arms who fought on horseback, his squire, who
fought as a light horseman, and a page who in battle fought as a
foot soldier. But Milan also possessed a second army, one that had
become the personal bodyguard of the late Duke of Milan, which
never left the city as the duke descended into gluttony and
drunkenness in his final years. Commanded by the severe Roberto
Soncino, it comprised over three hundred lances, twelve hundred
foot soldiers, three hundred mounted crossbowmen, and the eager
young bucks of the galuppi – young probationers from the
leading families of Lombardy who wished to be members of what had
been the élite Ducal Household. They had proved their worth on the
field at Caravaggio and now every member of the galuppi was
to be promoted to man-at-arms in recognition of their bravery.

Soncino’s troops were
the best trained and most well-equipped soldiers in all Italy,
mounted on the finest horses money could buy. And with the addition
of the galuppi, they numbered three thousand men. There was,
in addition, the city militia commanded by the mayor, Carlo
Gonzaga, who in theory could summon all the able-bodied male
citizens of not only Milan but also the whole republic, to join the
army. But no mayor of Milan would summon all and sundry to the
city, not least because the influx of thousands would quickly eat
up the city’s food supplies. And Gonzaga, Soncino and other members
of Milan’s élite had no desire to place weapons into the hands of
what could soon become an unruly mob. Especially as Milan’s new
leader had a worrying propensity to use the mob to his own
advantage.

Giorgio Lampugnano was
a very wealthy man. A wine merchant whose vineyards covered a large
area of Lombardy’s Oltrepo Pavese region, he had been elected head
of Milan’s Merchants’ Guild during the rule of Filippo Maria
Visconti, where he had come to the attention of Enrico Rampini,
Archbishop of Milan, who was concerned about the future of the
duchy when the duked died. Having no male heir, the archbishop,
with the agreement of Pope Nicholas, had mooted the idea to
Lampugnano of Milan becoming a republic. Thus, with the support of
the church and the Merchants’ Guild, when Duke Filippo died the
Golden Ambrosian Republic was declared, to popular acclaim. Power
was placed in the hands of twenty-four of the city’s most powerful
and influential individuals, who became the Captains and Defenders
of the Liberty of Milan. And just as Giorgio Lampugnano headed the
Merchants’ Guild, so did he assume leadership of the Captains and
Defenders.

He lived in Milan’s
Merchant’s Square and the captains met in the Palazzo della
Ragione, the ‘Palace of Wisdom’, also located in the square.
Built two hundred years before, it was a large, rectangular
building with a loggia on the ground floor with seven arches. The
floor above was a single large room created to host the meetings of
the city’s municipal council, which in Medieval times numbered nine
hundred members. Also used as a courtroom, it was now wholly given
over to the business of the Captains and Defenders. There was also
a second floor that contained offices and archives.

Lampugnano swept into
the hall after the other Captains and Defenders had seated
themselves. Their number included the city’s mayor, Carlo Gonzaga,
who everyone knew had been enjoying carnal relations with the late
duke’s wife, Marie of Savoy. Both Lampugnano and Archbishop Rampini
would have liked to have banished the mayor from the city, just as
they had done with Duchess Marie, but Gonzaga was popular in the
city, not least because he kept its streets and many canals free of
rubbish, thus earning the gratitude of the masses that were always
the first to suffer from outbreaks of plague that often swept
through their cramped, unsanitary homes like wildfire.

The Captains and
Defenders were seated at tables organised in a hollow rectangle,
Lampugnano striding towards his place beside the archbishop, who
was dressed in his priestly robes complete with a white mitre.
Giorgio Lampugnano, in contrast, was dressed in simple garb
designed to make a statement. In Italian society, a man of means
was not considered properly dressed unless he was wearing at least
three layers of clothing: shirt and braies, doublet, and a gown or
its equivalent. But Lampugnano sauntered into the room without a
gown, thus identifying himself as a member of those who performed
manual labour. He wore a red silk doublet slashed on the sleeves
from the wrist to the elbow and fastened with yellow laces, and his
velvet, yellow hose indicated his great wealth.

Giorgio Lampugnano was
a short man with pale skin and sharp features. His receding,
thinning hair made him appear older than his forty years, but he
had not become one of the richest men in all Lombardy by being meek
and accommodating. He nodded to the archbishop, ignored the mayor
and stood at the table to face the others.

‘Gentlemen, henceforth
I will be the first citizen of the republic and will work
tirelessly for the welfare of Milan and its people.’

Applause greeted these
words; he held up a hand.

‘Following our great
victory over the Venetians at Caravaggio, and according to the
decision taken by this august body, I have sent an official letter
to Captain-General Francesco Sforza terminating his contract with
the republic.’

Approving nods greeted
his words. Sforza was the son-in-law of the late duke and believed
himself to be Visconti’s heir. But Francesco Sforza was the husband
of the illegitimate daughter of Filippo Maria Visconti and so his
claim to be the new duke was tenuous at best.

But more than that,
Milan had been at war for nearly ten years and all classes of the
duchy yearned for peace. For men such as Francesco Sforza war was a
lucrative trade, but for the civilian population of the lands in
which they plied their trade, their business brought nothing but
misery, death and destruction.

More applause followed
this declaration. Sforza may have just won a great victory, but he
was not a popular figure in Milan. He had been bound to the late
duke by ties of marriage and few mourned the death of Filippo Maria
Visconti. He had been a tyrant who had treated the city and the
duchy as his own personal fiefdom, with little regard for the rule
of law or the welfare of his subjects.

‘Furthermore, I have
informed Sforza he and his army are to quit Milanese lands
forthwith, especially his Swiss mercenaries.’

Cheers of ‘Hear,
hear,’ greeted these words and men stood and applauded Lampugnano
warmly. The Swiss soldiers in the pay of Sforza were despised by
the people of Milan, not least due to their plundering of the city
of Piacenza after they had captured it. They had also imposed heavy
taxes on its citizens during their rule, which outraged many
families in Milan, who had relatives in Piacenza.

‘General Soncino has
sent horsemen to garrison Piacenza,’ continued the ‘first citizen’,
‘to ensure the city will be permanently free of the Swiss.’

Lampugnano basked in
further applause for a short period before holding up two
hands.

‘Furthermore, I have
sent envoys to Brescia to open negotiations with the Venetians to
bring this ruinous war to an end.’

‘I pray these
entreaties to the Venetians bear fruit,’ said Rampini, who had
remained seated during the ‘first citizen’s’ speech. ‘The republic
needs peace, and time to recover.’

He kept secret the
fact he had written to Sigismondo Malatesta about the possibility
of Milan and the Wolf of Rimini forming an alliance against Sforza,
who after the Battle of Caravaggio had become the most powerful
figure in northern Italy. He was going to mention the matter to
Giorgio Lampugnano, but he saw for himself how the Captains and
Defenders were desirous for peace and decided discretion was the
better part of valour and kept the secret to himself. The Wolf of
Rimini, who had replied enthusiastically to the archbishop’s
proposal, might yet prove to be a useful ally.

‘Is it wise to make an
enemy of Francesco Sforza?’

Carlo Gonzaga was the
lone voice of dissent in the assembly. He was small and slender
like Lampugnano, though unlike the leader of the Captains and
Defenders he had a full head of black hair. From a rich and
powerful family that had ruled the city of Mantua for over a
hundred years, he had enjoyed amiable relations with the late duke.
He also harboured ambitions to rule Milan with his lover, Marie of
Savoy.

‘To dismiss the
general after saving Milan from the Venetians seems petty and
vindictive,’ stated the mayor.

‘Sforza desires to be
the new duke,’ came the icy reply from Lampugnano. ‘He has been
paid for his services, which are no longer required. The days of
the condottiere are over.’

Raised eyebrows
greeted this announcement. Mercenary leaders and mercenary armies
were employed by every republic and duchy in Italy.

‘From now on, only
Milanese citizens will fight for the republic,’ stated Lampugnano.
‘General Soncino’s troops are the finest in all Italy and they will
form a cadre around which we will build a citizen army.’

‘The Swiss will return
to Piacenza and we will have to evict them,’ said Gonzaga.

Lampugnano gave him a
triumphant smile.

‘General Soncino has
already sent troops to occupy the city, along with the town of
Melegnano where the money to pay Sforza for his services was sent
prior to the Battle of Caravaggio. The money was to pay him and his
soldiers until the end of the year, but as he has been dismissed,
it will be returned to the city treasury. All those in favour.’

Hands shot up in a
show of support for Lampugnano, the archbishop abstaining out of
respect for the neutrality of the church, though its support was
crucial if the Golden Ambrosian Republic was to survive and thrive.
However, as Archbishop Rampini had been instrumental in its
creation, following consultation with the Pope himself, Giorgio
Lampugnano knew he could rely on the support of the Catholic
Church, which gave him supreme authority both in Milan and outside
its walls.

*****

Francesco Sforza flew
into a rage when a courier arrived from Milan with a letter from
the Captains and Defenders of the Liberty of Milan thanking him for
his service and informing him those services were no longer
required. Furthermore, he was instructed to leave Milanese
territory forthwith, along with his soldiers. He summoned his
senior commanders, Sigmund Thyg, Henri Russell and Leon Muller to
his headquarters in the village of Fornovo San Giovanni. The
medical tents were no longer filled with the moans and screams of
men having limbs amputated and wounds stitched, though armourers
were still hammering metal on anvils to repair plate damaged in the
battle. The Milanese camp appeared empty without the soldiers and
cannon of the Ducal Household, though Sforza still commanded around
two and half thousand men. He was now wholly dependent on Henri
Russell’s artillery, however, since he had none of his own. With
Thyg’s thousand Swiss soldiers, the former captain-general of Milan
led an army of three and a half thousand men in total.

He threw the letter on
the table. It was late and outside the light was fading. Candles
flickering on a stand in the corner cast the room and its occupants
in a gloomy light, mirroring their mood. Sforza was pacing around
those seated at the table. Leon whispered to Thyg as he translated
the general’s words.

‘We have been
betrayed!’ he roared. ‘After defeating the Venetians, the new
rulers of Milan have dispensed with our services. We are now
unemployed.’

‘You were right,
Muller,’ said Thyg.

‘What will you do now,
general?’ asked Henri, the Frenchmen now realising he and his gun
crews were the only artillery available to Sforza and had informed
Thyg of this development.

‘You and Commander
Thyg will withdraw to the city of Piacenza for the winter and I
will return to my wife in Cremona. And in the spring, we will march
against Milan, defeat its army and restore the Duchy of Milan.’

‘To put a new duke in
place, I assume?’ asked Thyg through Leon. ‘I assume I am looking
at him?’

Sforza stopped pacing
and stared at Thyg, his eyes narrowing. He disliked the Swiss for
their sedition and ludicrous democratic principles. But they were
the best troops he had under his command and so he tolerated their
disrespectful utterances. He decided to be honest with their
commander.

‘You are.’

‘You will need more
men,’ replied Thyg.

‘I will.’

‘And we need to leave
this place as quickly as possible,’ suggested Thyg. ‘If the
Milanese are now your enemies, there is nothing to stop them
sending troops to tan your arse.’

The Italian officers
took exception to Thyg’s words, but Sforza knew the Swiss commander
was brutally correct in his assessment.

‘We leave in the
morning. Piacenza is only two days’ march from here.’

But the leader of the
Golden Ambrosian Republic had moved with a speed that would have
put the Swiss to shame, and unknown to Sforza, Piacenza was already
garrisoned by Milanese troops. He was informed of this unwelcome
development the next morning by his secretary, Bartolomeo
d’Alviano, who had been appointed governor of Piacenza by Sforza
but who had been evicted from his home by Roberto Soncino,
unceremoniously bundled into his carriage with a few possessions
and forced to leave Piacenza. What was worse, d’Alviano brought
news that Sforza’s personal baggage that had been stored in
Melegnano had also been seized by the Golden Ambrosian
Republic.

‘Why didn’t he bring
it with him?’ asked Rudy marching beside Leon.

‘Probably because he
believed it was perfectly safe,’ replied Leon.

‘Clearly the new
rulers of Milan distrust Sforza,’ remarked Wilhelm beside Leon.

‘If we are going to
attack Milan, why are we marching south instead of west?’ asked
Ulrich, towering over the other three.

A thousand Swiss
soldiers, their wagons and artillery were heading towards the town
of Melegnano, two day’s march from Caravaggio which had been
evacuated the day before. Sforza was determined to assault the town
to retrieve his baggage, which included a sizeable amount of money.
Lombardy in autumn was ideal campaigning weather. The heat of
summer was a memory, the rain and sleet had yet to arrive, the sun
was still bright and the forests were coloured yellow, deep gold
and a rich russet. And, mercifully, the dirt roads were still dry
so the wagons did not sink into muddy morasses. Many of those
wagons were full of captured Venetian weapons and armour, which the
Swiss had retrieved from the battlefield and had refused to
surrender to the new rulers of Milan.

The Swiss could cover
up to thirty miles a day if called upon to conduct a forced march.
But Leon and his companions were walking at the same pace as the
slowest wagon, so even in their armour and sallets, the march was
like a pleasant stroll in the autumn sun.

‘We are going to
assault the town of Melegnano,’ Leon told Ulrich. ‘The general
wants his baggage and money back, and whereas he does not have the
strength in soldiers or artillery to capture Milan, he believes
Melegnano will fall easily.’

Melegnano, only a few
miles southeast of Milan, had been a settlement for over a thousand
years. A walled town on the west bank of the River Lambro, its
rectangular-shaped castle was near the river to give the garrison
commanding views of the Lombard Plain. The approach of Sforza and
his Swiss allies soon prompted church bells to ring in alarm and
the countryside around the town to empty of its civilians. Leon and
his comrades marched through deserted villages, one of which, Rocca
Bivio, located to the north of the town, was commandeered by Sforza
to be his headquarters. While the army made camp around the
village, Sforza ordered Thyg, Leon and Henri Russell to accompany
him on a reconnaissance of the town. The ground around Melegnano
was flat and filled with fields, pastureland and orchards, a large
open area to the north of the town giving uninterrupted views of
the walls and many church spires within the Milanese
stronghold.

‘This is where I will
launch my assault from,’ said Sforza, sitting on his horse beside
the mounted Henri Russell.

Sigmund Thyg hated
riding and did not trust horses. He had always marched to war on
his feet and saw no reason to change that. Leon, who was an
accomplished horseman, stood beside the commander by the side of
Sforza’s black stallion, ready to act as translator once more.

‘Your artillery will
make a breach in the walls first, Henri,’ continued Sforza.

Henri removed his blue
hat and shook his head.

‘I have no bombard to
blast a hole in the walls, general. Most of my cannon are
serpentines, though admittedly I have a pair of larger
veuglaires that might be able to create a breach. And may I
also draw to your attention the expenditure of gunpowder required
to create a breach.’

Sforza frowned. ‘Your
cannon were largely idle during the recent battle, I believe.
Therefore, you should have enough gunpowder to batter down the
walls of Melegnano. The bombardment will commence tomorrow.’

Henri bowed his head.
‘As you wish, general.’

Leon was translating
the conversation in Italian and a listening Thyg was smiling and
rubbing his hands together.

‘Lovely. Once we are
in the town, we will relieve its citizens of all their valuables.
We were deprived of plunder at Lodi, but this time we will have our
day, Muller.’

Sforza looked down at
the happy Sigmund Thyg.

‘Captain Muller,
inform your commander that the Swiss will be deployed to the west
to guard against a relief attempt by the garrison of Milan. The
assault on Melegnano will be conducted by Italian soldiers
alone.’

Thyg’s smile
disappeared when he was informed of Sforza’s decision. He began
berating the general, Leon frantically translating the German
words.

‘We won that battle
for you, and now you expect us
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