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 Chapter
1

The Pass of
Thermopylae, northern Greece, autumn 1309

Luca had expected the
Duchy of Athens to be warmer than Gallipoli for some reason.
Everyone had told him Greece was a place of eternal sun, olives,
wine and learned men in white robes with long beards. Today the sun
was conspicuous by its absence, a desultory drizzle coming from the
mist-shrouded mountains to soak the Catalan Company camped in the
famous pass where three hundred Spartans had stood against tens of
thousands of Persians seventeen hundred years before. King Leonidas
and his Spartans had fought the Persians in the summer heat when
the sun had glinted off the whetted spear points of the king of
king’s royal guard, but today the air was damp and the temperature
cool.

After its adventures
in Macedonia where the company had faced and defeated the duplicity
of Empress Irene and had briefly laid siege to the city of
Thessalonica, the empress’ seat of power, the mercenaries had ended
their siege and marched south in the direction of Athens to present
themselves to their new employer – Walter of Brienne, Duke of
Athens. The march from Thessalonica through the Kingdom of Thessaly
had been a leisurely affair, not least because the Catalans had
destroyed the army of Thessaly, had captured its young king and had
planned to sell him to his future mother-in-law, Empress Irene, for
a huge sum of money. Instead, the company had swapped the King of
Thessaly for a lowly, illiterate Almogavar whose monetary value was
worthless, but who was worth more than his weight in gold as he was
the company’s lucky talisman.

Luca Baldi, the man
saved from a grisly death in Thessalonica, placed an arm around the
shoulder of the woman who had saved his life by rousing the company
to forgo the ransom for the King of Thessaly for the life of the
Black Sheep. The company had heard her plea, much to the annoyance
of Hector, the company’s commander. Yet here they all were, safe
and sound and standing in the pass of Thermopylae, listening to the
knight responsible for holding the pass against the enemies of the
Latin states of Greece.

Luca planted a
delicate kiss on the cheek of his beloved, causing her to smile and
lay her head on his shoulder. Life was good, a new challenge
beckoned and he was back in the arms of his woman and the embrace
of the Catalan Company. The mercenary camp was planted in the
centre of the pass, between the high cliffs of Zestano and the grey
waters of the Malian Gulf. Even Luca could see that the pass was a
naturally defensive position. He did not know the names of the
mountains that came close in to the sea, on the other side of which
was the island of Euboea, with a narrow channel between the island
and the mainland. The brutal grandeur of the mountains was
increased by the damp air and grey skies, the mist obscuring the
tops of the rugged terrain adding to their imposing appearance.

‘This is where the
Spartans made their last stand against the Persians.’

Luca turned away from
the mountains to look at their self-styed guide. Albert
Pallavicini, Marquis of Bodonitsa, was not a particularly tall
individual but he was imposing. His round face was framed by a
black beard and balding hair, his complexion ruddy, his shoulders
wide and his hands strong and easily able to wield the expensive
sword at his hip in a velvet-covered scabbard with enamelled
coats-of-arms on the gilded mounts. That coat of arms – alternating
blue and yellow squares – was also stitched on to the pristine
yellow surcoat he was wearing, under which he wore a short-sleeved
mail hauberk. The mail coif that would normally be protecting his
head and neck had been removed and now lay on the back of his
shoulders.

‘The Spartans,’
continued the marquis, ‘exhausted and surrounded, were given the
chance to surrender by the tyrant Xerxes, the so-called king of
kings of the Persian Empire. But the Spartan leader scorned his
offer, and when the emissary related Xerxes’ warning that he had so
many archers that when they shot their arrows they would block out
the sun, Leonidas replied that he and his men would fight in the
shade.’

Hector emitted a
raucous laugh, much to the delight of the marquis. He, Luca and the
others were standing on top of a small hillock at the eastern end
of the pass, gazing towards the west where the three-day battle had
taken place hundreds of years before. Luca did not understand how a
mere three hundred man could defend a wide pass without being
easily outflanked. Hector was also thinking the same because he
pointed towards where the Catalan encampment had been
established.

‘There is no way on
God’s earth that three hundred soldiers could defend this pass.
There must have been other troops to supplement their numbers.’

The marquis chuckled
knowingly.

‘The Spartans were
reinforced by contingents from the other Greek states, but even
with the addition of a few thousand their forces were still vastly
outnumbered by the Persians. The pass was much narrower at the time
of the battle, around twenty paces at its narrowest point. The sea
has retreated over the centuries. And yet, despite their
overwhelming numerical superiority, the Persians could only
overcome the Greeks by luck.’

Hector’s ears pricked
up. ‘Luck?’

The marquis pointed at
the mountain on their left.

‘As you can see, Mount
Kallidromos is heavily forested and though it contains many tracks
and paths of varying widths, it is easy to lose one’s way. But
Xerxes sent his Immortals, his personal bodyguard, to search the
area and they found a way to cross the mountain and get behind the
Greeks. The result was their annihilation on the hill we now stand
on.’

‘That is not quite
correct.’

The marquis turned to
stare at Ayna, the exotic black-haired young woman with a lithe
figure that he assumed was the slave of the one they called the
Black Sheep, the peasant who had once served him wine after he had
been escorted to Hector’s Turkish pavilion in the centre of the
sprawling Catalan camp. And now she dared to open her mouth in his
presence, he who was a member of the Pallavicini family, which had
been Italian nobility for over two hundred years.

He looked at Hector
and then at the commander of his horsemen, Alfonso of Navarre, who
was obviously not a knight judging by the lack of coat of arms on
his red surcoat and his rather shabby appearance.

Appearance was
everything for Albert Pallavicini and men of his class. Christian
knights took immense pride and care in their appearance, especially
when it came to military equipment. The more expensive and lavish
his arms and armour, the greater a knight’s reputation, allied to
his prowess on the battlefield. Rusty armour and poor-quality
weapons were considered a personal disgrace. Everything about the
Marquis of Bodonitsa shouted wealth and privilege. His surcoat was
decorated with gold thread, he wore gilded iron spurs and on his
legs domed iron poleyn knee protectors and golden leather cuisses
over his chausses – mail stockings – to protect his shins.

Similarly, the
marquis’ horse was an expensive beast, though its white coat with
black spots might have led some to believe it was an unusual mount
for a high-ranking knight. Alfonso had told Luca the animal was a
Jennet, a specific kind of palfrey, which was a horse trained to
trot at an ambling pace, thus giving the person sitting in the
saddle a comfortable ride. And the Jennets bred in the lands to the
south of Catalonia were considered the finest and most prized of
the palfrey breed. The Jennet of the marquis had a medium-sized
head, deep chest and a strong back, being short in the body and
long in the leg. Alfonso was very impressed, telling Luca the
Jennet was the choice of kings and royalty off the battlefield. On
the battlefield the Marquis of Bodonitsa would ride a destrier or
warhorse, the mighty stallions easily able to carry a knight in
full armour.

‘She is allowed to
speak in your presence?’

Ayna’s eyes narrowed
and she bristled with indignation.

‘Why should I not
speak?’ she said in flawless Italian, the language the marquis was
speaking as a courtesy to the Catalans.

The official language
of the Latin states in Greece was French and as a noble he was
fluent in that language, his mother tongue, as well as Greek and
Latin.

‘We are all equal in
the company,’ added Luca.

The marquis raised an
eyebrow. Nobles were equal, but glorified shepherds and their camp
followers were inferior to anointed knights in every way. But the
Duke of Athens had sent a letter asking Albert to welcome the
Catalan Company into his lands and to provide them with food during
what he hoped would be a brief stay. When he had first clapped eyes
on them he had wanted to laugh, especially the Almogavars in their
poor sheepskin coats and linen clothes. But the reputation they
established in Sicily and latterly in the Roman Empire was not to
be lightly dismissed, and so he treated Hector and Alfonso as
equals. The curtesy did not extend to the one they called the Black
Sheep and his impudent infidel wench.

Hector nodded his head
at Ayna.

‘Ayna here is Persian,
so she has a keen interest in what her ancestors got up to.’

The marquis was
surprised and in truth a little intrigued. He noted the dagger at
her hip, her sensual good looks and what was obviously a fine body,
albeit one dressed in poor attire. He decided to indulge her for
the sake of diplomacy.

‘Perhaps you would
care to enlighten us.’

‘The Greeks were
betrayed by one of their own to lead the Immortals through the
mountain,’ said Ayna. ‘The trail was called the Anopaea and was
known to the Greek King Leonidas, who placed soldiers to guard it.
But it was not a narrow track but a broad path. How else would ten
thousand Immortals be able to cross the mountain in a single
night?’

‘How do you know
this?’ asked the marquis, surprised a woman, let alone a heathen,
would be so knowledgeable.

‘In Persia we take
great pride in our history,’ replied Ayna. ‘And the Battle of
Thermopylae was a great Persian victory.’

Hector was now
intrigued.

‘I would like to see
this path.’

‘It can be arranged,’
said the marquis. ‘I can send a guide to show you the way.’

‘I accept.’

‘Who are the
Immortals?’ asked Luca.

‘The royal bodyguard
of the kings of Persia,’ Ayna told him. ‘They were called Immortals
because their number was always maintained at ten thousand. If one
fell in battle he was immediately replaced.’

‘And yet, the Persians
were defeated at the Battle of Plataea a few weeks later and Persia
never again attempted to invade Greece, and a few decades later it
fell to Alexander of Macedon,’ gloated the marquis.

‘It is true,’ conceded
Ayna, ‘but after the battle in this pass, the Persians advanced
south and destroyed Athens. Let us hope the current owner of the
city does not suffer the same fate.’

The marquis was not
amused. ‘What!’

‘Apologies, my lord,’
said Hector. ‘You know what these eastern types are like. No
manners.’

Albert gave Ayna an
icy glare but she merely turned her eyes away from him. She saw no
reason to feel apologetic for voicing an observation. When Luca had
returned from his serving duties to inform her the ruler of the
land they were in, who was called a marquis, whatever that meant,
had extended an invitation to the commanders of the Catalan Company
to be shown the sites of the Battle of Thermopylae, she had
badgered him to get Hector to allow her to be one of the party. And
he was to join her as it would be good for his education. Luca was
doubtful he would be allowed to attend because it would be an event
for the company’s leaders, not a lowly Almogavar and his woman. But
the Almogavar captains had better things to do than be lectured by
a noble and excused themselves. Melek Kose and Halil Ece also
turned down the offer, Melek stating ‘one battlefield was much like
another’. Hector begged Alfonso to attend, who reluctantly agreed,
and was delighted when Luca and Ayna volunteered to listen to
Albert Pallavicini. Hector explained to the marquis that Luca was
the lucky talisman of the company and was known throughout the
Roman Empire. The marquis was sceptical but instantly noted the
ivory-handled dagger at Luca’s hip, which pointed to the Almogavar
being a notch above the average, which compared to the rest of the
company was not saying much.

The marquis had ridden
to the Catalan camp accompanied by a small escort of men-at-arms
and a standard bearer carrying a huge banner showing his coat of
arms. He left the pass without extending an invitation to Hector to
dine with him and his wife, Maria of Verona, at his residence, the
castle of Bodonitsa, some four miles southeast of Thermopylae. But
Albert Pallavicini was still busy that night – compiling a letter
to the Duke of Athens.

 


Your grace

The Catalan Company of
mercenaries is now camped in the pass at Thermopylae prior to
continuing its march south to Athens. Having had a chance to
inspect its camp and having met with its commanders, I would like
to give my personal opinion concerning the Catalan mercenaries.

Whereas their record
on the battlefield in Sicily and more recently in the Roman Empire
cannot be disputed, I worry that just as the Romans failed to
control them, so you might encounter difficulties when it comes to
getting them to obey orders. It is well known they created their
own kingdom on the Gallipoli Peninsula. They were forced to quit
that place on account of an exhaustion of their funds and the
laying waste of the lands to the north of the peninsula. As they do
not contain a single Christian knight or an individual of noble
status, they have become accustomed to living like a large band of
well-organised brigands. They have a complete disregard for social
norms to the extent that low-born women are allowed to express
their opinion in the presence of their social superiors. And it
would appear all the menfolk are free to give their opinion to any
who will listen to them.

I have acceded to your
wishes and provided the mercenaries with food so they will not
resort to plunder, but in all conscience I will be pleased when
they have departed my lands. But when they do so they will enter
your domain.

My fear is that the
Catalan Company, being bereft of the Christian values we have
established and maintained in Greece, such as piety, respect for
the social order and adherence to the Catholic faith, will prove
untrustworthy and duplicitous allies. I pray I will be proved wrong
in the above but fear my concerns will come to fruition.

I remain your faithful
ally, Albert Pallavicini, Marquis of Bodonitsa.

 


Intrigued by the story
of the Immortals crossing over the mountain, Hector decided to
recreate the trek of Persia’s finest warriors. Two days after the
Marquis of Bodonitsa had ridden back to his castle, Hector’s
division stood at the foot of Mount Kallidromos, a thousand men in
ranks of four with long files, each one made up of two hundred and
fifty men. The morning was sunny and warm, the drizzle and grey
clouds having vanished to present the high mountain in all its
glory. True to his word, the marquis had sent a shepherd to show
Hector the way over the mountain via the so-called Anopaea trail.
The shepherd was a miserable, stick-thin individual who looked as
though he would fall apart at any moment. Worse, he spoke neither
Catalan nor Italian, which meant Romanus, the former shepherd from
Anatolia, would have to act as translator.

‘Tell him we like to
maintain a brisk pace,’ Hector instructed Romanus.

The former shepherd
stood to the right of Hector in the front rank of the division,
while on the left of the commander was Luca and on the Black
Sheep’s left side stood Jordi. All four were equipped in full war
gear of helmet, three javelins in a quiver protruding over the
right shoulder for ease of plucking, small round shield slung over
the left shoulder, spear, short sword and dagger.

The shepherd nodded
when Romanus had translated Hector’s words, placed a finger against
his right nostril to close it and blew a large glob of phlegm out
of the left one. He then said something to Romanus who turned to
Hector.

‘He says it is warm
here but up on the mountain it will probably get windy and rainy,
and do we want to get our cloaks?’

The shepherd was
dressed in dirty linen clothes but wore a woollen hat and had a
cloak around his shoulders, the combination of which was making him
sweat. He also carried a gnarled crook in his skeleton-like right
hand.

‘Just tell him to
concentrate on his own well-being,’ replied Hector.

The shepherd grunted
and shrugged his shoulders when the message was passed on, though
his eyes lit up when he spotted Ayna. Luca could not help but smile
at his beloved, who looked like the epitome of an Amazon warrior of
old. Her black locks were tied behind her neck and her leggings and
tunic clung to her shapely body. Like the men she was wearing a
zamarra sheepskin coat, the distinctive garment of the
Almogavars. She was not wearing a helmet and did not carry a sword
or shield, but the spear she held in her right hand was identical
to the one carried by Luca and there was a wicked dagger in a
sheath attached to her belt.

Hector gave her a
dispassionate look. ‘Haven’t changed your mind, then?’

When Luca had told her
Hector was planning to march the Almogavars over the mountain to
recreate the march of the Immortals many centuries before, she had
begged the company commander to allow the Maidens of the Spear to
join them. Hector had scoffed at the idea at first but then the
malicious side of his nature saw an opportunity to take the wind
out of the sails of the Muslim woman who had too much to say for
herself. He respected her abilities with a spear; indeed, it was
because she was a fighter that she had joined the company, albeit
as a captive who had been purchased by Luca Baldi. And she had
fought beside Carla Rey in the harbour at Kallipolis when the
Genoese had attempted to seize the city. She was a fighter, no
doubt about that, but she was also opinionated and had become
something of a spokeswoman for the female members of the company.
She had formed a unit of Muslim women called the Maidens of the
Spear, recruited from the wives and daughters of the company’s
horse archers. It would fight alongside other females in the
company who were able to carry a weapon in emergencies. But Ayna
had dreams of fighting with the Almogavars on the battlefield, an
idea which appalled Hector. There was no use in arguing with her
because she stood her ground and refused to back down, just as she
had when she had secured the release of the supposedly doomed Luca
Baldi at Thessalonica. But now perhaps Mount Kallidromos might come
to Hector’s rescue.

‘The maidens are eager
to show you their abilities,’ replied Ayna. ‘They and the two
hundred other women with them.’

Hector rolled his eyes
and pointed up at the mountain.

‘If you fall behind
you are on your own. In war the weak fall first and the strong
cannot afford to sacrifice themselves out of pity. You
understand?’

‘You worry about
yourself, Hector,’ she replied, flashing a smile at Luca before
turning and walking back along Hector’s division to where two
hundred and forty women waited for their inspirational leader.

‘Talk is cheap,’
muttered Hector, comforting himself with the thought a hard march
under arduous conditions would shatter the growing myth of the
Maidens of the Spear and their leader.

‘What do you think?’
Luca said to Jordi.

Jordi smiled. ‘I think
Hector underestimates our women.’

Monica, his woman, was
part of the female contingent, the buxom Chana having been asked by
Ayna to remain with the children in camp. It was a considerate
request as Chana would struggle on a route march over the
mountain.

Hector could not
resist one last dig, turning to Luca.

‘Immortals, Maidens of
the Spear, they are a strange lot these Persians. Fancy names don’t
mean anything on the battlefield, though. Or on a big mountain.’ He
blew the whistle around his neck. ‘Let’s move.’

And the mountain was
excessively big close up, immense slabs of grey rock rearing up on
either side of the path the shepherd led the Almogavars to. Luca
saw the track, which was narrow, steep, almost vertical, and
worried about Ayna. She was tough and resilient. But still…

The first ten minutes
were easy, a thousand Almogavars and a formation of women moving
silently upwards, the shepherd guide displaying remarkable stamina
as he led the way, not turning even once to see if he was being
followed or was out-pacing the foreign soldiers. Either side of the
track tall pines clung to the rocks, creating a deep ravine that
made Luca feel like a tiny ant. As he continued upwards the way
narrowed and the branches of the trees overlapped to form a solid
green roof to block out the sun apart from a few tiny shards of
light.

After an hour of
marching, Almogavars with red cloths making brief stops to tie them
to branches as markers, they came to a precipitous ravine, the
guide darting left to follow the track upwards and away from the
sheer drop. Luca suddenly admired the Immortals, who made the march
at night, and wondered how many fell to their deaths at this point
as they staggered through the dark. Despite being autumn the air
was thick and humid and he was sweating, compounded by having to
negotiate a track littered with pebbles and brown pine needles. The
guide led them along the winding track through a forest of silver
firs, continuing on up at a steep angle that forced Luca and the
others to take gulps of air. And in the back of his mind was a
nagging fear that Ayna might have fallen behind or, worse, injured
herself. He was used to marching over difficult terrain but she was
not an Almogavar and might inadvertently twist an ankle or fall and
break a bone. He caught brief glimpses of brisk streams running
over shingle and waterfalls cascading over rock ledges but no
stunning views of the Malian Gulf or inland hills. They were still
in a never-ending forest, which was still and airless.

Hector allowed no
halts as his division maintained the cruel pace, which Luca was
surprised at. He thought it was going to be a leisurely stroll up
and down a mountain, not a forced march. He was twenty-four years
old and at the peak of his physical powers but even he was finding
it difficult to maintain the pace while at the same time keep his
footing on the slippery surface.

And then the pines
suddenly ended and he was no longer going upwards, instead marching
on level ground as the Almogavars entered a verdant plateau
sprinkled with walnut, mulberry and other fruit trees. He took a
few steps after leaving the firs and was buffeted by a strong wind
that caught him unawares and nearly knocked him off his feet.

‘Stay focused,’
shouted Hector.

The guide had his head
down and his cloak clutched tightly to his body as he leaned into
the wind and paced on. The sun had disappeared, the grey clouds had
returned and then the heavens emptied. A hard pelting rain
assaulted the column, the raindrops becoming like tiny darts as
they assaulted the Almogavars. Luca was drenched in sweat and hot
but he soon became soaked and cold as the wind and rain combined to
chill him to the bone. He had been marching for two hours but
Hector told Romanus to instruct the guide to continue showing them
the way; they would stop for a water break when they reached the
cover of a forest. He knew the Almogavars’ reserves of strength and
stamina would easily see them through the lashing they were
enduring. But Luca worried about the women and by the look on
Jordi’s face his friend was having similar thoughts. He glanced
right to see an evil leer on Hector’s face.

They had been marching
for three hours when he called a halt after entering a forest of
pine. Luca uncorked his water bottle and took a few small gulps. No
one guzzled down their water for to do so was to invite stomach
cramps and retching when they re-commenced marching, which they did
after five minutes. He looked towards the rear of the column but
the track was winding and he could not see any women. He prayed
they were safe.

‘You should remind
your woman we are not here for amusement and war is not a game,’
Hector said to him before blowing his whistle to signal the column
should move.

They were descending
now and going down is easier on the lungs but harder on the knees
as individuals tried to maintain their footing on the muddy, rocky
path that followed the course of a fast-flowing stream. The pace
became slower when they entered an expanse of oak, the trees autumn
red and a stunning spectacle, though their fallen leaves made the
ground very slippery and treacherous. The guide was very light on
his feet, dodging fallen branches, muddy pools and slippery rocks
with the skill of a mountain goat, which in a sense he was, albeit
in human form.

It took another two
hours to reach the valley. Two hours of concentrating on keeping
one’s footing and ensuring spears did not get caught on low
branches. When Luca spotted the shimmering waters of the Malian
Gulf below, he was tempted to quicken his pace, but he fought
against the instinct, aware needless injuries could occur when the
end was in sight and when concentration could slip. So he kept his
discipline while descending the steep, scree-covered track as it
left the pines, bushes of red berries among the limestone rocks
replacing branches, leaves and tree trunks. It was now dry
underfoot, though Luca’s footwear was splattered with mud and his
leggings soaked from the rain encountered on the plateau higher up.
Five hours after commencing the route march, Hector and his
division of tired and filthy Almogavars walked back to camp after
replicating the night march of the Persian Immortals centuries
before. After being dismissed Luca, Romanus and dozens of others
raced back up the track to find their women.

Ayna and the others
were half an hour behind the Almogavars, still marching in
formation but slowed by the need to assist those who had twisted
ankles or cracked a rib after falling. Luca smiled when he saw Ayna
in the front rank, Monica beside her, gripping their spears and
resting them on their right shoulders. They both looked tired and
no wonder. They and those with them had conducted an arduous march
across a mountain carrying weapons, which even for veteran soldiers
was challenging. He had nothing but admiration for the Maidens of
the Spear. He and the other Almogavars lined the side of the track
applauding them as they passed by, then falling in behind to escort
them on the final leg of the journey.

That night Ayna and
Monica seized up, their legs trapped in invisible vices that
tightened by the hour, despite being massaged by their menfolk. The
price of over-exertion and refusing to give up.

The next day the
divisions of Xavi and Ferran made the march over Mount Kallidromos,
their route marked by the red cloths positioned the day before. On
the third day Miquel’s division carried out the march, though its
members did not need the red markers as the route was clearly
indicated by the ground trampled and churned up by the previous
three divisions. Hector had ordered that all four divisions be
timed to determine which one was the quickest, an uneven contest as
far as his division was concerned because it had been slowed by the
guide leading it, who had vanished into thin air once Hector’s
division neared camp.

Xavi’s division won
the contest.

Hector was impressed
by the Maidens of the Spear and ordered the hot springs at the base
of the mountain to be cordoned off to allow the women who had
followed his division to bathe in their healing waters. Supposedly
created by the ancient Greek god Hephaestus on the request of the
goddess Athena, the hot, healing waters allowed the Greek hero
Heracles to regain his strength after carrying out herculean tasks.
It certainly healed Ayna, Monica and the others, who emerged from
the steaming pools reinvigorated and ready to conduct another
march, this time to Athens. The Marquis of Bodonitsa was both glad
and relieved to see the back of the Catalan Company, which departed
Thermopylae leaving a host of red markers on Mount Kallidromos.
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As soon as the
Frankish crusaders had conquered the Roman Empire after diverting
from the Holy Land to plunder the city of Constantinople, they
established the system of rule they practised in their countries of
origin. So the so-called Latin states of Greece were divided into a
number of fiefs, each one ruled by a noble who exploited his land
for economic purposes. Those few remaining Roman nobles were also
allotted fiefs to rule over, as long as they pledged allegiance to
the ruler of the state they lived in and followed the Catholic
faith. In reality, while the Roman lords swore allegiance to their
new rulers, they continued to worship according to the indigenous
Orthodox faith, as did the local population. The Catholic clergy in
Greece were furious but the Latin lords, appreciating that
consigning the locals to being burnt at the stake, would be a
self-defeating move as there would be no one left to work the land
on which they depended on for raising taxes and soldiers. It was
far easier to manage the locals so their conquerors could prosper,
the alternative being to import peasants from western Europe, a
measure fraught with risks. The indigenous population was used to
working the land and so the Frankish lords allowed Orthodox
churches to stand, did not force the locals to speak French or
banished the use of Greek, and both sides entered into a wary
co-existence.

The Greek peasants
endured a life markedly poorer than when they had been ruled by
Roman emperors. They became serfs to the Franks, which meant a man
could not marry or give his daughter away in marriage without the
permission of his Catholic lord. If he died without heirs the lord
took all his possessions, and even in life that lord could give his
goods to another serf, as long as he had enough to subsist. And if
his lord killed the serf of another noble by mistake, he could be
given to the aggrieved lord by way of compensation. The indigenous
Greeks thus became mere chattels, and because of their Orthodox
faith were not allowed to testify in court against a Catholic. It
was not lost on many Greeks that they had been reduced to the
status of slaves.

The Franks built many
towers and castles in the Peloponnese to ensure their rule was not
challenged as they were always in the minority compared to the
indigenous population. Frequent wars with the Romans after the
collapse of the so-called Latin Empire established after the fall
of Constantinople to the crusaders, plus conflicts with the Kingdom
of Thessaly and the Despotate of Epiros, had thrown the Latin
states of the Peloponnese on to the defensive. Nearly a century of
conflict had also weakened them considerably, both in terms of
manpower and money. It was for these reasons that the Latin lords
in Greece elected Walter of Brienne, whose father-in-law was the
marshal of France, the most powerful noble in that land, to be the
new Duke of Athens, in the hope he would bring a great army to
Greece to secure their lands against any the Orthodox opponents in
the north, specifically the Romans but also the ambitions of the
Despotate of Epiros.

Walter of Brienne,
Duke of Athens, finished reading the letter and tossed it on the
table.

‘Our brave Catalan
allies have offended the Marquis of Bodonitsa, it seems.’

He nodded at the
missive to indicate his deputy, Jean de Carrouges, should read it.
The French knight obeyed, his forehead creasing into a frown as he
read the words.

Walter sighed and
looked up at the ceiling. He had arrived at Athens expecting a
great city but found instead a miserable town, the buildings of
which were clustered around the Acropolis, the famed rock where
great temples had stood in antiquity. Now the great temple, the
Parthenon, was a Catholic church and the Propylaea, the ancient
monumental gateway to the Acropolis, had been converted into a
fortress and the living quarters for the duke and his family.
Impressive blue banners emblazoned with golden lions with red claws
flew from the battlements of the Acropolis to show who ruled the
Duchy of Athens, but Walter of Brienne was far from happy. He had
arrived in Greece with four hundred soldiers, but had hired the
Catalan Company to supplement his own and the forces of the lords
of the Peloponnese, to create an army that would conquer Thessaly
and re-establish the golden age of the Latin Empire. And now one of
his fellow rulers was complaining about the lack of manners of the
mercenaries who had destroyed every enemy they had encountered! It
was beyond satire.

‘It is as I feared,
your grace,’ said a sombre Jean. ‘The Catalans are volatile and I
worry we will not be able to control them.’

‘The local lords are
too delicate, more like. They have gotten used to easy living and
need to be shaken out of their self-indulgent existence.’

‘The memory of
Pelagonia still lingers,’ said Jean.

Fought fifty years
before in northern Greece between the Latin Franks and the Romans,
the Battle of Pelagonia had been a heavy Latin defeat, especially
for the Principality of Achaea, resulting in the Romans retaking
the city of Constantinople. And since that defeat the Latin Greek
states had been wholly on the defensive.

‘I intend to erase the
memory of Pelagonia by leading the Latin states to victory, but to
do so we need the Catalan Company, the more so after reading the
Marquis of Bodonitsa’s whining letter. How are the duchy’s
finances?’

‘Greece is not France,
lord.’

Like all great lords,
Walter derived his income from taxes and people. Nobility did not
involve themselves in commerce as their high social status, marked
by the possession of lands and titles, set them apart from the rest
of society. Those involved in trade were despised as common and
looked down on. It was why Genoa and Venice had to trade to
survive, both republics having little land. That they had both
become extremely wealthy as a result of maritime trade did not
prevent them being regarded as vulgar in the eyes of the kings and
great lords of Europe. And just as in Europe, the Dukes of Athens
had given their Catholic knights lands – fiefs – in exchange for
military service and taxes, the knights becoming vassals of their
liege lord. But the terrain of Athens was not as productive as the
rich agricultural lands of northern France, which meant the duchy’s
exchequer was frequently empty. It was so now.

‘When the Catalans
arrive they will be expecting their wages,’ warned Jean, ‘both for
the next six months and the back-pay for the service they have
already carried out.’

‘Back-pay?’ queried
Walter.

‘For raiding the lands
of Empress Irene in the winter before you arrived here, lord,’
explained Jean. ‘I thought it prudent to divert the empress’
attention in your absence.’

Walter shrugged. ‘That
is why you are my deputy, Jean. Where are the Catalans now?’

‘As they are taking
frequent halts, I estimated they would be here in four weeks. I
received a subsequent message from Hector informing me his company
is taking the coast road, so might take longer.’

‘Hector?’

‘The commander of the
company, lord. A simple Almogavar who has risen through the ranks,
as it were.’

‘And he was the one
who gave in to the mob in surrendering the ransom money for the
King of Thessaly?’

Jean nodded. ‘For a
man named Luca Baldi, yes. I met them both during my visit to the
Catalan camp.’

‘This Luca Baldi must
be an exceptional man.’

Jean thought of the
very ordinary peasant whose only distinguishing feature was the
expensive ivory handled dagger he carried.

‘So the mercenaries
believe, lord. But if they arrive at Athens and there is no money
to pay them, they may turn mutinous.’

‘Have no fear, I have
something in mind. Summon the other lords to Athens. When the
Catalans arrive they will have their money.’

It took two weeks to
bring the Latin lords of the Peloponnese to Athens, along with
their personal bodyguards and priests. Walter stood on the ramparts
of the Acropolis and saw their banners approach his great citadel.
The first to grace Athens was a yellow cross on a blue background,
the sigil of Boniface of Verona, the lord of the Triarchy of
Negroponte. In theory, Boniface ruled the whole of the island of
Euboea, but his knights were spread thin on the island and his
power centred on the port of Chalcis, where much to the Italian’s
annoyance the Venetians acted like lords of the city, such was the
power of the republic in the Peloponnese.

The next to arrive was
the scribbler – Albert Pallavicini, another Italian from a
prestigious family. The design of the Marquis of Bodonitsa’s banner
depicting rows of alternating blue and yellow squares was
duplicated on the surcoats of his mounted escort and the caparisons
of the horses they rode, to present a splendidly colourful
spectacle. But whereas Walter took an instant liking to the ruler
of Negroponte, not least because they both shared a dislike for the
arrogance of the Venetians, he found the ruler of Bodonitsa proud
and prickly and clearly opposed to the duke’s hiring of the Catalan
Company. But Bodonitsa was small and would fall into line, of that
he had no doubt. The same was true of the County of Salona, ruled
by the somewhat dour and serious Thomas d’Autremoncourt, like him a
Frenchman whose sigil was a white cross on a red background, over
which was a blue diagonal stripe from the top left to the bottom
right. But he was pleased when the Frenchman pledged his allegiance
to the Duchy of Athens.

The last to arrive was
the head of the council of the Principality of Achaea, the largest
of the Latin states, its capital at Andravida being further away
from Athens than those of the other Latin states. Everything about
Achaea was bigger, from the size of the state itself to the huge
flag of a gold cross on a red background carried by the banner man
of the party that rode into the Acropolis behind his master, to the
bear of a man who came to represent Achaea.

Jacques of Taranto was
huge, a knight possessed of great height, powerful, massive
shoulders, arms as thick as tree trunks and a large head sporting
well-trimmed hair and beard. His hands were like the paws of a
large bear, which was fortuitous as his personal weapon was a
two-handed great sword that he carried in a scabbard strapped to
his back. He left his fearsome weapon in his quarters when he took
his place at the large oak table in the Propylaea’s main hall, the
banners of all those present hanging on the walls beside the golden
lion sigil of the Duke of Athens. The duke himself sat in silence
as the corpulent Archbishop of Athens stood and asked for holy
guidance, his face flush from imbibing wine before the assembly of
lords took place.

‘Heavenly Father, in
these troubling times when the spirit of the age threatens
Christian values, give these lords, the guardians of the true faith
in this land of the apostates, the wisdom to guide and direct them
through the coming months as they face great dangers. We ask this
through Christ our Lord.’

The lords said ‘amen’
and then the archbishop picked up a goblet of wine form the table
and raised it to Walter of Brienne, Duke of Athens.

‘To you, your grace,
who God has sent to us in our hour of need.’

He drained the goblet
in one go, his piggy eyes lighting up as the wine slipped down his
throat into his large stomach, before taking his seat next to the
duke.

‘Still devoted to the
grape, your excellency?’ sneered Jacques.

A servant walked
forward and refilled the archbishop’s goblet, the churchman taking
another large gulp.

‘I go upon the Lord’s
work, my lord, and such heavy toil requires constant
fortification.’

Jacques banged the
table and guffawed loudly, making the solid oak tremble and the
others at the table jump.

‘Let us hope the
vineyards of Greece do not wither and interrupt your great crusade,
your excellency.’

The archbishop looked
daggers at him. Walter raised a hand to halt their discourse.

‘My lords, I requested
your presence at Athens to explain my plans to make the Catholic
states in Greece stronger in the face of Roman aggression.’

He raised his goblet
to Jacques. ‘But first, I would like to convey my thanks and
gratitude to the council of Achaea for choosing me as the new Duke
of Athens.’

Jacques nodded his
massive head. ‘You are most welcome, your grace.’

Walter rose to his
feet. ‘I would ask you all to stand and toast the Catholic faith,
the true faith.’

They all stood and
raised their drinking vessels, saying ‘the true faith’ before
retaking their seats. The archbishop emptied his goblet for a
second time.

‘My first aim is to
banish the memory of Pelagonia,’ began Walter, ‘a stain on this
land that has lingered for too long. I believe a set of
circumstances has come about that will allow us to both avenge that
defeat at the hands of the apostates and expand our territory
northwards.’

‘Northwards, your
grace?’ said Albert, Marquis of Bodonitsa.

There was a frown on
his face and with good reason. His marquisate lay at the northern
fringe of the Latin sphere of influence in Greece, and so any talk
of expansion, which would involve conflict, would directly affect
his lands.

‘Yes, my lord,’ smiled
Walter, ‘for I intend to invade and conquer the Kingdom of
Thessaly.’

There were sharp
intakes of breath from the others sat at the table, except for the
archbishop who was sinking into the warm embrace of an alcoholic
stupor.

‘That would be no
small undertaking, your grace,’ said Thomas d’Autremoncourt,
‘especially as the ruler of that kingdom is a close ally of Empress
Irene.’

‘In normal
circumstances I would agree,’ agreed Walter. ‘But these are far
from normal times. Empress Irene has had her power drastically
reduced, as has the Kingdom of Thessaly. Indeed, I am reliably
informed that to all intents and purposes, Thessaly has no army.
They are both weak and I intend to take advantage of their
weaknesses.’

‘We too are
constrained by a lack of military resources, your grace,’ admitted
Thomas. ‘The defeat at Pelagonia may have occurred fifty years ago,
but its ramifications have echoed down the decades.’

Jacques nodded.
‘That’s true enough. Achaea suffered grievously that day at the
hands of the Romans, an experience no one is keen to
replicate.’

Walter sighed. He had
not realised until now that Greece’s Latin states lacked a
collective backbone. No wonder they wanted him to be the new Duke
of Athens. He remained calm and smiled at Marquis Albert.

‘Measures are already
in place to rectify any deficiency in military assets, as my lord
marquis can attest to, for I have hired the Catalan Company, which
for the last six years has defeated the Turks, the Alans, the
Romans and the Thessalians.’

Boniface was shocked.
‘The Catalans? Have they not been excommunicated by His Holiness
the Pope, your grace?’

‘I believe so,’
replied Walter casually, ‘though it does not appear to have dulled
their fighting skills.’

Thomas d’Autremoncourt
was shaking his head.

‘The Catalans are well
known for their battlefield prowess but also their brutality if not
paid promptly. I only have one question, your grace. After they
have served their purpose, where will they go?’

‘I was wondering
that,’ said the ruler of Bodonitsa.

Walter began rapping
his fingers on the table top to show his annoyance. He looked at
each lord in turn.

‘I am well acquainted
with the fighting capabilities of the Catalans,’ he rubbed the side
of his face, ‘especially the Almogavars. But the opportunity to
hire them is too good to ignore. With the Catalans by our side, we
will prove irresistible against what remains of the army of
Thessaly and its Roman allies. As for what we do with them
afterwards, I intend to give them land in Thessaly on which they
can settle.’

The rulers of
Bodonitsa and Salona were far from happy. Their fiefdoms were very
near Thessaly, which meant the Catalans would also be near their
lands after what they all assumed would be a victorious war.

‘We are upon God’s
work,’ said the archbishop suddenly, ‘and should make use of every
tool He makes available to us. He has sent us a great warlord to
lead our holy crusade, who bears the scars of his glory.’

His slurred words
resonated with those round the table, all of whom had no battle
scars on their faces, testament to the years of peace that had
ensued after the Battle of Pelagonia. In contrast, Walter of
Brienne had seen much combat during the War of the Sicilian Vespers
where he and his Frenchmen had fought the Sicilian rebels and their
Aragonese allies. The mementos of that dreadful conflict were
etched on his face. He had a scar on his left cheek and a deeper
scar on the right side of his face running from his hairline to his
mouth. Walter of Brienne could have sported a beard like the vast
majority of his fellow nobles, but he chose to maintain a
clean-shaven face, not because of reasons of hygiene but to
deliberately show off his scars.

Combat scars signified
battlefield prowess, glory and a knight’s honour. These signs of
the heritage of battle were accepted as marks of glory throughout
Christendom and beyond. They became almost holy marks inscribed on
the flesh of those who survived the white-heat of battle. There was
an important caveat, however, which was the great difference
between facial battle scars and facial injuries that were so
disfiguring that they prompted horror rather than admiration.
Walter of Brienne was a handsome man and though his facial scars
were very notable, they gave him a striking appearance rather that
a repulsive one.

Having had the
archbishop’s endorsement, Walter continued speaking.

‘My lords, I will not
lie to you. The finances of my duchy are in a dire state.’

‘That’s because the
Greeks are lazy oafs,’ said Jacques, ‘who spend their time drinking
and whoring rather than working their lord’s land.’

‘Be that as it may,’
continued Walter, ‘the fact is the Duchy of Athens cannot pay the
wages of the Catalan Company that is currently on its way to this
town. I therefore ask you, my fellow Catholic lords, to loan me the
equivalent of six months’ pay of the mercenaries to give me time to
raise the money to pay them after that period.’

The lords looked at
each other in confusion.

‘I had no idea the
duchy’s finances were in such a parlous state, your grace,’ said
Thomas.

‘It begs the question;
why hire the Catalan Company in the first place if the duchy cannot
afford to?’ remarked Albert.

The others shifted
uncomfortably in their chairs. The marquis’ words were impertinent
and bordered on insulting the wisdom of the Duke of Athens.

Walter took a gulp of
wine.

‘An honest question
deserves an honest answer. I originally hired five hundred
Almogavars to reinforce my army. However, I later discovered that
the Catalans had left Gallipoli and were on their way to Greece
after exhausting the land they had been living in for three years.
They were marching here anyway so it appeared prudent to hire them
all rather than having six thousand unemployed mercenaries loose in
Greece. Unless you have a better plan, my lord, the best way, the
only way, to solve the problem of the Catalans is to hire them
all.’

Walter was being
disingenuous because he had actually sent Jean to the Catalans with
on offer to hire them all. But no matter. He slammed a fist down
hard on the table.

‘I beg you to support
me, for we stand at a pivotal moment in our history. We have one
opportunity and one only to reverse the tide of history and
re-establish the Latin Empire.’

‘That is an ambitious
objective, your grace,’ said Boniface.

‘It is,’ nodded
Walter, ‘but I would rather die trying than sit idle and watch
Athens deteriorate before my eyes.’

The Latin Empire, the
realm established by the crusaders from western Europe, who were
mostly French, had disappeared nearly fifty years before, the
Romans re-establishing their empire save for Greece, and most of
western Anatolia where the Turkish emirs were strengthening
their position. But for Walter to talk about resurrecting the Latin
Empire was beyond anything they had even considered. It would
entail a major military effort to conquer Thessaly, Macedonia – the
private fiefdom of the formidable Empress Irene – to say nothing of
subduing Thrace and Gallipoli before the greatest prize of all –
Constantinople – could be taken. Walter saw the doubt on their
faces. How weak and timid they had all become. But not all. He
looked at the giant from Achaea.

‘What message will you
take back to your barons, my lord?’

All eyes turned to
Jacques of Taranto, who took a large gulp of wine.

‘We chose you to be
the Duke of Athens because of your reputation as an individual of
action and resolve, your grace. I will recommend the principality
donates gold to pay for the mercenaries, and will raise an army to
march by your own when you take the field against Thessaly. It is
high time these Roman bastards were taught a lesson in
humility.’

Achaea was a
principality but its ruler was not in residence. Phillip, Prince of
Achaea and Taranto, King of Romania and Despot of Romania, had
visited the Peloponnese only once, leaving Achaea to be ruled by a
council of barons, which Jacques of Taranto headed. As head of the
council Jacques, given the title ‘prince’ by Phillip, had the
respect and backing of the prince but the other council members
considered themselves his equal. They had their own private armies
and castles. But the voice of Jacques was a powerful one and in any
case they would not be able to resist the appeal of a crusade
against the apostate Romans, the more so after their savaging at
the hands of the Catalans.

‘My county is small
but I will raise what I can, your grace,’ pledged Thomas.

‘As will Negroponte,’
added Boniface.

‘Bodonitsa will do
what it can,’ Albert’s tone was unenthusiastic but that did not
concern Walter. He would pay Athens gold like the others, and with
gold he could pay the Catalans.

He stood and raised
his goblet. The others did the same, the archbishop staggering to
his feet and swaying on his feet, his cheeks a rosy red and his
eyes glazed. Walter grabbed him with his free hand to prevent him
toppling over. He had served his purpose. There was no need to see
him humiliated any further.

‘To the new
crusade.’

‘The new crusade,’
replied the others before emptying their goblets.

The lords left the
next morning, Jean de Carrouges standing beside Walter on the
ramparts of the Acropolis watching the column of riders divide as
the leaders made their way back to their domains. Jean was silent
but his lord knew something was eating away at him.

‘Spit it out, Jean,
for your silence is like a black cloud hovering overhead.’

‘May I speak frankly,
lord?’

‘That is what I
appointed you for.’

‘When the Catalans
arrive you can, with the pledges of gold from the other lords, pay
them for six months, which will last until the spring of next year.
But your campaign of conquest will only commence in the spring, by
which time the gold to pay the Catalans will most likely be
exhausted.’

‘Correct,’ said
Walter, watching the colourful banners of the other states
disappear into the distance.

‘After which the
Catalans might turn on us rather than the enemy, they being very
prickly when it comes to employers honouring their contracts.’

‘In the spring the
Catalans will be fighting in Thessaly where I expect them to be
victorious,’ said Walter, ‘and if they are I will grant them lands
in that kingdom after they have marched into Macedonia and
destroyed what remains of the army of Empress Irene. Then, after
they have been given a new home, I will order them into Thrace and
then to the walls of Constantinople. Exhausted after a lengthy
campaign, they will either be destroyed by the Romans or I will put
an end to the scourge of the Catalan Company.’

‘Many have tried,
lord, none have succeeded.’

Walter turned away
from the town of Athens below to look at his deputy.

‘The difference being,
I intend to let the Catalans do all the fighting while we follow
with our Catholic army, taking possession of what they have
conquered. They will grow weaker and we will remain strong. In any
case, we are their allies, or so they will believe. It will easy
enough to put an end to them when we stand shoulder-to-shoulder
with them before the walls of Constantinople and butcher them
before storming the city.’

Jean was silent.

‘You think me
treacherous?’

‘No, lord, but I would
caution care when dealing with the Catalans. They are not to be
underestimated.’

‘It is precisely
because I do not underestimate them that I have formulated a plan
to do away with them. How can I allow another Catalan Kingdom to be
established in Thessaly, a stone’s throw away from my own duchy? I
cannot. There can be no future for a lawless band of mercenaries to
establish their own state, which will attract criminal elements and
the godless to its borders. They are like a plague and plagues can
only be driven out by fire and sword.’

Walter smiled.
‘Besides, the gold that I will give them will find its way back to
the duchy’s coffers, for the mercenaries will be purchasing food
and supplies from the duchy’s merchants.’

‘Ah, I had not
considered that, lord.’

Walter slapped him on
the shoulder. ‘The only thing the godless deserve is a place in
hell, Jean. But in the meantime we will welcome the Catalans with
open arms and treat them as valuable allies until they have
outlived their usefulness. I do not intend to make the same mistake
as Emperor Andronicus.’
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The Duchy of Athens
was a beautiful place, a land of spectacular mountains, verdant
forests, crystalline lakes and bubbling streams. Small villages
clung to the bases of craggy massifs and vineyards and orchards
dotted the scenic landscape. The air was fresh and invigorating;
conflict and battle seemed a thousand miles away. It was a place of
colossal valleys and unspoiled beaches, the often mist-shrouded
valleys filled with gurgling streams and rivers blessed with
ice-cold waters from the snow-capped mountains. The lakes were deep
and pure. Those who immersed themselves in their waters emerged
refreshed and free from troubles. Sprinkled among the valleys were
the reddish roofs of collections of houses, arranged like a
spider’s web around small towns. These places sent representatives
to Hector when he and his company approached, promising food but
politely requesting the mercenaries refrain from entering their
towns. Just as the people of Thessaly had treated the Catalans as a
group of lepers who they gave supplies to so they would hurry on
their way, they received the same treatment in the Duchy of Athens.
The mercenaries might have taken offence, but they were well fed,
had the land seemingly to themselves and were on their way to a
lucrative contract. Life was good and everyone was happy. Well,
almost everyone.

‘I am going to cut it
out,’ declared Luca.

‘Mother of Christ, not
this again,’ complained Hector beside him.

The company was slowly
making its way to Athens, averaging less that ten miles a day as it
enjoyed the equivalent of a holiday in the playground of the
ancient Greek gods. The Catalans were in the land of their allies,
there was no enemy anywhere close and there would be no fighting
until the spring of the new year. So Hector pulled in his mounted
patrols, allowed the company to relax and strictly forbade on pain
of death any plundering of the countryside or molestation of its
inhabitants. For the first time in an age he could see a long-term
future for himself and the company.

‘You have a brand on
your arm, accept it,’ Hector told him, ‘You are lucky it healed and
did not get infected. If it had, we would have had to cut off your
arm.’

‘You don’t have the
brand of your enemy on your body,’ moaned Luca.

He had a battle scar
on his belly and two more inflicted by Dario Spinola when he had
been a captive: one on his chest and the other on the top of his
left hand. But it was dragon branded on his left arm that irked him
the most.

‘You should wear it as
a badge of good fortune,’ Hector advised him, ‘for that is what it
surely is. Because you are one lucky bastard.’

He and Luca were in
the front rank of the veteran Almogavar’s division, Luca on the
left of Hector, Romanus on the right of the latter and Jordi making
up the other member of the rank.

‘He’s the Black
Sheep,’ said Jordi, ‘he has the luck of the devil, or so Father
Ramon always said.’

‘I wonder where he
is?’ pondered Romanus.

‘Dead, hopefully,’
said Hector, ‘because if he is still alive and our paths cross, I
will disembowel him.’

‘I’m still going to
cut it out,’ muttered Luca.

‘No you won’t and
that’s an order,’ Hector told him. ‘Deliberately wounding yourself
is a serious offence punishable with a flogging at least but
hanging more likely.’

‘Hanging?’ laughed
Luca.

‘Deliberately injuring
yourself is a form of desertion,’ said Hector, ‘and you know the
punishment for desertion.’

‘The absence of the
Black Sheep from the battle line would have a serious effect on
morale,’ remarked the Almogavar marching directly behind Luca.

‘Exactly,’ agreed
Hector, ‘so you touch that brand and it’s hanging, drawing and
quartering for you.’

‘What is that?’ asked
Romanus.

Hector licked his
lips.

‘A punishment usually
reserved for traitors. The prisoner is first hanged, though only
for a minute or two before being taken down.’

‘That won’t kill him,’
said Jordi.

‘That’s the idea,’
Hector told him. ‘Still alive, the prisoner is placed on boards and
held down before having his balls cut off. That’s a nice touch
because it symbolises he can’t father any more traitors. Then his
stomach is cut open and his entrails pulled out and tossed on a
brazier. And all the time he is alive, don’t forget. Finally, the
head is cut off and the body hacked into four pieces, or quartered.
Beautiful.’

Luca shuddered. ‘That
Genoese bastard was going to castrate me, and would have done if a
senior Roman officer had not intervened.’

He had not told anyone
about being seduced by the alluring Roman noblewoman after he was
tortured. He wanted to tell his friends but knew they would mention
it to Monica and Chana, who would have passed it on to Ayna. He had
no wish to disturb what for him was a blissful coupling and so he
kept the episode to himself. It did not matter. It meant nothing to
him and as he would never see the seductress again, he saw no gain
in opening what would become a festering wound and perhaps grow
into a chasm between him and Ayna. His own wounds had now healed
fully and he had no desire to open fresh emotional ones.

‘I was going to be an
executioner,’ said Hector wistfully, ‘back in Catalonia, that is.
It’s not a bad life. Decent pay if you are good at your job, too,
and a profession that will never endure lean times. There is always
some town that requires its criminals to have their necks stretched
or their heads cut off. And you can earn a tidy sum of money from
extracting confessions on the side.’

‘So what changed your
mind?’ asked Luca.

‘My friend Sancho Rey.
Him and me went back a long way even before we set foot on Sicily.
He persuaded me that joining the expedition to the island would be
a great and profitable adventure. It was an adventure, all right,
but not particularly profitable.’

‘My father respected
you greatly,’ said Jordi, ‘and my mother loved you.’

‘And I loved them,’
admitted Hector in a rare display of human emotion. ‘In the end I
chose to be a mercenary, which is not that different from an
executioner. They both kill for a living, they both get paid for
their expertise, and they both may get a bonus if they perform
particularly well.’

‘But an executioner
does not face thousands of enemy soldiers on the battlefield,’ said
Romanus. ‘He does not face any danger.’

‘He does if he botches
the execution,’ Hector corrected him. ‘Hundreds, sometimes
thousands, of people turn up to watch a prisoner or prisoners be
despatched, and many of them are drunk. They are all thirsting for
blood and if they think the executioner has put on a poor display,
it might be his blood spilling on the boards.’

‘Perhaps when we have
our own land, you can fulfil your boyhood dream,’ jested Jordi.

‘Hector will be our
king,’ said Romanus.

‘He bloody well
won’t,’ insisted Hector.

‘Then who will rule
us?’ asked Luca.

‘There will be a
council, just like there is now,’ said Hector.

They were marching
south towards Athens but their home after their contract with the
Duke of Athens had been concluded would be in southern Thessaly,
which they had already journeyed through. It too was a place of
high mountains but also verdant valleys, vineyards, orchards and
rolling fields of wheat. Thrace was called the breadbasket of the
Roman Empire but Thessaly came a close second and would easily be
able to support just over ten thousand men, women and children.
Hector hoped his show of clemency when the Almogavars had
infiltrated the camp of Angelus Ducas, the King of Thessaly, at
night to capture his entire army, which Hector had released to go
back to their homes, would make the local population amenable to
the idea of foreigners settling in their lands. And if not, they
would be forcibly ejected.

After its leisurely
march the company finally reached Athens, or rather the hilly plain
to the north of the town after a courier arrived from Duke Walter
inviting Hector to the Acropolis and kindly requesting he and his
soldiers camp two miles from the town so as not to alarm its
residents. Hector gladly agreed, though did not deviate from
standard procedure and ordered the Catalan camp to be surrounded by
a deep ditch and a rampart behind it created from the spoil, which
was topped with wooden stakes. Wooden stakes were also placed on
the outside of the rampart itself, the experience of the attack of
the horsemen of Despot John still raw in the memory. Guards were
posted on the rampart at regular intervals during the day and at
night, not that any Greeks or Frenchmen approached the camp. The
Catalans could not see Athens from their camp but they could see
the Acropolis, sited on a large rock outcrop poking above the trees
around what was now a small town.

Luca was impressed and
thought the fortifications on top of the rocks were formidable. He
had seen the walls of Constantinople up close and thought them a
difficult nut to crack in a siege, but the Acropolis looked
impregnable. He sat with his friends, his own and their families
around a campfire while Ertan, their Syrian cook, child minder and
father figure, fussed over the pot containing the stew they would
shortly consume. They were a disparate group made up of two
Catalans, a Persian, a Sicilian, a Syrian, a Jewess and a Roman.
Under normal circumstance they would probably have never met, and
even if they had they most likely would not have got on. But the
unique institution that was the Catalan Company had forged them
into a strong band of brothers and sisters, much like an armourer
forges a mighty sword from a mixture of metals. Sam, his
three-year-old son, was asleep, his head resting on his mother’s
legs. The twins of Jordi and Chana – Sancho and David – were
sitting cross-legged watching Ertan intently for the moment he
declared his aromatic stew was ready for eating. The serious
Prisca, the Roman girl adopted by Romanus and Monica, was looking
wistfully at the Acropolis, while
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