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If you attack that invincible people [the Swiss], you cannot win over them... You will never escape... It will be turned into a tale of how a mighty prince was overcome by rustics.

Extract of a letter from King Matthias of Hungary to his ally Charles the Bold of Burgundy
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Those marked with a dagger † are known to history.

Swiss Mercenaries

Inge Aarberg: wife of Ugo Aarberg
Leon Muller: native of the city of Bern, Count of Thrace, Boyar of Craiova, Baron of Szeged and general of the mercenary army in Hungary
Rudy Berge: deputy commander, friend of Leon Muller
Ugo ‘Scarface’ Aarberg: Leon Muller’s deputy
Ulrich Tanner: commander, friend of Leon Muller
Wilhelm Faucigny: commander, friend of Leon Muller
Hungarians

†Elizabeth Hunyadi: widow of John Hunyadi
†George Rozgonyi: rebel baron
†Ladislaus Garai: rebel baron
†Matthias Hunyadi: youngest son of John Hunyadi
†Michael Szilagyi: Matthias Hunyadi’s uncle
†Nicholas of Ilok: rebel baron
Zoltan Wass: pirate
Italians

†Juan Carvajal: Catholic cardinal
Vito Solari: mercenary leader
Ottomans

Idris Avci: Mahmud Pasha’s deputy
Mahmud Pasha: grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire
†Mehmet: Sultan of the Ottoman Empire
Zaganos Pasha: former grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire
Other nationalities

†Dan Danesti: governor of Transylvania
†Demetrios Palaiologos: Roman prince
Ezra Mordecai: German Jew, paymaster in Leon Muller’s army
†Frederick, Duke of Austria: Holy Roman Emperor
†George Podebrady: regent of Bohemia
Gottfried of Swabia: German duke
Henri Russell: French master gunner in Leon Muller’s army
†Jan Jiskra: Hussite
Jean de Maingre: commander of the French mercenaries in Leon Muller’s army
Skanderbeg: commander of the Albanian mercenaries in Leon Muller’s army
†Vlad Dracula: Wallachian prince
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Prague 1457

It was cold in Bohemia in November. Very cold. As well as rain and sleet, towards the end of the month snow began to blanket the countryside, towns and cities in white. The kingdom’s capital, Prague, a city of cobblestone streets, towers, a magnificent stone bridge, churches and many homes and businesses, was over five hundred years old. Its strategic position at the crossroads of European trade had made it the site of regular markets that resulted in wealth flowing into the city. Furs from Russia, spices from the east and wheat from Poland were traded in the city’s Old Town Market Square. A huge cobblestone space, it was surrounded by shops and many fine houses. The markets stalls filling the square also traded in fish, meat, butter, cheese, bread, clothing, pottery and leather goods. It was the very image of a thriving city.

A symbol of the wealth that had built Prague was the striking astronomical clock mounted on the side of the Old Town Hall fronting the square. It featured a mechanism that showed a procession of the twelve apostles at every strike of the hour. It was unique in the whole of Christendom, evidence that Prague was not only a commercial hub but also a centre of religion, culture and learning. The original wooden fort, Vysehrad Castle, had long gone, to be replaced by a palatial stone residence. Around Vysehrad grew the Old Town, followed by the establishment of the Lesser Town, the two divided by the River Vltava that ran through the city. Prague’s prosperity allowed a second castle to be constructed on the hill that overlooked the Lesser Town. The castle was filled with vaulted halls and painted ceilings, a fitting venue for grand banquets and state occasions. Linking the Old Town and the Lesser Town and spanning the river was the Charles Bridge, a magnificent stone structure guarded at both ends by large towers.

As Prague benefitted from international trade, Bohemia as a whole prospered, not only because of commerce but also due to the discovery of silver deposits in the kingdom. Bohemia grew closer to the Holy Roman Empire and Habsburg Austria. Indeed, one of the kingdom’s rulers, Albert the Magnanimous, became Holy Roman Emperor. A member of the Habsburg dynasty, Albert was also Duke of Austria. Like many nobles and royals, he married the daughter of a king, in his case Elisabeth, the daughter of King Sigismund of Hungary, who himself became Holy Roman Emperor. In this way Bohemia became tied to the empire, Hungary and the Habsburgs. Their son was Ladislaus, the sickly child who became King of Hungary until Leon Muller forced him to flee his capital following the defeat of the royal army. Ladislaus fled back to Vienna where he had spent a large part of his youth. The emperor, Frederick, tired and bored of Hungarian affairs, insisted Ladislaus depart his capital and relocate to Prague. As the son and heir of Albert, Ladislaus was the legitimate ruler of the Kingdom of Bohemia. But the arrival of the sickly, ailing Ladislaus at Prague was symbolic of the visible decline of Bohemia itself.

Forty-two years before an ailing Ladislaus arrived in Prague, the Bohemian theologian and philosopher Jan Hus had been burnt at the stake for heresy by the Catholic Church. Burning heretics was a favourite pastime of the church and the death of a single heretic might have passed unnoticed were it not for the fact that Jan Hus had been extremely popular in Bohemia. His message that the Bible should be read in the common language, not Latin, and his belief the common people should be able to interpret the scriptures for themselves, was extremely popular. Hus supported giving all Christians full communion and railed against the fact that only priests were allowed to receive wine during the service.

Jan Hus condemned the immorality of the priesthood and preached raising ethical standards among the clergy, as well as erasing financial abuses in the church. He also condemned sexual immorality in the church, which struck a chord among villagers who had witnessed their sons and daughters being abused by priests with impunity. But it was his view that the Bible and scriptures took precedence over church leaders and councils, including the Pope, thus questioning the church’s authority, which made him an enemy of the papacy. Despite being given safe passage to attend a church council by King Sigismund of Hungary, Hus was arrested, tried and condemned as a heretic, being burnt at the stake in the German city of Konstanz. The people of Bohemia were outraged and rose up in rebellion against their Catholic nobles and King Sigismund, who was implicated in the execution of Jan Hus. In honour of their dead martyr, they called themselves Hussites and armed themselves with crude weapons and agricultural implements. They adopted the so-called ‘war wagon’ from which to fight their battles, allowing their better-armed and armoured opponents to attack squares of war wagons before launching devastating mounted counterattacks. Declared heretics by Pope Martin, the Hussites stunned the nobles of Christendom by winning a series of victories against the armies they commanded. Worse was to follow when the Hussites began raiding Germany itself, forcing the papacy and the kings and nobles of the Holy Roman Empire to recognise that the Hussites could not be destroyed by military force alone.

Within Bohemia itself, however, there was distrust between radical Hussite elements and the more moderate followers of Jan Hus. This sparked a civil war in which the moderates triumphed, the majority of the Bohemian people, who still regarded themselves as Catholics, realising they could not survive as an island of radicalism surrounded by a sea of Catholic powers endorsed and supported by the emperor and the papacy. The Hussites therefore accepted a compromise on church doctrine and recognised Albert the Magnanimous as their king.

Seventeen years of external and internal strife had damaged Bohemia’s economy, made worse by the exhaustion of the silver mines that had contributed to the kingdom’s wealth. There had also been physical damage as a result of battles. In Prague itself, Vysehrad Castle was in a state of disrepair since being ransacked by Hussite troops in the civil war. Prague Castle was deserted, being used for storage, the city authorities unable to afford its upkeep. Prague’s markets still functioned, but nearly a generation of incessant warfare had taken its toll. Therefore, the arrival of King Ladislaus had been met with indifference and as the weather deteriorated and winter tightened its grip, Prague’s citizens concerned themselves with their own survival rather than the fortunes of the son of the long-dead Albert and the serious teenager Ladislaus had brought with him from Vienna.

But there was one individual who was very interested in the boy king and his prisoner.
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‘His majesty is with the angels.’

Father Gunther Kniep crossed himself and then brought his hands together as if to pray. The corpulent, balding priest had been the personal cleric of Count Ulric of Celje before Hungary’s captain-general had been killed at Belgrade by Laszlo Hunyadi. Thereafter, Kniep had become the personal priest and confessor of King Ladislaus, travelling with him from Buda to Vienna and on to Prague in the aftermath of the defeat of the king’s army at the hands of Leon Muller.

‘I will pray for his soul, father,’ said the man whose soldiers had once plundered the castle.

The king should have spent the last weeks of his life in Prague’s impressive castle, but the structure was cold, damp and in need of repair following the Hussite civil war less than ten years earlier. George Podebrady stood before Kniep, both wrapped in cloaks despite being inside the so-called Royal Court, which was a draughty, two-storey building to the rear of the Old Town Hall. The upper storey housed bedrooms and studies; a main hall and offices filling the ground floor. The building was drab, austere and never warm, entirely befitting its role as the centre of Hussite power.

‘Will Hungary want the body back?’ asked George Podebrady.

Younger than the portly Kniep, Bohemia’s regent was from a noble family who followed the teachings of Jan Hus, but who had always believed acceptance of the Catholic Church was preferable to endless war. His skills as a negotiator and his moderate views won him the support of nobles and commoners alike in Bohemia. During the civil war, he crushed the radical Hussites and a grateful Bohemian parliament, the diet, had appointed him regent. A stout individual with a thick neck, long brown hair and a huge moustache, he had received the arrival of Ladislaus with little enthusiasm, knowing that the king’s presence diluted his own power.

‘The king was the ruler of Bohemia as well as Hungary, lord,’ replied Kniep. ‘He should be laid to rest in this city.’

‘Wicked tongues will say I had a hand in his death,’ moaned Podebrady.

‘Any reasonable individual will know the king was seriously ill long before he came to this city, lord.’

Even before he had worn the crown of Hungary, Ladislaus had suffered from nosebleeds, infections and a general lethargy. After his arrival at Prague, the young king’s condition had worsened. He suffered from fevers and sweating; purple rashes appeared on his skin and he often slipped into delirium. Prayers and a steady stream of physicians failed to reverse the king’s decline and on a cold, grey November morning, flecks of snow in the air, Ladislaus died. He was seventeen years old.

Podebrady eyed Kniep. ‘You will report this to the church?’

‘To the church and to the emperor, lord,’ nodded the priest. ‘There was no foul play in the king’s demise.’

‘That’s one problem solved,’ said a relieved Podebrady.

The day of the funeral for the late king was bright and cold. The sky was a violent blue and free of clouds, the sun shining down to illuminate the cathedral of Saint Vitus in all its glory. Its foundation stone had been laid over a hundred years before and, though it was yet to be completed, it already towered over the city. Characterised by pointed arches, ribbed vaults, flying buttresses and stained glass windows, it had a long nave and a chancel adorned with frescoes, holy images also decorating the dome above the chancel. It appeared that all the city’s forty thousand inhabitants had turned out to bid the king they had never seen a fond farewell, lining the streets and cramming into the third courtyard of Prague Castle where the cathedral was located. Normally, the common folk were denied entry into the castle, which was now a glorified storeroom and a functioning prison, but today they were allowed to gather outside the cathedral. Though not in its interior.

The important attendees at the funeral comprised senior military and civilian Hussites, members of Bohemia’s nobility and the city’s wealthiest merchants. The cathedral choir sang hymns and the archbishop gave a long and flowery valediction for an individual he had met only a handful of times. But Prague was burying its king, and so everyone wore dour expressions and prayed earnestly for the soul of Ladislaus. Podebrady was at the front of the well-dressed congregation, everyone wrapped in thick doublets and fur-lined cloaks. It may have been bright and dry, but a keen wind was blowing through the unfinished cathedral to chill all those inside. Bohemia’s regent looked at the tall, serious-looking young man who had arrived at Prague as the prisoner of King Ladislaus. The monarch had dragged Matthias Hunyadi from Buda after imprisoning him and executing his older brother Laszlo. Determined to put Matthias on trial for treason, the king’s rapid decline meant John Hunyadi’s surviving son languished under house arrest in the same building where Ladislaus resided. When the king died, all thoughts of putting Matthias on trial disappeared. One problem had been solved but another took its place: what to do with Matthias Hunyadi?

Gunther Kniep still wanted a trial to take place, but the priest no longer had any power in Prague. Indeed, he no longer had a position, though no one would suspect he was now without employment by looking at him. Being the personal priest of a senior Habsburg and then a king had given Kniep a taste for high living and he had no intention of becoming a poor cleric. He dressed like an aristocrat in a vestment of voided velvet, an alb of white silk and red leather shoes. His ample frame was encased in a bright blue gown and a hood lined with white fur. A large pectoral gold cross hung around his neck, an ornament he was not actually entitled to wear. He kept glancing at Matthias Hunyadi, no doubt working out a strategy for bringing the young man to trial. The fate of the son of John Hunyadi was also uppermost in George Podebrady’s mind, though his plan did not involve meting out any justice.

The next day, George invited Matthias Hunyadi to his office on the ground floor of the grandly titled Royal Court. Since his arrived in Prague, the young Hunyadi had been allowed to leave the building and wander around the city, albeit with an armed escort. King Ladislaus had wanted his prisoner to be confined to a prison cell, but as his health failed the monarch forgot about Matthias Hunyadi. Even Gunther Kniep stopped visiting the young man’s bedroom to torment him with promises of a trial and summary execution. Prague’s parliament had no opinion when it came to the presence of a member of the Hunyadi family in their country, though with the death of the king, few saw any reason why Bohemia should extend any more hospitality to the Hungarian. George Podebrady was of the same opinion.

He stood when Matthias was shown into his office, a rather austere room with peeling paint on the walls and a small fire burning in the stone hearth near Podebrady’s desk. He left the desk to walk to a chair near the wall stacked with papers, removing the sheets and moving the chair to the front of his desk.

‘Please be seated,’ he smiled at an unimpressed Matthias.

The young Hunyadi sat down and the guard who had shown him in withdrew to leave the two alone. Matthias had been searched for weapons but the young man had shown no inclination for violence or hostility towards his hosts. Indeed, he gone out of his way to be civil, often enquiring about Bohemia’s customs and culture. There was a knock on the door and a servant entered with a tray holding goblets of mulled wine. Podebrady was served first, followed by Matthias, who was wearing a thick doublet and woollen hose to battle the cold.

‘Another cool day,’ remarked Podebrady, sipping at the warmed wine.

‘How can I help you, regent?’ asked Matthias.

‘To the point, I like it,’ said Podebrady. ‘The death of King Ladislaus means Hungary currently has no king, and as far as I know, no heir apparent to wear the kingdom’s crown.’

‘Ladislaus had no children.’ Matthias nodded.

‘You are aware of the current situation in Hungary?’ probed Podebrady.

‘Both Buda and Szeged are held by allies of my family,’ answered Matthias, ‘though I have no information regarding whether my mother or uncle are still alive.’

Podebrady drank some wine. ‘Allow me to bring you up to date. Hunyadi Castle was assaulted by the armies of a Hussite mercenary called Jan Jiskra and Wallachia’s king, Vlad Dracula.’

Matthias, usually composed and aloof, went ashen, but George Podebrady smiled.

‘By a strange quirk of fate, both armies fought each other in front of Hunyadi Castle and afterwards both withdrew, leaving the castle unmolested and your mother and uncle firmly in control of eastern Hungary.’

A hint of a smile creased Matthias’ lips.

‘God smiles on Hungary, lord,’ said the teenager.

Podebrady drained his goblet. ‘I will come straight to the point. Hungary has no king, Bohemia has no king. Your family and its allies now control almost all of Hungary, which leads me to the conclusion you are the heir apparent to the throne. Your late father was regent and it is only a few short steps from regent to king.’

Matthias sipped at his wine. ‘King Ladislaus was a Habsburg, the emperor is a Habsburg. I am not a Habsburg, regent, which is a major impediment to my becoming king of Hungary.’

‘The emperor will look kindly on your claim to the throne,’ said Podebrady, ‘because I intend to link your accession to Hungary’s throne with an offer of friendship to the emperor. It is twenty years since Bohemia reached an agreement with the papacy, and in these uncertain times, with the Ottomans hovering over Christendom like a plague of locusts, the emperor needs all the friends he can get.’

‘What do you want from Hungary?’ asked Matthias.

This boy is very perceptive, mused Podebrady.

‘A treaty of mutual friendship and support,’ replied the regent. ‘If I help you become king of Hungary, I expect Hungary to be Bohemia’s ally.’

‘That would be acceptable,’ said Matthias, ‘though Hungary would not take part in any wars of aggression against other Christian states.’

Podebrady drained his goblet. ‘Aggression?’

‘It is well known that Hussite armies raided Germany during the Holy Roman Empire’s wars against Bohemia, regent.’

‘War is war, young Hunyadi. I make no apologies for Bohemia defending its interests and people.’

‘Then let me speak more plainly, regent,’ said Matthias. ‘If I become king, I will not lend you any support to settle old scores with the Holy Roman Emperor.’

Podebrady brought his hands together. ‘You have no fear on that score, young man, because the emperor and I will become like brothers when I am crowned king.’

The declaration took Matthias by surprise. ‘You will become Bohemia’s king?’

‘Naturally. As I said, it is but a short journey from regent to king. We are agreed, then? I will lobby the emperor for you to be king, and Hungary will be an ally of Bohemia.’

‘You make it sound so simple, regent,’ said Matthias.

‘That is because it is, young Hunyadi,’ smiled the regent. ‘The empire needs a strong Hungary to prevent Ottoman troops flooding over the Danube to threaten Austria. And Bohemia needs to be readmitted to the family of Christian nations to aid its prosperity.’

For Matthias Hunyadi, it was an amazing reversal of fortunes. He had seen his brother beheaded, had been threatened with trial and certain conviction, which would have resulted in his own execution, only for him to be whisked out of Buda by a king determined to have his vengeance on the Hunyadi family even as his kingdom and power were falling apart. And now, weeks later, he was sitting in the rather draughty office of Bohemia’s regent discussing his accession to the Hungarian throne.

‘You will go to Vienna to present your proposals to the emperor, regent?’ enquired Matthias.

Podebrady was horrified. ‘Me? Go to Vienna? The lair of the Habsburgs? I think not. I will send another to negotiate with the emperor.’

‘Who will that be?’

The regent smiled. ‘Have no fear, young man, the ideal candidate is here, in Prague.’

*****
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It was cold but sunny as George Podebrady stood in the centre of the Charles Bridge, around him civilians criss-crossing the stone edifice between the Old Town and the Lesser Town. A third of a mile in length, the bridge’s first stone had been laid a hundred years earlier. It had taken forty-five years to finish the project, with its sixteen stone arches spanning the River Vltava. Hundreds of people used the bridge every day, each of them paying a toll to the authorities for the privilege of doing so. The only stone bridge across the Vltava, there were towers at each end of the structure to guard against enemies. The tower on the Old Town side had been built when the construction of the Charles Bridge began. At the other end of the bridge, the Mala Strana Tower was a relatively new addition, while the neighbouring, smaller Judith Tower, the two linked by an arch, had been built nearly three hundred years before. The Judith Tower had once stood at the end of the bridge of the same name, which had collapsed after severe flooding.

Podebrady closed his eyes and inhaled the cold air. He heard horses’ hooves clattering on the cobblestones and opened his eyes to see a white carriage approaching, pulled by two horses. It trundled to a halt and one of the drivers jumped down from his seat and opened the vehicle’s door. He spoke a few words that Podebrady could not hear, and moments later the corpulent figure of Father Gunther Kniep alighted from the carriage. The priest was unhappy, wrapping his thick blue cloak around him as he left the vehicle. He spotted Podebrady and ambled over to the regent, muttering under his breath, which misted in the cold air.

‘A bracing day, father,’ smiled Podebrady.

‘I assume there is a valid reason for summoning me here?’ sniffed Kniep.

Podebrady turned away from the fat priest to admire the bridge.

‘Do you know what a palindrome is, father?’

Kniep rolled his eyes. ‘A word or sequence that reads the same backwards or forwards.’

Podebrady made a sweep with his right arm. ‘Did you know that the man who built this bridge, King Charles, who later became Holy Roman Emperor, was a superstitious man?’

Kniep could barely conceal his indifference. ‘I did not.’

‘He commissioned different astrologers and numerologists to determine the exact date on which to start building this bridge so it would not suffer the same fate as the Judith Bridge, which collapsed into the Vltava after severe flooding.’

‘This is all very interesting, regent, but...’

Podebrady raised a finger to the shivering priest to silence him. ‘And because of their advice, the first block of Bohemian sandstone was laid in thirteen hundred and fifty-seven, on the ninth day of the seventh month at five thirty-one in the afternoon. So, one, three, five, seven, nine, seven, five, three, one. A numerical palindrome.’

‘You are to be congratulated on your knowledge of Prague’s architectural history, regent,’ said Kniep with barely concealed disdain.

Podebrady, himself well wrapped in a thick, fur-lined cloak, noted the dismissive tone but continued to smile.

‘I like to think of myself as a sort of bridge, father, a vehicle to span the divide between the empire and Bohemia and to bring the two together.’

Kniep wondered if the cold had addled the regent’s mind.

‘I have decided to release Matthias Hunyadi,’ stated Podebrady.

Kniep was stunned. ‘What?’

‘Ladislaus is dead, father, and will soon be forgotten. And with him dies his line. However, the son of the late Regent Hunyadi still lives and he should be the one to wear Hungary’s crown.’

‘Matthias Hunyadi is a traitor,’ hissed Kniep through gritted teeth.

‘Is he, father? His only crime is guilt by association, which is a tenuous charge, I have to say, and he has never been put on trial. And never will be. The fact is, I have reached an agreement with Matthias Hunyadi for the future security of both Bohemia and Hungary.’

Kniep was seething but managed to keep his temper in check. ‘May I enquire as to the nature of this agreement, regent?’

‘I will release Matthias Hunyadi so he may travel back to Hungary to be crowned king,’ explained Podebrady. ‘Seeing as his family and their Swiss mercenary ally control the vast majority of the kingdom, I do not anticipate any problems. I will become king of Bohemia and both kingdoms will pledge allegiance to each other to strengthen the bulwarks against the godless Ottomans. And you, good father, will travel to Vienna to solicit the endorsement of the emperor for all that I have told you.’

‘The emperor will never agree to such a scheme,’ sneered Kniep.

‘Why not?’ asked the regent. ‘Would he rather not have Bohemia as an ally than an enemy? We both know Bohemia will never be conquered by military means. Just as the papacy has accepted reality, so must the emperor.’

Kniep bristled at his words. ‘The emperor is the leader of all Christendom.’

‘And as such, when I am crowned king, I am prepared to pledge my allegiance to him,’ Podebrady shot back. ‘Is he going to waste money and soldiers trying to subjugate Bohemia and Hungary, rather than accept reality, father?’

‘The emperor will not abandon the supporters of the late King Ladislaus in Hungary,’ stated Kniep, ‘supporters who include a fellow Habsburg.’

‘Matthias Hunyadi will issue an amnesty to all those currently bearing arms against his family,’ Podebrady retorted, ‘thus bringing the civil war in Hungary to an end.’

‘The insurrection,’ Kniep corrected him.

‘Insurrection, civil war, it makes no difference,’ insisted the regent. ‘It all boils down to whether the emperor wants Bohemia and Hungary as his allies, both united, strong and ready to face the Ottoman threat.’

‘I am a lowly priest, regent, and have no influence over the emperor.’

Podebrady raised an eyebrow at Kniep’s declaration. This priest who was used to fine living and dressing in silk and velvet was being disingenuous. His pectoral cross alone was worth a small fortune.

‘But you too are a Habsburg,’ said the regent, ‘which will earn you an audience with the emperor at the very least. Besides, now Ladislaus is dead there is nothing to keep you in Prague.’

‘Very well, regent, I will travel to Vienna to seek an audience with the emperor.’

Podebrady turned away from the priest to stare at the cold waters below.

‘One more thing, father. To expedite the smooth transition from regency to monarchy in Bohemia, I will require funds to convince influential members of the diet to elect me as their king.’

The diet was composed of senior Hussites and noblemen. It had elected George Podebrady regent six years earlier, but there was no guarantee the assembly would vote to re-establish the Bohemian monarchy.

‘You mean bribes,’ said Kniep.

‘Merely money to speed up the inevitable,’ shrugged the regent.

‘How much do you require from the imperial treasury, regent?’

‘Sixty thousand gold florins should secure my accession to the throne,’ answered Podebrady. ‘If you leave immediately, father, you will be in Vienna to celebrate the birth of Christ.’

Gunther Kniep would be glad to be away from the Hussites and their leader. He disliked their heretical views, the lack of respect they had shown the late King Ladislaus, and their arrogance in thinking they could never be subdued by military force. But the regent was right about one thing; there was no reason for him to loiter in Prague.

‘I will convey your wishes to the emperor, regent.’

He gave Podebrady a curt nod of the head, turned and walked back to his carriage.

*****
[image: ]


Two hundred miles separated Prague from Vienna and whereas the Viennese were glad there was a substantial distance between the Austrian capital and the centre of Hussite heresy, for Father Gunther Kniep his journey over bone-hard, frozen roads was akin to a form of torture. The cleric travelled a maximum of ten miles a day, staying overnight in the homes of senior churchmen when his carriage stopped in towns. He was warmly received, which contrasted sharply with the freezing conditions he endured while sitting in his carriage during daylight hours, cursing Regent Podebrady but also looking forward to reaching Vienna and civilisation.

It took Kniep twenty days to reach the Austrian city, which was covered with snow, ice already appearing on the River Danube to indicate the land was already in the grip of a severe winter. His face pinched with cold, his hands numb despite being wrapped in furs and gloves, Gunther Kniep travelled straight to the Hofburg Palace to report to the emperor. The seat of Habsburg power for over a hundred years, it was called the ‘Castle of the Court’ and had originally been planned to be the seat of the Dukes of Austria. It was now an imperial court but was still a stronghold, integral to the defences of the city. At its heart was the so-called Old Fort, the Alte Burg, a formidable stone keep with four towers topped with high gabled roofs and finials.

Gunther Kniep had been a frequent visitor to the Hofburg during his time as the personal priest of Count Ulrich of Celje. The palace steward welcomed the frozen priest to the palace and ordered warm food and drink to be served to Kniep in his room that was, mercifully, warmed by a raging fire. Once feeling had returned to his fingers, the priest wrote a letter to Emperor Frederick explaining why he had travelled to Vienna and giving a detailed summary of Regent Podebrady’s proposals.

The next day, Kniep was summoned to the Royal Hall to be questioned further by the emperor. Fortunately, Holy Roman Emperor Frederick shared Kniep’s aversion to the cold and so fires roared in the chamber’s huge stone hearths where the corpulent emperor sat on his gilded throne. Habsburg banners showing a rampant red lion with a blue tongue and claws on a yellow background hung from the ceiling, the coat of arms also stitched on the liveries of servants who stood by the walls and beside the carpet-covered dais. Standing beside the emperor, like a raven who perches on the shoulders of a scarecrow, was Cardinal Enea Silvio Piccolomini, the emperor’s personal priest, adviser and senior diplomat. An Italian by birth, he had arranged the marriage of Frederick to the younger Princess Eleanor of Portugal. Neither man had been blessed with good looks and together they resembled the gargoyles that decorated the outside of Christian churches.

Kniep was escorted to the dais and bowed to the emperor, also giving a nod to the cardinal.

‘Welcome back to Austria, father,’ said the emperor. ‘I trust your stay in the nest of Hussite vipers was not too traumatic.’

‘The Hussites were not unwelcoming, highness,’ replied Kniep.

‘And now they desire peace and friendship,’ said Frederick. ‘And a king to rule over them, no less.’

‘Some might say you are a worker of miracles, Father Kniep, to bring back such wondrous news,’ said the cardinal.

Frederick chuckled. ‘I can only assume the Hussites are destitute. Why else would the regent expect me to furnish him with sixty thousand gold florins to pay for bribes so that he may become king?’

‘It is true that Prague is still showing evidence of civil strife, highness,’ agreed Kniep, ‘despite said conflict having ended over twenty years ago. Both its castles are in a state of disrepair and the cathedral has yet to be finished.’

Frederick turned to Piccolomini. ‘You have met this George Podebrady, Enea. Do you think he is genuine in his desire to become part of the civilised world?’

‘He is ambitious and vain,’ answered the cardinal, ‘but he has managed to curtail the most extreme aspects of Hussite heresy. Of course, it would be best if the Hussites could be eradicated altogether. They are, and will always be, heretics.’

‘To consign them to the purifying fires, Enea?’ chuckled Frederick. ‘We tried that once and it did not end well. Well, Father Kniep, you can inform Regent Podebrady the empire does not exist to support his political ambitions. We will not be paying a fortune to the Hussites; we too have to be careful when it comes to wasting money.’

Kniep stared at the emperor’s rich apparel. On his head was the imperial tiara decorated with pearls and precious stones, his ample frame wrapped in a gold brocade robe, over which he wore a cape decorated with intricate floral motifs. His velvet hose was complimented by a pair of gold shoes to complete the display of opulence.

‘The regent will not release Matthias Hunyadi without the money being paid, highness,’ said Kniep. ‘But he will not harm the young man, for he has promised to make him king of Hungary.’

‘Then let the Hungarians pay the Hussite,’ advised Frederick dismissively.

‘Are we now supporting the election of Matthias Hunyadi as Hungary’s king, highness?’ enquired a surprised Piccolomini.

‘If they become kings, highness, both have promised to pledge allegiance to you and the empire,’ stated Kniep.

‘Words are cheap, father,’ retorted Frederick. ‘However, I am eager for the current strife ravaging Hungary to be ended, and though Cardinal Piccolomini and the papacy would rather see every Hussite burnt at the stake, I believe diplomacy may subdue the Bohemian heretics more effectively than war and excommunication. What say you, Enea?’

The austere cardinal screwed up his face. ‘As the representative of His Holiness Pope Callixtus, I cannot condone welcoming the Hussites into the family of Christian kingdoms. But as a Christian I too desire peace and if the people of Hungary do not object to Matthias Hunyadi becoming their king, then the Holy Church will not oppose such a development.’

Frederick turned one of the gold rings on his fingers. ‘Well, John Hunyadi was Hungarian regent for many years, his son Laszlo paid with his life for the murder of Count Ulrich, which appeased Habsburg outrage, and Matthias Hunyadi has committed no crime against the church or empire, as far as I know.’

He looked at Piccolomini who shook his head.

‘Well, then, the empire has no objection to Matthias Hunyadi becoming king of Hungary, subject to certain conditions,’ said Frederick. ‘But he can expect no monies from the imperial treasury to free him from Hussite captivity.’

The cardinal leant down to whisper into the emperor’s ear.

‘Ah, yes,’ said Frederick. ‘If he becomes king, Hunyadi will have to muzzle that Swiss demon who has ended so many Habsburg lives.’

‘Leon Muller,’ said Father Kniep.

‘That’s him,’ sneered Frederick. ‘The boy king must swear never to unleash his heathen mercenaries beyond Hungary’s borders.’

Again the cardinal whispered into the emperor’s ear.

‘Mm, quite right, Enea,’ agreed Frederick. ‘The Swiss devil may of course cross the Danube to fight the infidels, and hopefully meet a martyr’s death just like the late, godly John of Capistrano. But nowhere else.’

‘I detest Leon Muller as much as you and every right-thinking Christian, highness,’ said Gunther Kniep. ‘But I am assured Matthias will issue an immediate amnesty to those currently in arms against him when he wins the throne, thus ending the civil war.’

‘You are talking about the barons who were loyal to the late King Ladislaus and their ally, Duke Gottfried of Swabia,’ said Piccolomini.

‘Yes, their titles, lands and lives must be preserved above all else,’ stated Frederick firmly. ‘That is a condition of imperial support for the election of Matthias Hunyadi to Hungary’s throne.’

‘Though it is all academic if Regent Podebrady does not receive his sixty thousand gold florins,’ said the cardinal.

‘In the meantime, Father Kniep,’ smiled Frederick, ‘avail yourself of our hospitality and wash the stench of heresy from your soul.’

‘You will not have to return to Prague,’ said Cardinal Piccolomini.

‘Praise the lord for that, your eminence,’ proclaimed Kniep.

Frederick turned to his adviser. ‘Enea, the Pope’s ambassador – I forget his name...’

‘Cardinal Juan Carvajal, highness,’ said Piccolomini. ‘He remained at Buda when the city fell to the Hungarian rebels. We are in constant communication.’

‘Indeed,’ reflected Frederick. ‘Then he is perfectly placed to negotiate with the Hunyadis to ensure the barons and Duke Gottfried are not harmed during the transition of power. What does he report from Buda?’

‘That the city is well administered and trade has returned to the Danube, highness,’ stated the cardinal. ‘In truth, and it pains me to say so, but Leon Muller is by all accounts a firm yet fair ruler of the city.’

‘That may be,’ sniffed Frederick, ‘but the sooner there is a Christian king ruling the city and kingdom, the better. The sooner the regent of Bohemia receives his bribe money, the better. A Swiss heathen in charge of a Christian capital? It will not do, not at all.’

*****
[image: ]


That Swiss heathen was a very happy man. As cold enveloped Hungary, the peasants who worked the land began their feverish preparations for the coming winter. Old livestock and swine were slaughtered and salted to supply meat, although it was invariably a meagre supply, for the winter. Nothing was wasted by those who viewed the coldest seasons of the year with trepidation and even fear. Ox-hide was cured for leather and blood was used for puddings. Wood was collected to be stored as firewood, though, as in the Swiss cantons, there were strict rules regarding what could be collected. Commoners were forbidden to collect anything but dead wood, for example, though in more remote areas the rules were often flouted, notwithstanding the severe punishments meted out to those convicted of disobeying those rules.

In the towns and cities, the cellars of private homes were used to store vegetables and fruits, and just as food was preserved in the countryside, salting, smoking, drying and pickling was common in urban areas. In towns and cities, the authorities also stored grains in large granaries, which could be used to reduce the threat of starvation during severe or prolonged winters. Fortunately for Buda and Szeged and the other towns and villages under the control of the Baron of Szeged, the harvest had been good and everyone could look forward to at least surviving the winter.

Leon Muller was at the apogee of his power and influence. The year that was nearing its end had been his most successful to date. He had not only defeated the army of King Ladislaus on two separate occasions, but after the second triumph he had taken possession of Hungary’s capital, Buda, following the flight of the king and the subsequent surrender of the city to Leon by Nicholas of Ilok. Leon now ruled a huge swathe of territory from the River Danube in the south, north to Szeged and on to Buda. Hundreds of square miles of prime agricultural land was under the control of the Swiss mercenary, while in the east, Elizabeth Hunyadi controlled all the lands around Hunyadi Castle and her brother, Michael Szilagyi, held the city of Belgrade on the southern side of the Danube. The king and his supporters had been confined to the north of Hungary, their army demoralised and defeated. And though Transylvania had been lost to the Hunyadi family and there was a Hussite army somewhere in the area between southern Slovakia and northern Hungary, Elizabeth Hunyadi along with her family and allies controlled the vast majority of the kingdom. For Leon, it was a matter of immense, personal, pride that he had raised and led an army that was now reckoned one of the finest in all eastern Europe. An army, what’s more, filled with professional soldiers. A standing army composed of many veteran soldiers whose profession was war, who existed solely to defeat their enemies on the battlefield.

‘You will run out of money in a year.’

Ezra Mordecai was well wrapped against the cold in a thick black doublet and black hat. His pale face and black eyes gave him the appearance of an apparition, in this case the angel of doom.

Leon laughed. ‘I commend you on your humour, Ezra. It cheers me to know you have a lighter side to your character.’

Ezra frowned at his friend. ‘I am not making light, Leon. The expenditure required to fund the army and its civilian staff and dependents is simply unsustainable.’

Now Leon frowned. ‘We control the kingdom’s capital, the city of Szeged and all the towns and villages in between, Ezra. All those settlements pay taxes to the royal treasury, which happily is in this city.’

Ezra shuffled some papers on his desk and pulled two aside. A fire crackled in the hearth behind him, which kept the treasurer warm but not Leon. Buda’s stronghold was a sturdy stone structure occupying the limestone plateau adjacent to the River Danube. Called the Castle Quarter, it contained the original castle and what was called the Fresh Palace containing royal apartments. Around the stronghold and enclosed within the Castle Quarter’s walls were the homes of the wealthy and nobles, plus several churches and a monastery. Ezra had travelled from Szeged to take up his position of Leon’s treasurer in the palace, his sizeable office having a large window giving views of the city of Buda and the Danube below. Unfortunately, being on a hill meant the Castle Quarter was plagued by bitter winds in winter, which chilled rooms and corridors.

Ezra, well-wrapped and warmed by the fire, leaned back in his chair.

‘You are correct, but allow me to explain the situation you find yourself in.’

As he began reading from the sheet of paper before him, Leon glanced at the Hebrew bible on one of the book shelves that covered one wall of the office, all filled with books and papers.

‘Would you like to read it?’ enquired Ezra. ‘It is filled with drawings on parchment to complement the word of God. It won’t corrupt you.’

‘What?’ Leon smiled. ‘Truth to tell, I do not put much stock by religion.’

Ezra raised an eyebrow. ‘Some have been burnt at the stake for saying less.’

‘Fortunately, I am master of half of Hungary with an army at my command, so being put on trial in an ecclesiastical court is not high on my list of priorities.’

Ezra grinned. ‘What was the charge against you that Duke Gottfried dreamed up? Witchcraft, I believe.’

Leon shook his head. ‘What was God thinking of when he made Gottfried of Swabia?’

‘Perhaps He was thinking of ways to torture Leon Muller,’ suggested Ezra, ‘which unfortunately is now my role.’

He stared at the paper in front of him. ‘As I said, we will run out of money in a year, perhaps less, unless you can find new sources of funding.’

‘Surely your figures are wrong,’ said Leon.

Ezra was mortified. ‘I can assure you my figures are accurate and up to date. However, to dispel your scepticism, here are the sobering figures relating to the upkeep of your army laid bare.’

He turned the paper towards Leon.

‘In Italy, your soldiers were paid two florins a month, and for the purpose of making things easier, I have continued to calculate pay for the army in florins, notwithstanding we left Italy six years ago.’

‘Has it been so long?’ reflected Leon wistfully. ‘It seems like yesterday.’

‘If only it were yesterday,’ said Ezra. ‘Then we would have recourse to our deposits in the Medici Bank. Well, to the here and now. You currently have seven thousand, nine hundred professional soldiers under your command. This equates to a salary bill of fifteen thousand, eight hundred florins a month, or one hundred and eighty-nine thousand, six hundred florins a year.’

Leon was concentrating but finding it difficult to put the figure in perspective.

‘Or, as there are four florins to a gold ducat,’ said Ezra, ‘the yearly sum equates to forty-seven thousand, four hundred gold ducats.’

‘The sultan paid us fifty thousand gold ducats for the return of his artillery. That sum added to the regular income from taxes and dues—’

‘Is inadequate to support the army,’ interrupted Ezra. ‘As you said yourself, the sultan’s gold was for the equipping and arming of the Eagles, and to pay the salaries of its two thousand men for two years. But by then the rest of the army will have dwindled alarmingly.’

Leon was far from amused. ‘This is ridiculous. I control this city and Szeged, Hungary’s second city. The taxes from those two places alone must surely meet the annual financial needs of the army!’

‘Sadly not, my friend,’ lamented Ezra. ‘Indeed, your own skill as a diplomat and fair-minded individual is constantly working against your own interests. For example, you continue to give generous donations to the Christian church.’

‘Which will continue,’ stated Leon firmly. ‘The church exercises huge influence in this kingdom and all others in Christendom. The prelates of Buda and Szeged have only to order their priests to preach a message of hostility towards the army from their pulpits and we will face possible insurrection. A few donations is a price well worth paying for stifling dissent.’

‘So that leaves taxes and dues,’ said Ezra. ‘I would advise raising both, and quickly, to keep the army fully funded.’

‘I will not do that, either,’ replied Leon. ‘We have occupied Szeged for two years and now garrison Buda, and in both places there have been no riots, no armed uprisings against us and no queues of aggrieved Hungarian merchants or nobles complaining about crippling taxes.’

Ezra picked up another sheet of paper and began reading from it.

‘It is not only wages. There are also financial outlays for armour, weapons, gunpowder, clothing, footwear, saddlery and on and on.’

He looked directly at Leon. ‘That fact is, the area you control cannot support a standing army numbering nearly eight thousand men.’

‘As my treasurer, what measures do you propose to address this threat to the army’s existence?’ asked Leon.

‘Take service with Sultan Mehmet. He seems to have recourse to unlimited funds,’ suggested Ezra.

‘I was being serious,’ said Leon.

‘So was I,’ retorted Ezra.

‘That will not happen,’ snapped Leon.

‘Then I suggest you discover another source of income, Leon, and quickly. If we are having the same conversation this time next year, your army will have halved in number.’

There was a knock at the door and both turned to see a guard enter. He saluted Leon.

‘The priest wants to speak with you as a matter of urgency, Outcast.’

Leon nodded. ‘I will be with him shortly.’

The guard saluted for a second time and left the office.

‘He doesn’t like me,’ grumbled Ezra.

‘Who, the guard?’

Ezra frowned. ‘No, the priest.’

The priest in question was the Spaniard Cardinal Juan Carvajal, papal ambassador and an individual close to Pope Callixtus himself. He had been instrumental in negotiating the surrender of Buda after Ulrich’s Eagles had captured the lower city and Leon had destroyed the emperor’s reinforcements near the town of Komarno. To Leon’s surprise, Cardinal Carvajal had elected to stay in the city when the governor, Nicholas of Ilok, had departed with what was left of the garrison, taking with him a few nobles and churchmen who were determined not to live under the rule of a Swiss mercenary, even though he had been made Baron of Szeged by John Hunyadi.

‘A Catholic cardinal disliking a Jewish treasurer who controls the purse strings in Hungary’s capital. Who would have thought it?’ said Leon mischievously.

‘You should force him to leave,’ Ezra told him. ‘He is not on your side.’

Leon stood. ‘I agree, but for the moment it suits me to have the Pope’s ambassador in the city. He can see with his own eyes that our rule of this city is both just and fair.’

Ezra chuckled. ‘There is no justice or fairness in this world, Leon. Have you not yet worked that out? As for the cardinal, he only humours you because you are tolerating him from a position of strength. If the roles were reversed, you would be on trial for your life.’

‘Take care, my friend, and keep your fire well stoked.’

Leon left Ezra to pore over his papers, walked along a cold corridor and headed down a stone staircase to leave the palace and visit the residence of the archbishop of Buda in the Castle Quarter. He drew his cloak around him when he walked into the courtyard, an icy blast swirling around the bronze statue of King Sigismund that stood in front of the palace. As he strolled past the guards at the gates, both soldiers snapping to attention as he did so, he mulled over what Ezra had told him. Hungary was not like other kingdoms in that its nobles did not pay taxes, and they were also exempt from paying the tithe, the one-tenth of income that was paid to the church. It was one reason why Leon’s voluntary donations to the church had made him popular with the bishop of Szeged when he had been resident in the city. The main problem was that, also unlike in other kingdoms, there were literally thousands of Hungarian noble families, many of whom lived like peasants. The most numerous group, the so-called ‘nobles with one parcel’ who possessed a smallholding they worked themselves, numbered some sixteen thousand families. In reality they were peasants but they enjoyed all the privileges of the nobility, which included exemption from taxes. But as Leon approached the residence of the departed archbishop of Buda, an idea to alleviate the financial predicament of the army began to form in his mind.

The archbishop’s residence was a tidy, white-walled two-storey building next to the impressive Church of Our Lady, which stood in front of Holy Trinity Square. The homes around the square were all well maintained and expensive, and like the archbishop’s residence, topped with red-tiled roofs. Some were empty and housed members of the Eagles, for billeting two thousand soldiers in the city had proved a challenge. Henri Russell had left Szeged to take up residence in the city and now lived in a mansion next to the archbishop’s home, from which flew a flag depicting a red ox on a yellow background surmounted by cross keys and papal tiara – the coat of arms of Pope Callixtus.

Leon acknowledged the two frozen guards standing outside the double doors of the entrance, both of whom were actually Spaniards under the command of the knight Rodrigo Salaza, who had elected to remain in the city to protect his master, Cardinal Carvajal. The residence thus became a sort of Spanish embassy in the centre of Buda. Inside the mansion a young priest took Leon’s cloak and hat and escorted him to the cardinal’s study, which was pleasantly warmed by a raging fire in a large stone hearth. Carvajal put down the book he was reading and stood to welcome Leon.

‘Baron, thank you for agreeing to see me.’

He extended his right hand so Leon could kiss the cardinal’s ecclesiastical ring. He then extended an arm to a second chair near the fire.

‘Warm yourself, please.’

Leon did so, the fire spitting and hissing in the hearth. Moments later he was being served warm wine in a silver chalice.

‘How can I be of assistance, your eminence?’

Carvajal took a sip of wine and looked forlornly into the fire.

‘I have received news from Vienna that King Ladislaus is dead.’

One less Habsburg in the world, was Leon’s immediate thought.

Carvajal saw his indifferent expression.

‘With no heir, the Bohemian regent, with the endorsement of the emperor, has proposed Matthias Hunyadi become king of Hungary.’

Now Leon was interested. ‘This is most excellent news, eminence.’

‘I thought you would be cheered by this development. A letter has been sent to Elizabeth Hunyadi informing her Matthias will become king of Hungary, subject to certain conditions being met.’

‘Oh?’ said Leon suspiciously.

‘First, the regent is demanding a payment of sixty thousand gold florins before he releases Matthias Hunyadi.’

‘Is that the price of a king these days?’ asked Leon.

‘It is the bribe price to ensure the regent becomes king of Bohemia, baron,’ replied the cardinal.

‘What other conditions?’ enquired a sceptical Leon.

‘That Matthias grants amnesty to those barons in opposition to the Hunyadi family, that he swears allegiance to his Highness Holy Roman Emperor Frederick, and pledges not to lead his armies against imperial lands.’

Leon smiled. ‘Is the emperor frightened of being skewered on the end of a Swiss pike, your eminence?’

Carvajal shot him a black look. ‘This is not an occasion for levity, baron. Without these guarantees, Matthias Hunyadi will remain a prisoner in Prague.’

Leon drained his chalice. ‘No he will not, eminence. I will pay the sixty thousand florins and will meet Matthias Hunyadi at the border to bring him back to his capital so he may be crowned king. And after he has been crowned, I will be his loyal servant and obey his commands.’

‘And you will pledge not to invade imperial lands?’ queried the cardinal.

‘I will obey my king, eminence.’

‘That is not what I asked.’

‘It is my answer,’ said a smiling Leon.

‘Then I will put matters in motion, baron,’ replied Carvajal. ‘When will you be able to collect the money?’

‘Immediately.’

A smiled creased the cardinal’s thin lips. ‘The life of a mercenary is clearly a lucrative one, baron.’

‘Only for those on the winning side, your eminence.’
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​Chapter 2
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Ezra Mordecai was correct in his assessment that the cost of the army was prohibitive. Raising, training and equipping an army was costly in itself, but to maintain a standing army was on a whole new level when it came to finances. As Ezra kept reminding Leon, Hungary was not Italy, where great republics could use the profits of international trade to finance their wars. Though even Milan and Venice could not finance the waging of war on a permanent basis. Italian armies rarely exceeded ten thousand men and Leon commanded eight thousand if the training company and its recruits were included. But notwithstanding the prohibitive expense, having a well-trained standing army did have its uses.

Campaigns were rarely conducted by hastily raised armies in winter. Rain and sleet could reduce dirt roads to mud quagmires, ill-equipped troops could be struck down by hypothermia and frostbite, and part-time militia and inadequately clothed troops could desert in droves before they reached the battlefield. Leon’s army suffered no such shortcomings and was able to campaign in summer and winter alike.

After his meeting with Cardinal Carvajal, Leon returned to the palace to order Ugo ‘Scarface’ to muster his troops and bring them to Buda. Two thousand Eagles were billeted in the city but the rest of the army was stationed in Szeged, Zabatka and the surrounding villages. It would take two weeks for the Veterans, Wolves, Dragons, Jean de Maingre’s Frenchmen and Skanderbeg’s horse archers to assemble and march the hundred miles between the two cities. They would be accompanied by a host of two-wheeled carts pulled by hardy panje ponies, animals that had great tolerance to cold weather. Ezra may have complained about the lavishing of common soldiers with winter clothing, but the thick arming doublets, woollen hose, felt boots, galosh overshoes and thick woollen cloaks with hoods would ensure there would be no losses to frostbite during the march. And when it snowed, crampons would be strapped to galoshes to maintain footing in icy conditions.

The troops would be marching safe in the knowledge their wives and families, of which there had been a substantial increase since the army’s arrival in Hungary, would be safe. Henri Russell’s five hundred gunners would secure Buda and at Szeged the capable and ambitious Alfonz Horvath now had nearly five hundred professional soldiers to garrison the city, a further expense that was fortunately borne by the city authorities.

While the army mustered, Leon visited the man who had been instrumental in the surrender of Buda. Zoltan Wass, a river pirate and dangerous criminal who had been reprieved from the gallows by Leon after he was captured by the authorities in Szeged, had been given a vacant house in Buda’s Castle Quarter. It was not the grand mansion he had occupied in Szeged where he had quickly settled in and hosted many orgies. These and other outrages had aroused the ire and disgust of Szeged society and so when Buda had been captured, Leon moved Wass, his crew and their ship the River Nymph to the city where the name Zoltan Wass was not associated with notoriety. Leon liked the olive-skinned pirate but had a feeling he would meet a bad end. Today, he was reclining on a luxurious couch by a large fire being fed a warm custard dessert by a buxom woman with auburn hair and full lips. Leon was shown into the warm room by one of Wass’ crew, like his admiral, the swarthy individual sported earrings and long hair.

‘The baron is here to see you, captain,’ said the sailor.

Leon may have promoted him to admiral in an attempt to give Zoltan Wass a sense of responsibility and respectability, but his crew still addressed him as ‘captain’. Old habits die hard, especially among a close-knit criminal fraternity.

Wass, swallowing a spoonful of warm custard, looked up at Leon.

‘Welcome, Leon. Pull up a couch and warm yourself. Bring more custard!’ he commanded a servant.

The buxom beauty gave Leon a dazzling smile.

‘I wonder if I might have a word with you in private, Zoltan.’

Wass smiled at the woman as she spooned him the last morsel of custard from the bowl.

‘Would you excuse us, Bianka?’

‘As you wish, lord,’ she smiled.

Wass winked at her, pulled her close and kissed her on the lips.

‘I will see you later,’ he gushed.

Leon sighed and averted his eyes, to a painting mounted on the wall opposite the fire. He peered closer and saw it was an image of the River Nymph shooting Greek Fire at a huge war galley. On the prow was a man with long black hair and wearing thigh-length leather boots and a white shirt, brandishing his sword at the burning galley.

‘You like it, Leon?’ said Wass standing beside him. ‘I had it commissioned after we raided Ilok last year. That Greek Fire is very useful in a tight spot.’

‘The image is very evocative,’ agreed Leon. ‘I need to speak with you on a delicate matter, Zoltan.’

‘It was nothing to do with us,’ protested Wass.

‘What?’

‘Whoever has been raped, murdered or robbed. It has nothing to do with me or my crew,’ insisted Wass. ‘We have a strict rule and that is never defecate where you eat. So whoever is saying it is our fault is lying.’

Leon held up a hand to him. ‘First of all, no one has been robbed, murdered or raped, or at least if they have, no one is blaming you. Second, I am here to request you undertake a dangerous mission.’

Wass’ eyes lit up. ‘My kind of mission, though the River Nymph is laid up until the Danube melts. We pulled her out of the water and placed her in dry dock yesterday.’

Leon was confused. ‘The Danube is not frozen.’

Wass tapped his nose. ‘It will be, and soon. That lovely creature who was serving me custard...’

‘What of her?’

‘As well as being very flexible and accommodating, she is from a village outside Buda,’ said Wass, ‘and she has seen signs of a hard winter.’

Leon was intrigued. ‘What signs?’

‘Thick hair on a cow’s neck, the early departure of geese and ducks to warmer climes, large-spun spiders’ webs, pigs gathering sticks and the early seclusion of bees within hives.’ Wass shuddered. ‘All signs of a severe winter.’

Leon wanted to laugh. ‘Pigs gathering sticks. Really?’

‘Just passing on valuable information.’ Wass shrugged.

‘Well, in the spring I want you to take the River Nymph upstream on a money-gathering exercise.’

Wass looked perplexed. ‘Money gathering?’

Leon was silent for a few moments. ‘Plundering the enemy, Zoltan. In the spring, I would like you to sail further up the Danube and raid the monasteries close to the river in Austrian territory. However, I do not command you to undertake this mission; I only ask.’

Wass was shocked. ‘Raid monasteries? In truth, my crew and I have always avoided holy places. The lords and kings who support them take a dim view of unarmed monks being killed, and afterwards they combine with the church to hunt down those responsible. The world can suddenly become very small when every man and his dog are looking for you.’

‘That is why I ask and not command,’ said Leon. ‘But if you agree to undertake this mission, you may keep half of what you take.’

It was a generous offer and Leon smiled to himself when he saw Wass’ expression change from apprehension to interest. It was academic, anyway, because it would be up to the pirate to decide if he was going to be truthful to Leon when he returned from the mission. But raiding monasteries was lucrative and even if Zoltan Wass kept more than half of what he took, the remainder would still be a substantial sum.

Leon stressed the advantages of the mission. ‘Monasteries are wealthy institutions, Zoltan, and unlike castle vaults, are not defended by soldiers or high walls.’

Many monasteries were hundreds of years old and were wealthy because they owned land gifted to them by kings, dukes and counts. Some monasteries even had the right to issue currency, but all owned farms, vineyards and orchards. They also owned property they could rent to others, and some had the right to transport and sell salt, a financially lucrative enterprise. There was also the substantial income generated from pilgrims if monasteries contained holy relics. Then there were the fees paid to priests to undertake holy worship on behalf of wealthy patrons. If said patron wished prayers to be said for a loved one after they had died, they would make a substantial payment to the monastery to have prayers said regularly, perhaps in perpetuity. It all amounted to a constant source of money flowing into these religious institutions.

Leon looked at the olive-skinned pirate. ‘Have you ever had a beard, Zoltan?’

‘A beard? No. The ladies don’t like them.’

‘I have been thinking of ways to disguise your vessel and its crew,’ said Leon. ‘The winter will give you and your sailors enough time to grow beards. They can also wear turbans.’

Wass was horrified. ‘The infidels wear turbans!’

Leon smiled at him. ‘Exactly. If the River Nymph is also disguised, everyone will believe the raids were conducted by the sultan’s sailors.’

Wass weighed up the idea. ‘That will deceive people initially, but I have a crew of fifty and even if each man gave me his word he would not speak of the mission, at the first inn or brothel he visited, he would be singing like a gull.’

‘I am more worried about keeping them quiet before the raids,’ said Leon.

‘Then no beards,’ replied Wass. ‘If they are not told about the mission until just before we sail, there will be no risk of idle gossip.’

‘No beards, then,’ agreed Leon. ‘Can I take it you accept my offer?’

An evil glint appeared in Wass’ eyes. ‘Why not?’

‘You’ll be a rich man, Zoltan,’ promised Leon.

‘Or a dead one,’ said Wass in a moment of sober reflection.

Leon slapped him on the back. ‘Fortune favours the brave, my friend.’

The door opened and the lovely Bianka entered carrying a tray of bowls containing more custard.

Leon gripped Wass’ elbow. ‘Not a word to your whores about what we have just spoken of.’

Wass looked hurt. ‘All my whores are
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