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Chapter one

B eatrix watched, via her mirror, as her maid inserted a final pin to hold her hat in place. Behind Maria stood her ladies-in-waiting, ready to escort her to dinner. It was such a domestic scene that it was hard to believe they were under an increasingly desperate siege.
‘You look beautiful, your grace,’ Maria said, as she stepped back to examine her handiwork. ‘None will outshine you at dinner tonight.’
‘Thank you, Maria.’ 
Beatrix examined herself gravely in the mirror, tilting her head from one side to the other. She was relieved to see that Maria was right. The sky-blue hat, set at a jaunty angle, turned her usually grey eyes blue and was, indeed, perfect. A fluffy white feather curled coquettishly around the brim. She adjusted a plait of her light brown hair that was artfully pinned along her hairline. Behind it, a gold, net-like haube, studded with pearls, contained the rest of her hair and glimmered in the candlelight. 
Her skin was alabaster white. Her lips were cherry red and plump, pinched and painted to make sure they stood out. She smoothed the sleeve of her blue dress that was slashed to allow a peep of canary yellow. It gave her the courage she needed. They might be under siege, but she was dressed for the battle within.
‘It sounds like the bombardment has stopped,’ Maria said. ‘At least you will be able to have dinner in peace, your grace.’
‘Indeed.’ Beatrix was trying her best to look like the siege hadn’t worn her nerves to shreds. ‘I would be happier, however, if Anders and his rabble would also leave. I don’t understand why they are still here when they ceased bombarding us two days ago.’
‘Very true, your grace,’ Lady Adeline murmured. ‘But Anders has a vengeful nature and he won’t be stopped.’
‘Nothing seems to stop him,’ Beatrix said, and the ladies-in-waiting nodded in agreement.
Lady Adeline was the eldest of them and the others followed her lead. She was protective of Beatrix, which was reassuring. Her husband, Wolfgang Edelman, Duke of Falconia, was a dangerous man. Her ladies frequently acted as a shield against him. On occasion they’d even slept with her in her bed to protect her. She was deeply grateful to them for it.
How ironic that Beatrix feared Wolfgang more than his bastard son, Anders, who’d kept them besieged in her husband’s city for over a month. She had no illusions about Anders: he’d kill her and her two children without a moment’s hesitation. He’d already killed all of Wolfgang’s other legitimate children from his previous marriages, and as many of his illegitimate children as he could find.
It made her seven-year-old Thomas the heir to the duchy. That might have made Beatrix proud, if it weren’t for the terrible danger it put him in.
‘I don’t understand why the people cheer him on,’ Lady Ariane said. 
She was the youngest of the ladies, blonde and pretty. Beatrix feared her husband had his eye on Ariane too.
‘Don’t you?’ Beatrix said, and regretted it instantly. 
Nobody ever spoke of how vile Wolfgang was. One minute he was jovial, the next he’d taken a slight and was swearing to wipe out the offender’s entire family. He could stir up a crowd with his oratory and turn them into a howling mob ready to do his bidding, and he enjoyed doing it.
The nobility supported him because he’d made them all rich and consolidated their power. But that wasn’t loyalty, that was convenience. As his war with Anders dragged on, Beatrix could see Wolfgang’s support slipping away. If she weren’t married to him, and the safety of her children dependent upon him, she wondered whether she might not support Anders too.
Beatrix smothered a sigh. She couldn’t show anyone how she felt, or even let them guess at it. Her mother had taught her the importance of theatre in the eternal game of power and influence. In the six years that she’d been married, she’d learned even more. 
The first rule was to always dress as if you had wealth, even if it was a fiction. A more important rule was to glide over whatever new obstacle was thrown in your path as if it were the merest inconvenience. It gave the impression of invincibility.
‘Your jewellery, your grace.’ 
Her maid clasped a string of pearls around her neck. It had a diamond encircled sapphire pendant that sat neatly above her cleavage.
‘The finishing touch,’ Beatrix murmured.
‘There will be none finer at the banquet this evening,’ Maria said.
No woman would dare to outshine her, and none of them had the resources to do so either. Beatrix glanced again at her ladies flicking out their skirts and getting ready to head to the great hall. There were fewer of them to support her these days. Husbands and fathers had either sent their women away to safety beyond the city walls or were keeping them at home. She doubted they’d be safer there, but it was their choice. 
The food was also becoming boring. Supplies had dwindled so low that the cooks had to work doubly hard to make something interesting.
Beatrix smiled brightly at the gathered women and said, ‘Shall we go?’
She’d only taken a couple of steps towards the door when a great cry rose up from outside the palace. Beatrix threw decorum to the wind and ran to the balcony. 
She leaned out over the bannister into the dark night as another cry went up, followed by a third. Beatrix searched for the source of the noise. It appeared to be coming from across the city.
A dull red dot flew through the air, landed with a splash on the roof of a house and burst into flames. The fire ran in rivulets across the roof tiles and dripped down the side of the walls, trailing thick black smoke. The smell was so intense it reached them even at this distance. Fear nearly overwhelmed Beatrix as it twisted into a tight knot in her stomach. 
‘He can’t be,’ she gasped. ‘If he burns down the city, what will he have left to rule?’
It was what Wolfgang always said when this possibility was raised. They were aware, from Anders’s previous attacks, that he was rather fond of burning towns. 
‘Quickly, Maria,’ Beatrix said, ‘send for my children.’
‘But they are in bed, your grace!’
‘I don’t care. Get them up. I want them now. Go!’
‘Yes, your grace,’ Maria said, and ran off.
‘Do you think that fire can reach the castle?’ Lady Clara said, clasping her hands in front of her in nervous anxiety.
‘I doubt it. The tar barrels are landing far short of us. We should be safe enough here,’ Beatrix said. ‘And the men have been drilled on what to do in case of a fire. They’ll have it under control soon enough.’
‘Then why have you called for your children?’
‘I want them where I can see them.’
Beatrix was probably overreacting. This fiery bombardment might go on for days, like the cannon fire before and –
‘What was that?’ she said, as a deep rumble of thunder rolled across the town and the ground shook. ‘The wall!’ she gasped, and ran back to her balcony. ‘It’s the wall!’ 
Beatrix watched a billow of dust cascade into the air, lit by the torches of a vast horde of men massed outside. It wasn’t on the side that they’d been bombarding daily for weeks. The bit of wall that was crashing down was more to the east. ‘He’s knocked down the wall!’
‘Then we are lost,’ Lady Clara cried.
‘Nonsense! The duke will protect us,’ Beatrix said, and pushed through the women. ‘In the meantime, I must see to my children.’
She ran through the palace, trailing guards and ladies-in-waiting who shouted after her to slow down. There was no way she could, no matter how undignified it made her look.
‘My children, where are they?’ Beatrix shouted as she dashed into the nursery.
‘Mother, are you alright?’ Thomas said, turning a surprised gaze on her.
‘They’re nearly ready, your grace.’ Nurse Brunhilde was crouched in front of Affra, doing up her buttons. ‘I have dressed them in the clothes reserved for outings.’
‘Good, now I need them. I have to find my husband.’
[image: image-placeholder]Beatrix  wasn’t the only one running to the great hall. A mass of anxious people flowed into the room with her. It was a huge space designed to intimidate. A row of crystal chandeliers hung along its length. They were all lit, despite the increasing lack of candles.
‘What the devil are you doing here?’ Wolfgang bellowed as Beatrix arrived, breathless. 
‘I had to come,’ Beatrix said, unsure of what else she was supposed to do. 
It was dinner time, after all, although she must have been quite a sight hanging onto her children, ladies and guards trailing behind. They added considerably to the crowd already gathered there, many of them clamouring for Wolfgang’s attention.
No matter how many people filled the great hall though, Wolfgang always dominated it. He left you feeling as if he were the only one there, despite the chaos outside and the fear in the room. He stood a head taller than everyone else, had powerfully broad shoulders and a shock of white hair that looked like a mane, especially when combined with his thick white beard. 
This evening he’d taken more care than usual with his clothes which made Beatrix even more worried. He preferred the narrative of an honest, workaday warrior, but this evening he was resplendent in a black coat that hung to his knees, slashed at regular intervals so that a contrasting gold cloth showed through. His powerful legs were dressed in bright red stockings and hose of the same red as his doublet, with more slashes of the same gold fabric below. Around his neck he wore three chains of solid gold. He’d spared no effort in dressing like a duke today.
‘Will you be going to the wall?’ Beatrix asked.
‘No point in going there.’ The crowd parted around Wolfgang as he walked towards her. ‘Anders’s men are being held off at the breach they made.’
Beatrix took an involuntary step back as her husband approached. ‘So they aren’t in yet?’ 
‘That is the question I’m asking my generals.’ Wolfgang took in a ring of solemn men with a wave of his hand. ‘Well, Werner? Can you at least tell me that?’
‘It looks like he undermined the wall,’ the elderly military man said. ‘He dug a void right underneath it.’
Beatrix wished she’d paid more attention to the soldiers of her husband’s army now, rather than the nobles. She knew all the nobles’ names, although few of them were here at the moment. Now Wolfgang was surrounded by colourfully dressed soldiers.
It was the style favoured by the mercenary Landsknecht, where no two pieces of clothing appeared to be the same colour. Maybe, when something wore out, they replaced it with whatever was to hand, no matter the colour. She wondered whether they had been newly recruited and, if so, where they’d come from.
The only soldier she recognised, in fact, was the inscrutable Captain Heinrich, of Wolfgang’s personal guard. Their uniform was a dark red velvet top and bottom. She could, therefore, easily spot all his men situated at strategic points around the great hall, alert and watching. 
She’d always found Heinrich to be an abrupt and disagreeable man. But now, if the situation got worse, her family would be relying upon him to keep them safe.
‘If he dug a void,’ Wolfgang said, ‘he could also have dug a tunnel.’
‘A tunnel, your grace?’ the colourful General Werner said.
‘Don’t get me wrong, I hate Anders, but I don’t underestimate him. He only resorts to all-out combat and siege when he can find no other way. But he’s taken over more than one town through outright treachery.’
Wolfgang’s words chilled Beatrix. He thought they were in real danger. She hugged Affra closer to her and made sure she had a firm hold on Thomas’s hand.
‘Ouch,’ Thomas said, and tried to pull away from her grip.
‘You stay with me.’
Beatrix moved back into the crowd, away from her husband. This wasn’t as safe a place as she’d first thought. Nowhere was. It would be best to leave Wolfgang to defend himself and his city. She had to protect her children.  
Maybe if she went out onto the streets and hid in one of the houses they’d – No, the entire city knew her and her children. She’d never be able to hide from them. 
If Anders put a big enough reward on her head, she felt no confidence that people wouldn’t betray her. She couldn’t stay here though. If Anders got in he would make straight for his father.
‘He’ll come to me,’ Wolfgang said, echoing Beatrix’s fears. ‘He wants the crown and he’ll come and take it off me.’
With an almighty bang the doors of the great hall exploded. Splinters of wood, dust and stone flew into the room as a cannonball crashed through the chandeliers and blew through the far wall. The chandeliers dropped in a spray of shattering crystal and men threw themselves out of the way, shouting for everyone to stand clear. 
‘Hello, Father,’ Anders said, walking in through the acrid smoke.
In the stunned moment that followed, Beatrix got her first look at the man who was her mortal enemy. Anders was tall and as dark as his father was fair. He had a beard that was tending to the dishevelled. His over-long hair was drawn into a greasy ponytail. He was covered in white dust now and his clothes beneath looked exactly like they’d been through a long war; they were filthy. In one hand he carried a sword and in the other a dagger.
A gang of men appeared out of the dust and closed around him. They were his guard. They’d lugged in the squat cannon that sat smoking on the floor behind them and had filled the room with the smell of gunpowder.
‘Anders! What the devil do you mean by this?’ Wolfgang roared as he drew his sword. His personal guard pushed people out of the way to get closer in order to protect their duke. 
‘That is a singularly stupid question,’ Anders said. ‘I’ve given you my demands already. I want your ducal crown, preferably with your head still attached to it.’
‘Never! You’ll never become the duke.’
‘I rather think I’m about to claim all my heart desires right now.’ 
Anders’s gaze flicked about the room, taking in the shocked crowd. He chilled Beatrix’s heart. It wasn’t just his words; his expression was unnerving. There was a malevolence in his eyes that terrified her.
‘Ah, how convenient, you have your family gathered about you,’ Anders said as he spotted Beatrix.
‘You will never have the duchy,’ Wolfgang bellowed.
He raised his sword and charged. Anders closed with a clash of steel that reverberated around the hall. The soldiers yelled and leapt at each other, stabbing, kicking and punching. The rest of the room, including Beatrix’s ladies-in-waiting, made a mad dash for the exit. 
But the sergeant of Beatrix’s guard grabbed her shoulder and held her back. ‘Not that way. It’s too dangerous, your grace.’ He pushed her and her children backwards, away from the melee and deeper into the room. 
‘Where?’ 
Beatrix’s gaze was fixed on Wolfgang and Anders. She’d never seen a more desperate fight, nor one where the combatants so clearly loathed each other. It was impossible to tell which man would win. They looked evenly matched. 
All around them men grappled with each other. They were in such close quarters that it was hard to swing a sword so they’d taken to stabbing each other with daggers. 
As Beatrix watched, a gang of three men attacked General Werner. One leapt onto his back and wrapped his arms about his shoulders as the other two stabbed him over and over till he fell, a screaming bloody mess, to the floor.
‘Come now, your grace!’ her sergeant shouted. 
His companion blocked a man who ran at them, screaming, his bloody dagger raised to strike.
‘Dear God preserve us!’ Beatrix gasped. Affra started crying and struggled in her arms, so Beatrix held her even tighter and said, ‘It will be alright.’ As she dragged Thomas back. 
His gaze was glued to the attacking man in wide-eyed fear as her guards dispatched him. Then the guards drew them back some more, away from the fight. They were of secondary importance right now but that wouldn’t last.
Thankfully, the majority bunched around Wolfgang and his supporters. The bodies were starting to mount and the floor was red and slick with blood. The air was filled with smoke and the metallic taste of the blood. Worse than that was the noise; the shouts and grunts of men fighting for their lives and the cries as someone took a fatal blow.
Wolfgang roared with triumph as he opened a wound across Anders’s chest. But his triumph was short-lived. Fast as a snake, Anders stepped inside Wolfgang’s defence and stabbed him in the belly. 
‘No!’ Beatrix shrieked. 
‘Father!’ Thomas shouted.
Their shocked cries were echoed by those around them and Wolfgang’s men converged on Anders, driving him back from the duke. 
Captain Heinrich swooped down on the duke, who’d collapsed to his knees, hoisted him back onto his feet and shouted to his men, ‘To me!’ 
He pulled the duke’s arm over his shoulders and dragged him further out of the fighting.
‘Come,’ Beatrix’s guard said. ‘We have to retreat together.’
‘But Father?’ Thomas said turning anxious eyes to his mother.
‘He’s coming with us,’ Beatrix said, struggling to keep a wriggling, crying Affra in her arms.
Heinrich’s men formed a line between the retreating duke and Anders and fell back towards the throne. Anders tried to follow but was cut off by the rest of the men who converged on him. 
‘You won’t get away from me!’ Anders screamed, as the crowd got between him and his prey.
There was a small door behind the throne that was rarely used. Beatrix guessed it was where they were headed. She prayed those still fighting Anders would be able to hold him off long enough for them to make their escape.
‘Faster!’ Captain Heinrich shouted. 
Two of his men peeled off to open the door as the rest of them dragged the duke through.
‘Now you,’ her guard said and pushed Beatrix and her children with more force than she was used to. She didn’t care. At this moment her need to get her children to safety was more important than the respect she was due.
‘You, you and you,’ Captain Heinrich said, picking three men. ‘Hold this door, don’t let anyone through till the last of you has fallen.’
‘It will be done,’ the men said with a salute and then turned back to the fighting.
They faced certain death. It made Beatrix feel sick. But, right now, she was more worried for herself and her children. 
Wolfgang was still on his feet as they hurried down the corridor, but Captain Heinrich was the one keeping him that way. His face was grey and slack. More worrying, he wasn’t saying anything. That was so unlike him it terrified Beatrix. He was not the kind of man who ceded leadership to anyone, ever. 
Thomas was also shaken by the sight of his father. He kept looking from her to the duke, trying to understand what was happening. To try and reassure him, Beatrix closed the gap between her and her husband. She was shocked to discover that he had bloody drool dripping from his mouth.  
‘Are you alright?’ she whispered.
His eyes flickered over her, registering who she was, and he nodded. Beatrix didn’t believe him but her fate and that of her family was in God’s hands now. There was no point thinking about the rest.
‘Gold,’ Wolfgang muttered.
It meant nothing to Beatrix for a moment. Then she nodded and said, ‘Captain Heinrich, my husband has a chest of gold stored in the cupboard in my room. He wants us to get it.’
‘We’re hardly in a position to move around the palace, your grace,’ the captain snapped. 
‘But gold will ease our way, won’t it?’
The captain didn’t slow his headlong dash as he considered. Then he flicked a glance at Beatrix’s two guards and said, ‘Do you know the cupboard she’s talking about?’
‘No, sir,’ they said.
‘I know,’ Thomas whispered.
‘No,’ Beatrix said, ‘I’m not letting you out of my sight.’
Captain Heinrich gave her a disgusted look that conveyed what he thought of women who mollycoddled their sons.
‘I can do it,’ Thomas said, and Beatrix’s heart ached to see her little son attempting to be brave.
‘My men will keep him safe,’ Heinrich said, as he continued down the deserted corridor at a fast pace. ‘But you must decide quickly.’
‘Alright, go.’ Beatrix nearly screamed for Thomas to come back the moment he ran off with the four guards. To take her mind away from her dread and the sense that she’d done something incredibly foolish, Beatrix asked, ‘Where are we going?’
‘To the stables, your grace,’ Captain Heinrich said. ‘The duke is in no shape to fight. We have to get you away from the city.’
‘We’re going to flee? When the city needs us most, we’re leaving?’
‘It’s better to live to fight another day than to die here.’  
Wolfgang’s knees gave out and the captain took a handful of his jacket and pulled him down the stairs like a rag doll. All that mattered to him was to get out as quickly as possible, no matter how roughly he had to treat the duke to do it. 
As they reached the bottom of the stairs he turned to his men and said, ‘We need to lift him. You two – arms and feet.’
It made no sense to Beatrix, but his soldiers understood. One man gripped the duke under his arms whilst another took his feet and hoisted him back up. They ran out through the side door that led to the stables and into the carriage house.
‘This one,’ Captain Heinrich said, and pointed at the duke’s big traveling carriage.
‘Is that wise?’ Beatrix said. ‘Everyone will know it’s him with his crest emblazoned on the side.’
‘Can’t be helped. It’s the easiest to get out and speed is of the essence. If we don’t get clear of the city before Anders can send his men after us, then we’re all dead.’
‘Alright,’ Beatrix said.
‘Get into the coach,’ the captain said, and held the door open for her.
Beatrix practically threw Affra inside. The child turned to run back to her, cried, ‘Mama!’ and held her arms out, wanting the embrace she’d been fighting against all this time.
‘I’m coming, my dear.’ Beatrix looked back at the palace anxiously for Thomas. Then she scrambled into the coach. Before she could get her daughter, or organise her skirts, the soldiers dumped Wolfgang unceremoniously on her lap.
‘Get the horses attached. We’ll need a full complement of six if we’re to outrun everybody,’ Heinrich said. 
His soldiers ran to the stables to get the horses out. It was difficult to see what they were doing in the combined dark of night and the smoke-filled air.
Six horses, Beatrix thought – that was quite a risk. How were they going to control six horses in harness with all the chaos around them? Still, what could she say about it? The captain would ignore whatever she said.
She looked down at her husband and her stomach squeezed in a fright more intense than anything she’d experienced so far. His head lay in her lap. The rest of him was scrunched up on the back seat and he gazed up at her, unseeing. She tried to pull his body around so that he lay more comfortably. That caused deep red blood to well up over the wound and seep through his clothes. 
It was just as well it was dark in the coach and she couldn’t see the wound properly, or she might faint. Now she looked around the plush red velvet interior for something she could use to staunch the bleeding. All she had was the thick, gold-trimmed curtains and a couple of small cushions. She grabbed a cushion and pushed it hard against Wolfgang’s stomach. He grunted but otherwise didn’t react.
Affra stayed on the opposite bench, crying fitfully. She’d always been afraid of her father and was not going to come near him in his bloodied state. Beatrix wished she knew what to do to comfort the child. She realised that she’d never had to do that. The moment either of her children started crying their nurse would swoop in and carry them off, murmuring to her and the children that they mustn’t bother her. 
‘All done,’ Captain Heinrich said, as he looked into the coach. 
‘My son!’ Beatrix said, seized with panic that he’d be left behind.
‘He’s just got here,’ Heinrich said with a flick of his thumb back at the palace.
Thomas emerged from the dark. He almost looked like he was alright, except for his unusually pale face and over-wide eyes. Still, he clambered into the coach giving her a brave smile.
‘I did it, I showed the soldiers where the gold was.’
‘I’m so proud of you,’ Beatrix said, summoning up an answering smile to further build his confidence.
‘We have to go now,’ Heinrich said as he slammed the coach door shut. 
‘Will they let us out?’
‘We’ll head for the north gate; there will be few guards there. Everyone on both sides will be concentrated around the breach, or fighting the fires,’ Captain Heinrich said. ‘So, once we’re out, where do you want to go?’
The question was so unexpected that Beatrix blinked uncomprehendingly at the captain for a moment. Then common sense came to her aid. 
‘Biederpach, in the mountains. They are fiercely loyal to my husband and have a hospital. Take us there. Once the duke is patched up we can continue on to my father’s fortress in Pollingen.’
‘Very well.’ The captain cast a dispassionate glance over the duke, then looked back up at Beatrix. ‘Brace yourself; it’s going to be a bumpy ride.’
‘Just get us away.’
‘You can be sure of that,’ the captain said, and vanished from view. 
Beatrix leaned forward and watched him swing up onto a horse. His men were already mounted and at a signal from the captain they headed out into the city.
They rolled out of the courtyard sedately enough, but then their speed picked up rapidly. Beatrix was scared for her life as they bounded over the roads to the north gate. All about her was the sound of panicked citizens. The smell of burning assailed her nostrils and caught in the back of her throat. She was glad she couldn’t see much else.
‘Mother!’ Thomas gasped, his eyes wide with fear.
‘Thomas, hold on to your sister,’ Beatrix said. ‘And pull the curtains closed.’
It was best if nobody saw them. She dreaded to think what the people would do if they discovered that their duke had actually run away from a fight.
She looked down at Wolfgang and wondered what he’d make of it too. He’d never fled before. It made her feel sick. He was in no condition to fight and she feared he wasn’t going to recover from this wound either.
The coach hit a bump that threw everyone into the air. Beatrix grabbed Wolfgang as he slipped from her grip and held his body tight in her arms. She braced her feet against the opposite seat of the coach, trying to keep them both still, despite the mad rocking.
‘Are you alright, my darlings?’ Beatrix shouted over the roar of the wheels and horses’ thundering hooves. Her children stared back, white-faced and silent in the corner.
Thomas nodded, clinging as tightly to little Affra as Beatrix was to Wolfgang.
‘We’ll be alright, don’t you worry.’ Beatrix was trying to convince herself as much as her children. ‘Just as soon as we get to Biederpach.’
‘But Anders will come after us, won’t he, Mother?’ Thomas said.
‘He can try, but we’ll give him the slip like this time.’
‘It was a fearsome battle. Captain Heinrich only just managed to push Anders and his men back.’
‘Only after your father gave Anders something to stop and make him think. He was wounded in their battle too.’ 
Beatrix kept to herself that Anders’s wound was minor. She looked back down at her husband and wondered if he’d make it. She dreaded to think of the additional damage done to him by being so roughly manhandled. That feeling grew all the more profound as the coach bucked and rattled and Wolfgang’s hot, sticky blood oozed up through the cushion and out between her fingers.




Chapter two

E rasmus grinned at Karl, who muttered, ‘This is too much.’ He got grunted agreement from Wilhelm to his left.
Erasmus gripped his halberd tighter. They’d been practising charges all morning. He was sweating, despite the chill dawn wind that flowed down the mountains towering around the town. His hands were so wet that the pole was slippery and with each charge it felt as if it were growing heavier.
He stood in a long line of the men of Biederpach being berated by Sergeant Swartz. The sergeant was a retired Landsknecht and a merciless trainer. He was probably fighting a losing battle trying to mould the townsmen into a fighting force that could defend against such a one as Anders Landaus. Still, at least he was trying, Erasmus thought. They were all trying. 
Erasmus wondered about the wisdom of supporting the duke. The town was fiercely proud of their loyalty to Wolfgang. If it were down to him he might support Anders. 
But in Biederpach his opinion was in the decided minority. Not that he ever spoke, so nobody was likely to ask him anyway. They just assumed that he felt the same way as everybody else.
‘Charge!’ Swartz shouted, for what felt like the hundredth time.
Erasmus and the rest of the men dropped their halberds to the horizontal and ran the full length of the training ground, roaring their defiance. They trained in what was called the town square although it was actually a long rectangle. As they ran they passed small knots of interested people. 
Young women stood openly admiring the cream of the town’s men. Older burghers watched with a mixture of relief that it was no longer their responsibility to defend the town, and envy for lost youth. The boys, who were too young to fight, ran back and forth on the sidelines imitating their elders. 
It was the women who gave them the energy to keep running to the straw dummies that were lined up at either end of the square. For them they rammed the tips of their halberds into the straw in as manly and impressive a fashion as possible. It was the women who made them step back as if they were still as fresh and strong as at the start of the training.
Erasmus, with his long legs, was always the first to reach the dummies. He’d already stabbed his when Wilhelm followed suit and savaged his dummy. They both had time to pull their weapons out before Karl came puffing up. He fell against his dummy, his halberd pressed into his fat belly, holding him up.
Erasmus felt bad for the man. But what could they do? Every town, by law, had to have a militia. Every man above the age of fifteen, and below the age of fifty, had to train in it. 
To spare Karl’s blushes, Erasmus looked away from him and across the square. It was lined by the finest buildings of Biederpach. To the east was the town hall, the seat of the mayor and the most important men in their community. None of whom, Erasmus noted, formed part of the town’s defenders. 
To the west was the guildhall of the apothecaries. It was, without a doubt, the finest building in the town. It was tall and had a gable decorated with ornate brick carvings proclaiming their profession. It was unusual in that most guildhalls were based in the capital. This guild was here because the convent of Biederpach was renowned across the land for its hospital. 
The convent sat as a squat, dark grey collection of stone buildings at the northern end of the square. It was an ancient place, built hundreds of years earlier. It made no effort to blend into the fine square that had grown up around it and housed the most important and prosperous townsfolk. 
At either end of the elongated square was a tower. They were set into the town walls and pierced by an entrance that funnelled traders into the town. This was where they were made to pay their tolls. It was the price of doing business with the town. 
‘Again!’ Sergeant Swartz shouted. 
With a roar, the men took off towards the dummies placed below the southernmost tower. Erasmus pelted towards it and stabbed his dummy with a solid thud. He left the halberd in the straw and looked up at the clock chiming the hour. 
The clock was the pride and joy of the town in general and the mayor in particular. It not only told the time, but also had representations of the seasons that slowly ticked round, marking the year. Now, as it chimed the hour, a knight emerged on his horse and chased a Saracen round and round. It provided constant amusement for the local children.
Sweat dripped from Erasmus’s hair and trickled down his back. Man, they were being made to work hard. Karl’s face was as red as a boiled crayfish and just as charming. Wilhelm was puffing like a kettle but at least didn’t look like he might keel over. 
As he noticed Erasmus looking at him, Wilhelm grinned and said, ‘The sarge doesn’t half work us hard, doesn’t he?’
The smile was a false bravado. The whole town was scared of what might come. It added an urgency to the men’s training that they’d never had before. 
Erasmus nodded as Sergeant Swartz shouted, ‘Enough lazing about. When I tell you to charge, you charge. Do you hear me?’
‘It would be easier,’ Karl said between puffs, ‘if we weren’t holding these bloody heavy halberds.’
‘But a bit pointless. Or do you mean to defend Biederpach with your bare hands?’ Wilhelm said.
‘Chatting are we?’ Swartz said, as he loomed over them. ‘I’m so glad you still have the breath for that. It means you can do another ten charges. Now go!’
With a roar, the men ran across the training ground and stabbed their straw dummies. ‘Technique, gentlemen, technique!’ Swartz shouted. ‘Don’t just tickle your opponent. Make sure you kill him!’
‘Easy for him to say,’ Karl gasped as he tried to get his blade free. It was buried only about an inch into the thick straw, but he was struggling.
Erasmus grabbed the shaft and gave it a pull as Karl gave it another yank. It broke free and he flew backwards and landed on his arse. Everyone cheered and clapped and Erasmus offered Karl a hand. 
He gripped it hard and Erasmus had to use all his strength to get the big man back on his feet. He wished he could tell the sergeant to give poor Karl a break. He didn’t look like he could last much longer.
‘Honestly, what am I working with?’ Swartz said, shaking his head as he looked the men over.
‘Not the cream of the Landsknecht at any rate,’ Wilhelm said. ‘We’re just townsfolk, Swartz, please give us a chance.’
‘Give you a chance? Do you think Anders Landaus will give you a chance? He’s at the walls of the capital as we speak. That’s only a couple of days’ march from Biederpach. Do you think he will give you a break? Do you think he’ll hold back his men just because you’re ordinary working fellows?’
‘No,’ Wilhelm muttered.
‘Damn right. He’ll slaughter the lot of you without a second thought. I’ve warned this town for years that you need to be more prepared. Now, when it’s nearly too late, now I have to knock you into shape.’
‘We train every day,’ one of the men murmured.
Erasmus couldn’t see which man and he expected that was deliberate.
‘Not hard enough,’ Swartz said. ‘Go and get the staffs. We need to practise some hand-to-hand combat.’
There was some grumbling. But not as much as usual, Erasmus thought, as he helped collect the staffs. Each one had a wrapping of cloth over the ends, covered in leather so that they couldn’t damage each other too much. It still hurt when you were hit by one though.
‘You, Innocent, square up with Wilhelm,’ Swartz said. ‘There’s no point in sparring against Karl. He’s no match for you.’
Erasmus gave Karl a slight apologetic smile and swapped places so that he was facing Wilhelm.
‘Worse luck for me,’ Wilhelm said. ‘You’d be the best fighter we have if it wasn’t for –’
‘Fight!’ Swartz shouted.
Erasmus took a lazy, experimental swing at Wilhelm which he blocked easily enough. Erasmus’s heart wasn’t in the fighting today. Usually, it gave him something to do. It was a break from the odd jobs he did at the convent and took his mind off his other problems. But today the air of desperation amongst the men was palpable and it was distracting. It was all well and good playing at soldiers when there was peace, but this situation was an entirely different matter. 
Erasmus ducked as Wilhelm aimed a blow at his head. It was a stupid move for the man to make because Erasmus was taller by a significant margin. It would have been more sensible to try and hit his body or groin. Still, no point in ruminating when Wilhelm had left his head unguarded. 
Erasmus jabbed the staff straight at his face. The leather-encased tip of the staff smashed into Wilhelm’s nose. Blood spurted out in a spray that splattered onto Erasmus’s hands. A wave of nausea and blackness enveloped him and he crashed to the ground.
Ice-cold water brought Erasmus around, spluttering and gasping, only to find Sergeant Swartz leaning over him.
‘And that’s why you aren’t in the duke’s own army,’ the man said. ‘It’s a crying shame with your broad shoulders and thighs as thick as tree trunks. What a waste.’
Erasmus gave him an embarrassed smile and shrug. It was at times like this that it was useful not to speak. Nobody expected a reply or an explanation.
‘Honestly, Innocent,’ Swartz said. ‘You would have made a damn fine Landsknecht if it wasn’t for this habit of yours to pass out at the sight of blood. If Anders does show up here, I suggest you stay on the battlements with a crossbow. Best place for all concerned, really.’
Erasmus nodded and stood up, careful not to show that he was still nauseous and dizzy. He’d embarrassed himself enough already. As he brushed the water off his front he looked around for Wilhelm.
‘He’s in the infirmary,’ Swartz said, correctly guessing what he was after. ‘A couple of the lads had to carry him there. You knocked him out seconds before you passed out yourself.’
Erasmus nodded and looked around at the aimless gathering of men. He’d thoroughly disrupted the training. He hoped he hadn’t injured Wilhelm more badly than the sergeant implied.
‘His nose is probably broken,’ Swartz said. ‘If I were you, I’d go apologise, in whatever way a man who can’t speak apologises. I’ll see you and the rest of my disappointments tomorrow.’
Erasmus nodded and headed for the convent. It was, according to the mayor, what kept the town safe from Anders. 
‘For who,’ said the mayor, at a recent town meeting, ‘would jeopardise their health, and the health of others, by attacking the most famous hospital in the land?’
It was certainly a popular hospital. Ever since the war, a steady stream of injured people had flocked to Biederpach to be treated. The town, and the mayor in particular, did well out of the payments they demanded from those refugees. The poor who couldn’t afford it were turned away. Those that were left with money soon discovered that the nuns also required a generous contribution. Not a payment, that would be against the will of God, but a donation. Most people didn’t need much more of a hint than that.
Erasmus regretted the whole thing; but it was the way of the world. The poor suffered; the rich were treated. He wished it were otherwise but he had no say in the matter. He had no say at all, he thought, with a rueful smile.
He stepped into the shadows of the convent walls as he got closer. He had no wish to be stopped at the gate and diverted to other tasks as the nuns so frequently did. They’d taken him in and brought him up. They now believed that a life of unending servitude was what he owed in return. 
Usually, he went along with their wishes, Erasmus thought, as he slipped through the gates and made his way down a dark corridor. They didn’t usually ask much of him. He had to fetch and carry, lift anything too heavy for them and generally help out. 
He sometimes wondered why they hadn’t arranged for him to learn a trade. Or why they hadn’t set him to work with the lay members of the convent as an ordinary servant. There were plenty of boys who had properly defined roles in the stables or the kitchens.
Maybe they’d not realised that they’d not done it. In this convent he had very little purpose. The limbo of his existence at once suited him and frustrated him. A man should bloody well know what he wanted to do. Erasmus shook that thought away and slipped into the hospital hall. 
It was a large room lined with three rows of beds. A number of high, small windows barely let in sufficient light and left it feeling gloomy inside. He stood in a shadowy nook for a moment, scanning the beds. Ever since the war, the hospital had been almost full. Before that, only a handful of beds were ever occupied at one time. 
It made the war feel real to see all these sufferers. Some were moaning and writhing, twisting their sheets; others lay as still as death. Erasmus wasn’t sure which was more distressing. He tried to put them all out of his mind as he looked along the rows for Wilhelm. Hopefully, he’d at least regained consciousness.
Erasmus skirted the edge of the hall and stepped out of the shadows by Wilhelm’s bed. He held his breath in nervous anticipation of what he’d find. Wilhelm gave no clues, as he was lying still with his eyes closed. His nose was a bright red, swollen, misshapen lump with dried blood crusted about the nostrils. 
It made Erasmus’s stomach lurch with nausea. He regretted the damage he’d caused all the more. He pushed that firmly aside and put his hand gently on the man’s shoulder. Pray God, he was alright.
Wilhelm opened an eye and said indistinctly, ‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’
Erasmus nodded.
‘My wife is going to be really angry with you. No doubt you’ve ruined my dashing good looks.’
Erasmus gave a wry smile and tilted his head to the side apologetically. Thank God Wilhelm was still able to make jokes.
‘It must be nice not being able to speak at a time like this. It saves you having to come up with excuses.’
Erasmus nodded. Wilhelm was more correct than he realised. It was especially useful if he might land up facing an enraged wife.
‘At least it means I get to lie in bed for a while. It beats square-bashing with Swartz,’ Wilhelm said.
It was more bravado. Erasmus smiled and nodded and was wondering what more he could do to make amends when the abbess swept into the hospital. 
That wasn’t usual. She wasn’t keen on sick people. It was a handicap for the leader of a healing order. Her gaze fell upon Erasmus and she crooked a finger to call him over. 
He gave Wilhelm a nod of farewell and heard the man mutter, ‘At least I’m only at the beck and call of one woman.’
‘Have you been fighting, Innocent?’ Mother Superior Agnise said.
Erasmus nodded.
‘With that decrepit Landsknecht?’
Erasmus nodded again. Swartz was old, but tough as ancient boot leather. He’d hardly describe him as decrepit.
‘I don’t want you to fight.’
Erasmus blinked in surprise at the abbess. She’d never interfered in his life before.
‘You were saved by us, not the town. We dedicated you to God to do his bidding. The town can look after itself. Besides, you pass out at the sight of blood. You can’t be a soldier. It’s a sign from God.’
Erasmus bowed his understanding. The abbess looked him up and down before she waved him away and hastily left the hospital herself. 
Rage bubbled up in Erasmus’s heart. How dare the abbess tell him what he could and couldn’t do? How dare she belittle him when he was trying to overcome his phobia? How dare she – 
He took a deep breath. Calm yourself man, he thought. She’s right, and you don’t really want to be a fighter anyway, do you? 
In this day and age it was a strange admission to make, and one he would always keep to himself. Men were supposed to be warriors. They were supposed to look forward to war, and laugh off injury. 
They weren’t supposed to care if they hurt their friends in mock combat. They were supposed to joke and turn it off and pretend it didn’t hurt. He knew better. It was just as well he had no voice to tell anyone else about these thoughts.
[image: image-placeholder]Erasmus  decided it was best to retreat to his sanctuary to avoid further conversations with the abbess, or any chores from the other nuns. He wasn’t in the mood for it. So he made his way as unobtrusively as possible to the kitchen. 
It was easily done because the convent was a dark building filled with shadows. Even the kitchen lacked the lights of a more modern building. The massive flickering fire, used to roast meats, merely accentuated the jumping shadows rather than providing illumination. 
Erasmus slipped past the cooks and into the pantry. He hooked his hand under a plank and raised a trapdoor that only moments before would have been hard to spot. 
It was one of many entrances to the convent’s catacombs; the burial place of the nuns. Erasmus climbed down the steep wooden stairs worn to glossy smoothness by centuries of use. From time to time other important burghers of the town convinced the nuns to allow them to be buried there too, mainly by offering massive donations. The majority of the town had to make do with the graveyard surrounding the church above.
Erasmus often wondered why the nuns had gone to the trouble of digging out such an extensive network of underground tunnels. He suspected that the reason was lost in the mists of time. 
It was only upon the death of Sister Hanna that he’d discovered the catacombs. She was the nun who’d tended to his wounds when he was a boy. He was amazed when, after the funeral, they’d lifted her shrouded body and carried her down into the tunnels. Till then, he hadn’t even known about them. 
The nuns had laid her body on a shelf. It was one of many that lined the wall on either side, and stacked up to above his head. All along the walls the shelves were filled with the desiccated and skeletal remains of past nuns. Some were still wrapped in shrouds. Others were nothing but a collection of bones, the cloth that had wrapped their bodies having long since disintegrated.
Erasmus had been both shocked and intrigued by the place the first time he’d seen it. But he left it a good few months after the funeral before he ventured back. He couldn’t face seeing Sister Hanna’s decaying body. 
Once he’d got down there though, he explored every tunnel. He found that, in addition to the shelves, there were a number of mausoleums set into the rock. They looked exactly like the carved stone mausoleums of the wealthiest members of the town that were found in the graveyard. The incongruity was that they sat underground. They were set into the earth and rocks. All of them were locked and had the family name carved into the stone. All except one. It had a key in the door and no name above it.
Erasmus turned the key, his heart racing at what he might find, and pushed it open. To his surprise, it was empty. No bodies lay on the four shelves that lined its walls. 
He’d sat down there, his candle casting flickering shadows across the veined marble, and wondered what it meant. Why had someone gone to the effort and expense of building such a fine mausoleum and then not used it? His imagination, active as always, came up with a hundred implausible solutions and he’d finally given up. He’d locked the door and gone back to the living world above.
He might not have returned to that twilight place, but a few months later he played a prank on the abbess. To avoid her ire, he’d fled underground taking some food and candles as he’d dashed through the pantry. He closed the mausoleum door upon himself and locked it from the inside. 
As luck would have it, he’d also secreted a book in his jerkin earlier in the day to be perused at his leisure. So he’d settled on the bottom stone shelf with his candle, food and a book, and whiled away the time reading until he fell asleep.
When he finally emerged, around breakfast the following day, the nuns were so relieved by his return that he was only given a mild reproach and a beating that barely troubled him. Better than that though, he’d found a sanctuary for himself.
Over the years, he’d gradually moved from using the mausoleum as a useful hiding place, to a quiet place to read without interruption. Finally, he turned it into his bedroom. 
The nuns would have been surprised if they’d noticed, but they didn’t. It was like most of his life. He was left to his own devices. 
Some might think that to live underground, surrounded by reminders of death, would be uncomfortable and depressing. Erasmus rather liked it. The dead became his companions. They were as wordless as he was and passed no judgement upon him or his life.
It was only years later that he’d accidentally discovered his mausoleum’s secret. The back wall had a hidden catch that opened it out onto a corridor. It came as a considerable surprise. He wondered whether anyone else knew about it. 
He concluded that they didn’t. The levels of dust and cobwebs indicated that nobody had been there in a long time. It was his secret now. 
He set to making it useful again, which included creating a rope ladder to be able to get out at the furthest end. The exit opened out into the forest, far beyond the town walls. It gave him an additional escape, not only from the nuns, but the whole town.
Aside from working on his tunnel, Erasmus read. It helped to pass the time and he discovered he liked it. At first he raided the nuns’ collection of books. These consisted almost entirely of religious or medical texts. Once he’d worked his way through that he started on the town library. 
He didn’t have much money. The nuns occasionally gave him a few coins, when they thought of it, but he spent all he had on books. So now he had a sizeable collection of his own that filled the two upper shelves of the mausoleum. He’d also procured a blank book in which he scratched his own thoughts, half-formed and vague as they were.
He sat down on his bed, a mattress on the bottom shelf, and tried to work out what to do next. He couldn’t disobey the abbess. She’d said no fighting, so … Swartz would be disappointed. But really, what use was he on the battlefield anyway?
What use was he at all? With a sigh, Erasmus reached for a book, but he was too distracted to read. War was approaching and the capital was under siege. The burghers of Biederpach might assert that the duke could not be beaten, but Erasmus wasn’t so sure.
[image: image-placeholder]The  text blurred before Erasmus’s eyes, but he barely noticed it. He was so lost in thought. Then he shook his head and tried to force himself to concentrate. It was no use. Today the book was as dry and boring as the rest of his life had become. He closed it and gazed down at its ancient cover absentmindedly. 
This was no good. Really it wasn’t! The news that arrived daily from the capital was dire indeed. Anders’s siege appeared unbreakable. No supplies were getting into or out of the city. Even news of what was happening within the city walls was unobtainable. Momentous
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